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Abstract 

This BA thesis is concerned with the analysis of four literary works by Johnatan Safran Foer 

(Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close), Don DeLillo (Falling Man), Ken Kalfus (A Disorder 

Peculiar To The Country) and John Updike (Terrorist). As the novels will have been 

thoroughly introduced, a set of common motifs will be analysed. The need for self-reflection 

of the American (western) society, the urge for understanding the enemy and the reasons for 

hatred. The psychological, social, political and economical changes contemporary America 

had and has to face. The last part of the thesis tries to find out whether there is a new 

phenomenon (Post-9/11 Novel) forming in the contemporary Anglo-American literature, what 

are its aspects, its history and its future, which works are the most significant ones.  

 

Abstrakt 

Tato bakalářská práce se zabývá analýzou čtyř románů od autorů Johnatana Safrana Foera, 

Dona DeLillo, Kena Kalfuse a Johna Updikea. Po podrobném představení děl bude v práci 

pojednáno o několika společných jevech, které se v jisté formě objevují ve všech 

jmenovaných románech. Potřeba sebereflexe Americké (západní) společnosti, potřeba 

porozumění nepříteli a důvodů k jeho antipatiím. Psyhologické, společenské, politické a 

ekonomické změny, jimž současná Amerika musí čelit. Poslední část práce se pokouší 

dopátrat, zda se v současné anglo-americké literatuře opravdu rodí nový fenomén, tj. Román o 

11. září (Post-9/11 Novel), jaké jsou jeho aspekty, jeho historie a jeho budoucnost, jaká jeho 

díla jsou nejvýznamnější.  
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The Introduction 
―Sometimes to walk in shaded parts of Manhattan is to be inserted into a Magritte: the 

street is night while the sky is day‖ (O‘Neill, 81). One had the same impression as novelist 

Joseph O‘Neill when walking down Church Street near the World Trade Center. When the 

buildings collapsed on September 11
th

, 2001, gone was the playful optical illusion and the 

New Yorkers, along with other Americans had to aim their sights towards the vacant sky.  

Its calm pale blue was, however, no longer a symbol of piece, but rather it has become 

a symbol of uncertrainity and fear. An illusion was replaced by disillusionment. The USA is 

no longer a country with nothing to fear, it is no longer a country with no need for a critical 

self-reflection. After the terrorist attacks followed an aftermath which has been changing 

America socially, culturally and economically since. 

In literature, many authors suffered a shock and a temporary writer‘s block, despite the 

fact that ―after September 11, many asked what kind of future fiction could possibly hope for‖ 

(Cummins). The authors had a challenge ahead of them – their fiction must face the reality, it 

must be believable. At the same time, what had happened probably seemed as something 

unimaginable.  

Since 2001 (2005, 2006 being the richest years so far in the Post-9/11 Novel) many 

American and international authors have presumably won over their writer‘s block and 

decided to devote their work in retelling the story of the terrorist attacks and/or providing an 

insight on the social aftermath: Claire Messud (The Emperor’s Children), Iain Banks (Dead 

Air), Frédéric Beigbeder (Windows on the World), Paul Auster (Brooklyn Follies), Johnatan 

Safran Foer (Extremely Loud And Incredibly Close), John Updike (Terrorist), Ken Kalfus (A 

Disorder Peculiar To The Country), Don DeLillo (Falling Man), Ian McEwan (Saturday), 

Martin Amis (The Last Days of Mohammad Atta), Joseph O‘Neill (Netherlands), Art 

Spiegelman (In The Shadow of No Towers) and many others. 

This thesis has chosen four novels which gained significant attention from the critics, 

works by Foer, DeLillo, Kalfus and Updike. For additional information books by McEwan, 

Amis and O‘Neill were used. These works should suffice to provide an overall picture on the 

aim of the thesis. How is contemporary literature dealing with the significant changes that 

took place since the September 11
th

, 2001? What aspects are common for all of the novels and 

what varies? Is there a new phenomenon forming in contemporary Anglo-American 

literature?  

In the first part of the thesis, the four novels will be introduced.  
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Johnathan Safran Foer: Extremely Loud And Incredibly Close 
 

Although Foer is the youngest of all the concerned authors (born in 1977) he is 

possibly the most famous one. When his second novel Extremely Loud And Incredibly Close 

was published, it was considered the first Post-9/11 Novel – thanks to the fact that in the 

contemporary literary world, the author‘s approach is seen as highly innovative and original.  

 Like in his debut, Foer depicts a taboo topic and describes it in a highly individual way 

throughout his – in a way – outsider characters. First it was the Holocaust observed by young, 

naive and confused character (by some identified as the author himself, which Foer denies) 

and his humorous buddy, in 2005 it was the attacks of September 11th, 2001 as seen by an 

extrordinarily intelligent boy named Oskar Schell. 

 Oskar‘s father dies in the northen tower of the World Trade Center. He manages to 

leave messages on the family‘s answering machine before the collapse of one of the buildings. 

His son is at home at the moment, but he is way too paralyzed by the stress to pick up the 

phone and talk to his father. Oskar‘s confusion reaches the highest point when he erases those 

messages. No particular reason for this act is mentioned throughout the novel, but it is likely 

that the last encounter with his father was simply too unbearable for Oskar. He was also afraid 

of his mother‘s reaction.  

To cope with his loss (we learn that the father had a very important, if not the most 

important role in the hero‘s life), Oskar decides to set off for a long lasting trip over the five 

burroughs of New York City to search for clues that his father might have left him before his 

death. Oskar does not forget the detective games he used to play with his dad when he was 

alive. The last one started just few hours before the catastrophy. There were no hints, just a 

map of the Central Park. The readers will find out that this was what could be considered a 

significant educational moment in Oskar‘s life. Moments before his death, the father was 

trying to teach his son a lesson – sometimes the path is more important thana the destination.  

 On the day of his father‘s tragic death, Oskar finds a key hidden in a vase in his 

parents‗ bedroom. The key is put in an envelope commonly titled Black. The child does not 

hesitate for a second and decides to question every person named Black in one of the biggest 

cities in the world.  

 In the first level of the novel we follow Oskar on his travels throughout the Five 

Borroughs, we meet characters named Black, each of them more obscure than the other. There 
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is an immensely rich woman living on Broadway who is desperate and presumably lonely, 

Oskar does not stop for second thoughts when he asks her if he could kiss her, because she is 

beautiful. An old lady decided to live on the observation deck on the Empire State Building, 

since that is the place from which she had been able to look for her long lost husband who 

used to sell light reflectors and would always shine them in her direction. 

 The plot of Oskar‘s narrative is rather cheap and unoriginal and its purpose is rather 

too obvious. Foer‘s intention was to depict the extraordinary variety of people living in New 

York City. His attempt is to befriend his readers with the obscure yet attractive atmosphere of 

the place. Obviously it is not possible for this narrative to develop into a well-thought, 

suprising plot. After interviewing less then one thousandth of people named Black, Oskar 

finds out about his long lost grandfather who eventually helps him dig out the empty coffin of 

their dead relative. He also finds out that his search was constantly and closely observed by 

his mother, whom he thought never suspected a thing about his long afternoons spent in far 

away neighborhoods with exotic names. She called each of the Blacks right before her son 

knocked on their doors to inform them about his desperate search for the truth.  

 In the novel there is another parallel that bears the main thought of the novel. We 

follow the story of Thomas Schell, an old man who survived the bombing of Dresden during 

the Second World War. The consequences and the aftermath, the trauma of the events of one 

summer night are never to fade away. His love dies, so does all of his family and Thomas has 

to watch. Afterwards he finds out his girlfriend was pregnant with him and this adds to the 

horror of the situation. The only person close to Thomas to survive is his girlfriend‘s sister 

whom he, years later, meets in New York City. By that time, his ability to speak is lost and he 

communicates only with his hands: simple YES and NO tattooed on the palms would have to 

do. Thomas is unable to lead a life of full value. His constant fear and feeling of emptiness 

holds on to him for so long, he eventually decides to break up with Anna and her soon to be 

born son. Thomas never directly confronts his son and this is a chance for Foer to develop his 

presumably favourite way of writing – through letters. Oskar‘s grandfather leaves his son 

letters about his past, his romantic encounters with his first love, his unsuccessful, confused, 

alienated relationship with Oskar‘s grandmother in New York.  

 For Johnathan Safran Foer, the main aim is the conflict of ordinary people and an alien 

element of terror, a clash of innocence and certain naivety with undepictable evil force. He 

never mentions possible outcomes of the society as a whole. His strength lies in empathy and 

that is where the author aims all of his focus. He does not try to explain why such terrible 
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events take place in our world, he merely wants to turn the attention of his readers to the 

consequences people like Oskar Schell and his family have to bear.  

 

Don DeLillo: Falling Man 

 

 DeLillo‘s attempts in his novel dealing with the terrorist attacks are closest to those of 

Johnathan Safran Foer as he tries to depict the immediate aftermath of the 9/11 and focuses on 

the psychology of Keith and Lianne, his two main characters. 

 Keith is a lawyer in his late thirties and the novel opens with him subconsciously 

walking as if in a delirium from the soon to be collapsing skyscrapers towards the direction of 

his former home, to his estranged wife Lianne: ―It wasn‘t until he got in the truck and shut the 

door that he understood where he‘d been going all along‖ (DeLillo, 6). 

 Lianne approaches him with a warm welcome and no questions are asked as to 

whether this is an official renewal of their relationship. She keeps the fear of losing him again 

for herself and bravely ignores the disapproving remarks of her mother Nina.  

 What may seem as an optimistic outcome of a tragedy further on whirls into a vertigo 

of confusion. There is a developing feeling of loss and alienation on Keith‘s side, an immense 

fear and frequent shocks on Lianne‘s. Keith slowly realizes his closest friends and colleagues 

who used to gather at his appartment for an evening game of poker are gone. Lianne is 

shocked  by the sight of the Falling Man, a ghost-like person, an artist who suddenly appears 

in the middle of a busy New York City street bound on a rope poising headfirst to remind the 

people of traumatic sights of those who jumped out of the WTC towers.  

 Another ghost is named Bill Lawton. Lianne‘s son Justin is playing with other children 

and their new game is to hunt down this person with a name but with no hints as to who he 

might be. The only thing they need is a pair of binoculars and a window. This episode is 

where DeLillo strikes the reader at his best as we eventually find out that the name Bill 

Lawton is merely a mistake – Bin Ladin is who the children are looking for in the September 

skies. Nothing else is needed to describe the fear of the youngest, the fear that they have yet to 

discover.  

 At the end of each part of the novel, DeLillo moves his readers on to the opposide side 

of the world and attempts to describe the lives of Mohammad Atta and his brotherhood of 

terrorists few days before the attacks. The author choses Hammad as the main character of 

this level of his work. He does not manage, however, to deliver believable reading. The 



 10 

characters are blank and it is far too obvious DeLillo‘s sources were weak, if he had any. 

Their behaviour is merely an outcome of the authors attempt to understand them, to make 

them humane.  

 ―He [DeLillo] has already handled historical events, in the Kennedy assassination 

novel Libra, and tackled terrorism - via the kidnapping of a Swiss writer in Beirut - in Mao II‖ 

(Dugdale). but in Falling Man, the author‘s experience is obviously lost, left unused. As was 

mentioned before, DeLillo‘s main focus lies in the psychology of the survivors and people 

closest (in a relative way) to those. His novel is not an epic one and it is not clear why the 

author decided to include the story of Mohammad Atta and his companions in it.  

 The novel is very fragmentary, it uses brief, short cuts to describe the characters, either 

in the past or the present. It has the opposite effect it should have had as it often leads the 

reader to confusion. Even though one is aware of the fact that confusion is an inevitable 

aspect of the novel‘s world, it should not work against the reader. We see Keith travelling 

around the USA to attend poker game gatherings, where he feels nothing but alienation even 

as he meets his former playmate, another survivor of the 9/11 attacks. He is afraid of 

confrontation. And so the reader is left unsatisfied until the very end of the novel, where he is 

moved back in time to the horror of the collapsing towers. According to some, not even the 

ending brings satiscfaction, there is ―not a real connection‖; it is ―a vain, last-minute attempt 

to give cohesion to a frustratingly disjointed novel‖ (Dugdale).  

 

Ken Kalfus: A Disorder Peculiar To The Country 

 

 Ken Kalfus started his literary career in the year 1998 when he was in his mid-forties 

and his book of short stories Thirst generated positive reviews from American critics. The 

author managed to continue writing with similar success, but he has never received critical 

acclaim comparable to the other authors considered in this thesis. It was only after a year or so 

later when the satisfaction came – the novel was nominated for the National Book Award. 

 Same as Don DeLillo, Kalfus was born in the Bronx, but has spent a good deal of his 

life travelling and living abroad. His second book of short stories, PU-239 And Other Russian 

Fantasies (1999) took place in Russia and so did his first novel, The Comissariat of 

Enlightenment (2003). Although the author claims he lacks journalist skills, his works are 

quite concerned with political issues, another aspect he shares with DeLillo.  
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 Similarily to Falling Man, Kalfus starts with a description of that seemingly innocent 

Tuesday morning. On the very first pages we learn that Joyce and Marshall Harriman are a 

couple on the verge of a very hateful divorce. The first hint of Kalfus‗ enthusiasm for irony 

comes when Joyce and her colleagues are standing on the roof of their office building, 

watching the heavy clouds of smoke rising quickly out of the two towers, darkening the blue 

sky: ―Joyce, oh my God!― cried a colleague, ―I just remembered. Doesn‘t your husband work 

there?‖ 

She nodded slowly. His office was on the eighty-sixth floor of the south tower, which 

had just been removed whole from the face of the earth. She covered the lower part of her 

face to hide her fierce, protracted struggle against the emergence of a smile‖ (Kalfus, 3). 

 When Marshall is leaving his office quickly filling with smoke, his brain is occupied 

with thoughts of all kinds. He remembers miss Naomi, the teacher of his two children, he saw 

her in the morning as he was driving the kids to the nursery school and tried to flirt with her. 

Moments later he realizes this might be the end of his life. He should call the dog walking 

company.  

 Marshall manages to escape the building, but in a burst of bravery decides to come 

back to the lobby, where he finds out Lloyd, a disoriented man with to whom Marshall utters 

a few sentences about his family when suddenly Lloyd is hit by an unidentified object falling 

from the buildings and dies instantly. Marshall does not admit any shock and sets off 

homewards.  

 This is where the real battle of the novel starts. For the next two hundred pages we 

follow the fight between Joyce and her husband, their lack of understanding for each other, 

their plans and witty plots that are supossed to cause severe moral damage to their enemy. 

Kalfus serves these episodes spiced with humour, but deep underneath there is immense 

sadness on both sides of the battlefield. It may seem that Kalfus is digressing from the topic of 

9/11. This is not true. Firstly, as he willingly detaches himself from the terrorist attacks and 

their emotional aftermath, he creates a complex world that gives the reader much more 

freedom than for example DeLillo, both the reader‘s imagination and his understanding are 

freed to whatever kind of conclusions. Secondly, the author never leaves the context away. 

When Joyce is lonely, she lets her imagination build up erotic stories with tall, muscular 

firefighters with sad expressions in their faces. All of the women were obliged to help these 

men, the heroes with nothing left worth living for. When the American troops are being sent 

to Afghanistan, everyone is buying books about this barely known country, Joyce is excited 

by the exotica of the people and visits an afghani restaurant.  
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 Marshall, on the other hand, is unable to talk about the events of 9/11. One day, when 

he is at the doctor, he tells him about a rash on his thigh: ―‗It started three days after 

September 11.‗ The doctor looked at him blankly and Marshall was embarassed. Everyone 

was dating everything now from September 11, regardless of wwhether they or anyone they 

knew had been at Ground Zero – when was that going to stop?‖ (Kalfus, 58). That is one of 

the few mentions of this date. Marshall never tells anyone about his friend Lloyd. He looks 

through the newspapers to find a photograph of him or to see his name in the list of missing 

people, but there is no proof of his tragic story, of the trauma he experienced. There is no one 

to come hear him out, so Marshall buries the subject deep within his soul. Only once does is 

desperate need for help come out. He buys a set of dynamites and ties it around his waist. He 

is unable to set off this home-made bomb and his wife comes with a disappointing frown in 

her face to give him a hand: ―Joyce dropped to her knees to better examine the mechanism, 

her face at Marshall‘s hip. The kids crowded around their parents. Victor was resting against 

his father with one of his tiny hands on a dynamite cap. This was how the family once looked 

to the outside world, how it had once been: a compact unit, loving and intimate. Marshall was 

suddenly fatigued‖ (Kalfus, 191).   

 This is the most emotional scene of the novel which its impact on the reader is very 

strong. It ends with Marshall leaving the kitchen and bursting in tears in his bedroom, crying 

until the bedsheets are soaking wet.  

Kalfus enjoys leading his characters into absurd situations which deep below have 

absolutely clear meaning. When Marshall is trying to revenge himself, he logs in onto Joyce‗s 

bank account through his company computer. He has plenty of time to do that, since the firm 

is on the verge of bankrupcy as half of its employees died in the attacks. He decides to invest 

his wife‘s money into risky companies and projects hoping that all of that incredible 

possesion gained in the optimistic, naive era of Clinton‘s administration will be lost within 

few days. But Joyce‘s money always grows up, doubles itself, while his loses its former value 

almost immediatelly.  

The novel ends with another absurdity – a quick series of unbelieveable events that 

lead the USA to overall victory. The world is going to be a happy, peaceful place after all: 

―That spring no one wanted to turn away from his television set. The handsome Wharton-

trained freedom fighter who had captured Saddam took leadership of a provisional Iraqi 

government that won broad support from Sunnis, Shiites, and Kurds. At Wharton he had 

dated Jewish girls. Nearly all the coalition troops left Iraq, seen off by cheering flag-waving 

Iraquis who lined the thoroughfares to Baghdad Airport. The Israelis and the PLO reached a 
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territorial settlement and an agreement to share sovereignty in Jerusalem. And then, just as 

summer was about to begin, Osama bin Laden was found huddled on a filthy rug in a cave 

located in the lawless, mountainous tribal lands on the Iraqi-Afghan border (Kalfus, 234). The 

family, happily divorced, gathers by the Ground Zero crowded with cheering people, they are 

singing the national anthem while keeping close to each other. ―The moment would last 

forever, or until everything contained within it was completely destroyed‖ (237). 

 Unlike DeLillo, when Kalfus is focusing on the psychology of his characters, he is 

able to portray them in their uneasiness without clouding up the comprehension of the reader. 

Some may object that the author does not pay sufficient tribute to the emotional trauma of his 

characters, but the home-made bomb scene should suffice to claim the opposite. 

Ken Kalfus describes the whole 9/11 aftermath with its hystery that many of the other 

authors did not pay attention to. This is where the author outruns both Foer and DeLillo. He 

manages to look criticaly on the society and portray the crisis in the economics (the collapsing 

investment companies, immoral behavior towards the survivor employees) and the conceit of 

the nation that has to deal with the fact that in the world there are enemies and that they may 

have reasons to aim their fury at the USA.  

 

John Updike: Terrorist 

  

 Seen as the most famous and most successful authors of all those named so far, 

Updike‘s position in the Post-9/11 Novel  is very difficult. His attempt to analyze the 

outcomes of the cultural and social changes in the USA after the 11th of September, 2001 is 

very prolific, yet the critics almost unanimously dismissed it.  

 Unlike the works of DeLillo, Foer or Kalfus, John Updike‘s Terrorist does use the 

events of 9/11 as a narrative element to the plot and the focus is not aimed at the victims of 

the attacks. The author decided to take the opposite point of view – the standpoint of a 

terrorist: ―I think I felt I could understand the animosity and hatred which an Islamic believer 

would have for our system. Nobody‗s trying to see it from that point of view. I guess I have 

stuck my neck out here in a number of ways, but that‗s what writers are for, maybe‖ 

(McGrath).  

 Updike‘s 22nd novel takes place in an imaginary town in New Jersey called New 

Prospect. This is a sleepy, desolated place with suburban streets of abandoned houses losing 

silent battles to vacant plots, shops with useless goods and storefronts rebuilt into mosques 
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where Imams are brainwashing lost teenagers, talking them into wrongdoings and insane acts 

from which there is no escape.  

 Ahmad, the lead character, is one of those boys whose desire for finding his identity is 

so strong it eventually leads him to the verge of catastrophy. His feeling of alienation is 

understandable. As a son of a hippie-like mother of Irish ancestry and an Egyptian exchange 

student who left the country and now avoids contact with Ahmad, the young boy is anxious to 

find a strong personality to lead him. Teresa Mulloy, a ginger-haired woman in her late 

thirties, is nothing like Ahmad who finds her ―rashy and immoral‖ (Updike, 35). She leads the 

life of a bohemian, seeks casual one night stands and lets her son chose his own way of life. 

When Ahmad decides not to enroll in a college and become a truck driver instead, however 

good, hard working student he is, Teresa does not confront him and has no objections 

whatsoever. This is when Jack Levy, an aging high-school guidance counsellor tries to 

intervene.  

 Although Ahmad is presumably the main character of the book, Levy is according to 

critics much more authentic. He is thoroughly unhappy with the world around him, possibly 

because of his great observation skills. Levy notices the horrific state of his neighbourhood 

and the omnipresent alienation of his students, of him and his wife. He cannot help himself 

but to compare the pleasant past and the present: ―When the palatial building was erected 

eighty years ago, no separate space set aside for guidance was thought necessary: guidance 

was everywhere, loving parents innermost and a moralistic popular culture outermost, with 

lots of advice between. A child was fed more guidance than he could easily digest. Now, 

routinely, Jack Levy interviews children who seem to have no flesh-and-blood parents—

whose instructions from the world are entirely imparted by electronic ghosts signalling across 

a crowded room, or rapping through black foam earplugs, or encoded in the intricate 

programming of action figures twitching their spasmodic way through the explosion-

producing algorithms of a video game. Students present themselves to their counselor like a 

succession of CDs whose shimmering surface gives no clue to their contents without the 

equipment to play them‖ (Updike, 33). 

 Ahmad Ashawy Mulloy is said to be unrealistic, a caricature of a terrorist with no 

believeable reasons behind his acts: ―Ahmad‘s transformation into a would-be terrorist fails 

every test. Yes, he has taken to a strict version of Islam, and much in American life disgusts 

him, the imam has become something of a father figure to him, and, yes, he is psychically and 

sexually at odds with the world around him—but these elements, by themselves, cannot 

possibly account for such a potentially homicidal trajectory‖ (Walsh). Most of the critics 
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mock Ahmad‘s blank character, which according to Stephen Abell he ―is no more than a 

Muslim metonymy‖. The boy ―is allowed to stand for nothing other than his religion‖  and his 

―version of events in Terrorist (…) is merely a continual statement of his religious beliefs; the 

multiplicity of other life is never allowed to intrude‖ (Abell). A proof of this statement is 

found in Ahmad‘s laughable, machine-like speech. Abell claims that ―Updike has apparently 

forgotten that Ahmad was born in America, with one anglophone parent, and lets him talk like 

an autodidact immigrant who has picked up the English language by reading technical 

manuals‖. Amitav Ghosh of the Washington Post has similar opinion: ―Ahmad's speech has a 

different but equally curious timbre: Although he is a native-born American and has never left 

the United States, he speaks as if he had learned English at a madrassa run by the Taliban. ‚I 

of course do not hate all Americans,‗ he says. ‚But the American way is the way of infidels. It 

is headed for a terrible doom‗‖ (Ghosh). 

 Ahmad undergoes several encounters with Joyrleen, his Afro-American schoolmate. 

He despises anything that has sexual subtext and thinks of women as ―animals easily led‖ 

(Updike, 10). But despite that and the fact that Joyrleen is a Baptist, he does not avoid close 

contact with her and attends a church gathering to hear her sing in a choir. And this should be 

seen as an attempt to make the character more realistic. Later on Ahmad definitely diverges 

from the college track and convinced by his teacher, Shakih Rashid, becomes a truck driver 

working for an Arab-American furniture company, Excellency, Inc. We find out that there is 

an elaborate plan beneath a seemingly ordinary career at the end of which Ahmad is 

suppossed to blow up the Lincoln Tunnel between New York City and New Jersey.  

 Jack Levy, who has became more involved in Ahmad‘s life as he had an affair with his 

mother, manages to talk the young boy out of his wrongdoings seconds before they were 

suppossed to take place. The outcome of this action was also dismissed by the literary world, 

because it was seen as too shallow: ―God asks, We created you: will you not credit us? Behold 

the semen you discharge: did you create it, or We? God does not want to destroy: it was He 

who made the world‖ (Updike, 306). This is what comes through Ahmad‘s mind when he 

decides not to blow up the tunnel and continues driving until he and Jack Levy ―see the light‖. 

 A significant part of the negative feedback John Updike‘s last novel received is 

understandable, yet it seems as if no one was willing to take another look on the outcome of 

the author‘s attempt. Updike claims he thought he could understand the opposite, unusual 

standpoint, the one that would be severly critical towards the American way of life. He did 

not say he would be able to create a believeable character who is blindly determined to kill 

hundreds of innocent people. However, Updike is very successful in describing the declining 
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state of his country. He created a very vivid picture of an old man who lost his patience with 

the USA and its inhabitants who are desperately struggling with loneliness and shallow, often 

materialistic needs. Both Teresa Mulloy and Jack Levy have left their faith long ago, in their 

youth. Levy does not like his job anymore and has become nothing more than a ―humorless 

enforcer of a system that doesn't believe in itself‖ (Updike, 207). Jack‘s wife Beth is dying 

inside: ―She sees how unhappy I am and blames herself, for having gotten so ridiculously fat, 

and has gone on this crash diet that might kill her. She's in agony, not eating‖ (Updike, 303). 

 This is the key to understanding the novel. Updike did not fail to provide the readers 

with reasons for hatred that was gradually becoming stronger and more visible until its most 

recent on the 11
th
 of September, 2001. However, according to Stephen Abell, Updike‘s novel 

lacks criticism towards the American administration and the infamous American foreign 

policies that supposedly lead to the worldwide conflict and widespreading of terrorism in the 

first place.  

One of the less prominent characters of Terrorist is the chief of Homeland Security 

who could have been used for the criticism of the administration. But Updike simply does not 

feel like doing so. Agreeing with Abell would possibly lead to a cliché, since by the time the 

novel was published, dismissing the USA and the Bush administration was understandable, 

but also overused and repetitive. Updike made a choice focusing on the culture, on the 

microcosm of New Prospect. This is where the author is at his strongest and has no problems 

engaging the reader. 

 

  

The Comparisons 

 

 The four novels significant to the thesis have been introduced. According to their 

analyses I have thought of the most important aspects that all of the novels have at least 

partially in common. These aspects will now be described.  

 Understanding Evil is a chapter dealing with the authors‗ attempts to describe the 

terrorists or generally the evil forces behind the terrorist attacks and general hostility the 

society has to face.  

 On the Husband’s Side of the Bed is focusing on both psychology of the characters 

and the effect the terrorist attacks have on the character‘s background, e. g. their relatives and 

other people in relationship with them. 
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Understanding Evil 
  

 The attacks seemingly came out of the blue – no pun intended. But when the planes hit 

the World Trade Center buildings, everyone was shocked with the amount of violence and 

hatred aimed towards the USA and generally speaking the western culture itself.  

 Writers were supposed to stand up for themselves and face the horrific task of 

explanation. The goal of the media was to find out the possible links, the long-forgotten and 

well hidden agreements between secret agencies and soon to be the most violent enemies of 

the USA, the possible failures of the administration whose outcomes no one noticed until 

now. The Administration was obliged to give the US citizens a solid resolution, a support, a 

firm attitude that would result in regaining confidence so severely lost within few hours. But 

the writers had to provide people with a deep, thoughtful insight. Who are the enemies and 

why do they hate us? What is their way of thinking and do they think when they let a jet plane 

go 960 kilometres per hour before crashing into the Northen Tower?  

 The struggle the authors had to undertake is beyond doubt. Many thought they were 

unable of providing a reliable explanation of the unknown enemy‘s mentality and decided to 

aim their focus elsewhere. Johnatan Safran Foer works only with the victims. There is no 

space for understanding or looking for reasons of the events, only the outcomes, which at no 

circumstances can be downplayed: ―Sometimes, when our bodies change, we experience 

dramatic changes in our emotional lives. I was wondering if perhaps some of what you‘ve 

been experiencing is due to changes in your body,‖ says Dr. Fein to Oskar during one of their 

appointments after he asks him whether he has recently noticed any tiny hairs on his scrotum. 

Oskar answers: ―It isn‘t. It‘s because my dad died the most horrible death that anyone ever 

could invent‖ (Foer, 201). Some may find it over-interpreting and too pathetic to imagine 

Foer‗s hands trembling with anger when thinking of the terrorists. But it is not unlikely, on 

the other hand. His character Oskar Schell gradually becomes angrier with the world around 

him – but there is not one mention about Mohamad Atta, Usama Bin Ladin or the evil forces 

of the world in general.  Yet the death of Oskar‘s father was ―the most horrible death that 

anyone ever could invent‖. It is not the bare fact of death, of loss – it is the horror of its 

brutality and that there is someone in the world capable of such thing. Foer will never again 

mention the terrorists and will go on talking about the victims.  
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Don DeLillo, however, is well known for his forte in observations of the feared, his 

passion for political issues. It was likely that DeLillo would be one of the first authors with an 

attempt to explain the recent events either with their political or cultural attributes.  

 When Falling Man was issued, for many it seemed as a suprisingly modest novel 

(after other 9/11 novels saw the light of the literary world, this adjective was no longer 

suprising). He did not stretch his work to the heights where he could observe the politics. 

However, he did try to explore the minds of those deeply determined to ―grave into the face of 

America the wrinkles of old age‖ (Amis, 7 – translation mine). 

 In DeLillo‘s novel, there are three chapters attempting to retell the story of 

Mohammad Atta (here Ari) and his companions before their planned attack. The main 

character is Hammad and we follow him in Germany, where he and his brothers in belief are 

gathering strength for their actions. Every evening they meet up in a small appartment on 

Marienstrasse and Ari has a speech that is supposed to strenghten the morale of the men and 

to convince them completely of the righteousness of their plans: ―Everything here was 

twisted, hypocrite, the West corrupt of mind and body, determined to shiver Islam down to 

bread crumbs for birds‖ (DeLillo, 79). 

 DeLillo is desperately trying to portray Hammad as a reliable character with all his 

possible faults, the biggest being that he is too human: ―He had to fight against the need to be 

normal. He had to struggle against himself, first, and then against the injustice that haunted 

their lives‖ (83). What makes Hammad normal? The fact that he doubts the effect of what is 

going to happen, the fact that he is afraid. And, unbelievably so, he found himself an 

acquaintance: ―Hammad knew a woman who was German, Syrian, what else, a little Turkish. 

(…) They shuffled across the room toward her cot, clamped tight, with her roommate on the 

other side of the door studying English. (…) Sometimes he and the two womend played crude 

word games, inventing nonsense rhymes in four pidgin languages‖ (DeLillo, 81). 

 In the second part of Hammad‘s story we find him in Nokomis. He seems less 

confused, thanks to Ari‘s charismatic speeches and Hammad‘s memories of the episodes that 

lead him to where he is now: ―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 

naldscape consumed hiim, 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. He 

wore a bomb vest and knew he was a man now, finally, ready to close the distance to God‖ 

(DeLillo, 172). 
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Later on we know Hammad‘s doubts are still very present: ―What about the others, 

those who will die? 

Amir was impatient. He said they‘d talked about such matters in principle when they 

were in Hamburg, in the mosque and in the flat. 

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, 176). 

 Hammad may be doubtless, the reader, however, is not. Portrayed as a thoughtful 

character who wont yield easily to the fanatic thoughts of his companions and who‘s hatred 

towards the western world is simply not strong enough, it is unbelievable to think that he 

would be convinced by such a thing – ―the useful fact of their dying‖. 

 DeLillo does not really know how to make his character real. He lets him make jokes, 

flirt, have doubts. This may be helpful for the reader, but the more casual DeLillo makes the 

character, the less understandable are then his arguments for fanatism.  

 We may not understand why the author decided to let the half unknown enemies talk, 

but did not give them sufficient space to say anything of any importance. Three chapters in a 

book may create a flashy effect, the publishers can put a stamp on the cover – the last days of 

Mohammad Atta included! – but it will never be enough for both the reader and the writer to 

create a vivid image. An image that could possibly lead to understanding. 

 

The Last Days of Mohammad Atta is actually a short story by Martin Amis, famous 

british writer widely appreciated for his gift of irony. Amis became fairly interested in the 

political and cultural climate after the 9/11 and in 2006 published his book of essays The 

Second Plane in which he included the Last Days. Where DeLillo is trying to be at his most 

serious, Amis is, according to his readers‗ expectations, ironic and even humorous.  

 The short story opens with a quotation form the The 9/11 Commission Report, which 

was the most important resource for most of the writers. The quotation reffers to something 

easily overlooked: ―No physical, documentary, or analytical evidence provides a convincing 

explanation of why Atta and Omari drove to Portland, Maine, from Boston on the morning of 

September 10, only to return to Logan on Flight 5930 on the morning of September 11‖ (Kean 

et al, 451). It is four in the morning when Atta wakes up in a cheap hotel and goes to the 

bathroom to take a shower – this is the first chance to mock the most famous terrorist on 
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Earth: ―Then he spent an unbelievably long time trying to remove a hair from the bar of soap. 

(…) Next, as sometimes happens in these old, massive and essentially well-intentioned and 

broad-handed hotels, the water gave a gulp and then turned in an instant from a tepid trickle to 

a molten blast; and as he struggled from the stall he trod on a leaking shampoo sachet and fell 

heavily and sharply on his coccyx. He had to kick himself out through the steam, and rasped 

his head on the shower's serrated metal sill. After a while he slowly climbed to his feet and 

stood there, hands on hips, eyes only lightly closed, head bowed, awaiting recovery. He dried 

himself with the thin white towel, catching a hangnail in its shine‖ (Amis, 1). Atta suffers 

with constipation, every few minutes he has to undergo a terrible attack of nausea and his 

breath smells like a ―blighted river‖ (2).  

 Amis is much more successful than DeLillo in his descriptions, he portrays his 

character in his enormity and he is not afraid of being accused for intolerance or hatred. There 

is much more reliability in sentences like these: ― He was amazed that he was still allowed to 

walk the streets, let alone enter a building or board a plane‖ (2).  

Amis‘ description of Atta is so suggestive it even brings some justification to DeLillo: 

―The others were doing what they were doing for the core reason, too, but they had achieved 

sublimation, by means of jihadi ardour; and their bodies had been convinced by this 

arrangement and had gone along with it. They ate, drank, smoked, smiled, snored; they took 

the stairs two at a time. Muhammad Atta's body had not gone along with it. He was doing 

what he was doing for the core reason and for the core reason only‖ (3).  

 Through Atta we percieve other acters of the attacks. Zijad, who‘s assignment is ―the 

law‖ (that is a codename for Pentagon), is ―the Beiruti beach boy and disco ghost, the tippler 

and debauchee, now with his exaltations and prostrations, his chanting and wailing, his 

rocking and swaying...‖ (8). 

 Moments before boarding the soon to be hijacked planes, Atta telephones all his 

colleagues. Zijad (law), Marwan (the second part of ―architecture‖ – the World Trade Center) 

and Haní. He discourages them: ― A peer group piously competitive about suicide, he had 

concluded, was a very powerful thing, and the West had no equivalent to it‖ (9). 

 And what is the ―core reason only‖ Atta is reffering to? ― of course, all the killing - all 

the putting to death. (…) He was thinking of the war, the wars, the war-cycles that would flow 

from this day‖ (11).  

 Amis is very successful in providing the readers with a very vivid, authentic picture, 

because he does not try, or at least is clever enough to hide his struggles for empathy or 

understanding for Atta. He does not bother himself looking for shallow justifications by 
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misiterpreting quotations from the Quaran which supposedly lead terrorists to commit such 

horrendous acts as the 9/11. He claims Atta is not a believer, he is simply a person that 

despises the world and finds it ridiculous. In a way, Amis is not naive and he does not look for 

reason, for sanity, other authors with similar goals are doing that and therefore they are a lot 

less successful. With a wave of his hand, Amis creates something very natural. He makes his 

readers understand evil by not trying to provide explanation. 

 

 John Updike decided to take an attitude opposite to that of Amis. He tries to 

understand completely. He is doing so mostly for himself – as a catholic quite famous for his 

strong belief, his desire is to see what leads others to hate his world. He creates a character 

from the other side – a young boy of Arab descent. As was mentioned in the first chapter, the 

character of Ahmad is not believable – not only for his ridiculous way of speaking but also for 

the illogicality of his acts towards the end of the novel. We have also mentioned that however 

artifical Ahmad‘s transformation into a fanatic – terrorist may seem, it is the insight into the 

desolate state of the American culture that makes the novel important. Even this was 

dismissed by the critics as shallow, but Updike‘s effort is prolific and there is a very sensible 

feeling of authenticity behind the work. His novel is outstanding, because he does not stop 

with a description of the victims, his reach goes a lot further, to criticism that may not be 

sufficient, but it is honest.  

 

 Ken Kalfus does not say a word about the terrorists, but similarly to Updike he stays 

on the American ground and goes on looking for possible mistakes on his society‘s side. And 

he finds them. Thus the title: A Disorder Particular to The Country. Shortly after the attacks, 

when the administration decides to invade Afghanistan and eliminate the Taliban regime, 

Joyce Marshall finds herself in a state of fascination, same as her friends and co-workers: 

―Joyce studied the maps in the Times intently, so that she soon knew the country‘s arid, high-

relief terrain, swept by an ocher Martian dust, and how its ethnic groups, the Pashtuns, Tajiks, 

Hazaras, and Uzbeks, were distributed across it. (…) She savored the beauty of the Afghan 

people who stared into the cameras: blue-eyed, dark-browed, sultry, fierce‖ (Kalfus, 61). This 

may seem as a clever thing to do, an attempt to gain information and consciousness about 

what is going on around the world. But Kalfus ends the paragraph in a swirl of naivety, if not 

irony: ―One evening when Marshall had the kids Joyce went through her jewelry box and 

found an old Middle Eastern bracelet, inlaid with lapis lazuli, which she had often worn until 

her first pregnancy, when her wrist had swelled. Now she fastened it to her right ankle and 
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took herself to a local Afghan restaurant for dinner. She ordered a fragrant yellow rice and 

lamb dish, qabili. It was delicious. A large American flag hung above the entrance to the 

kitchen and red, white, and blue car-dealer pennants garlanded the front door, but she felt 

continents away, and also exotic and gritty-real‖ (62). Joyce knows that ―It was commonly 

held that September 11 had changed America forever‖ (63). She asks herself, however, 

whether the big change will come with the confrontation of the two cultures – the US soldiers 

and those beautiful, brave afghan men. Is American wealth and meanness going to corrupt 

Afghanistan, or vice versa? ―Or were we being corrupted by their demands for cash, their 

infidelities, and their contempt for democratic ideals?‖ (63).  

 The fascination of the unknown is also mentioned by DeLillo: ―People were reading 

the Koran. She knew of three people doing this. She‘d talked to two and knew of another. 

They‘d bought English-language editions of the Koran and were trying earnestly to learn 

something, find something that might help them think more deeply into the question of Islam. 

She didn‘t know whether they were persisting in the effort‖ (DeLillo, 231).  

 In Kalfus it is not far-fetched to think of this fascination as a form of arrogance. Is it 

not too late to show interest? The US forces are fighting in a country Americans knew nothing 

about until the 11th of September, 2001. Now, few people will go and work as trendsetters – 

let us read Koran and go out to Afghan restaurants, now up and coming dens of exotic culture.  

In his article Teaching September 11 in the Classroom Amitava Kumar notices the 

change of perspective ―about how we told the story of contemporary globalisation‖ (5). He 

goes on quoting a part of The 9/11 Commission Report: ―To us, Afghanistan seemed very far 

away. To members of al Qaeda, America seemed very close. In a sense, they were more 

globaized than we were‖. The amount of arrogance of the American society is disturbingly 

high and Kumar keeps on reflecting it: ―there was hunger for news from places like Kandahar 

or Lahore. In the absence of widely shared, credible reports, half-knowledge and prejudice 

were routinely on display in the media and in the broader culture‖. Kumar then quotes Leon 

Wieseltier: ―On September 10, 2001, nobody in America seemed to know anything about 

Islam. On September 12, 2001, everybody seemed to know everything about Islam‖. 

 This may provide us, at least partially, with one of the most important answers. It is 

the shortsightedness of the American administration and the arrogance of its population. In a 

way, America is its own enemy. In a way, the thoughts behind the anger aimed towards the 

USA is reasonable: ― Power was always a monster. And there had never been a monster the 

size of America. Every time it turned over in its sleep it entrained disasters that would have to 

roll through villages. There were blunderings and perversities and calculated cruelties; and 
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there was no self-knowledge - none. Still, America did not expend ingenuity in its efforts to 

kill the innocent‖ (Amis, 6).  

 Towards the end of the novel, Ken Kalfus‗ character Lloyd Marshall winds up at a 

suspiciously looking party on the outskirts of New York City. Here a charismatic man, 

possibly a criminal, forces a teenage Afro-American boy to dance naked in front of the guests. 

The scene leads to a catharsis with a shameful sexual act. Kalfus does not give the reader a 

clear opinion on the situation, probably because it does not take much reading between the 

lines to make it out.  

 Understanding the evil proved to be an immenselly difficult task, but both Ken Kalfus 

and John Updike more or less successfully managed to do so.  

 

 

On the husband’s side of the bed 
 

 Mark Atithakis is an author and a critic who has a blog about contemporary American 

literature titled Mark Atithakis‘ American Fiction Notes. In May 2009 he published an article 

called Teaching and Learning the 9/11 Novel where he interviewed James Mullholland, an 

assistant professor of English at Wheaton College, Massachusets, and his class.  

 Atithakis notices that ―the novels [Mullholland] included [in the course syllabus] 

employ very diverse styles and tones‖ and therefore asks: ―In teaching these novels, are you 

looking for  commonalities between the books or discussing the different perspectives they 

have on the event?‖ (Atithakis). Mullholland‘s answer is very complex and will be needed 

later on. His students, however, come up with a clear-cut response: ―One element that we 

consistently noticed during the class was the emphasis on relationships that were broken 

through terror‖ (Atithakis). They go on adding that ―there is a strong connection between the 

private life and public events in these novels‖. 

 This chapter‘s aim is to analyze firstly the psychology of the characters – victims, the 

omnipresent struggle of an individual traumatized with the events of September the 11th – 

secondly the psychological atfermath one has to undergo, finally the outcomes it has on his or 

her background. 

 

The Psychology (Overall characteristics of the protagonists) 
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 Most of the chosen Post-9/11 Novels‗ characters are similarily introduced and have 

common aspects of psychology. All of the main protagonists are round characters, well 

developed and real. Kalfus describes Marshall mostly through his inner thoughts and so does 

Joseph O‘Neill. DeLillo, Updike, Foer, McEwan use very similar technique but they also – 

with little variations – employ dialogues to provide an insight of their characters. Only John 

Updike pays attention to his protagonists‗ appearance, often because it works as a trigger for 

the characters‗ actions or their thoughts. Ahmad sees his only close coeval Joyrleen: ―He 

pictures her smooth body, darker than caramel but paler than chocolate‖ (9); Tylenol insults 

Ahmad as he saw him talking to his girlfriend, this quotation represents those descriptions 

with offensive outcomes: ―Black Muslims I don‘t diss, but you not black, you not anything 

but a poor shithead. You no raghead, you a shithead‖ (16). 

 The social background of the characters is quite similar. Kalfus, DeLillo and O‘Neill 

introduce men in their mid thirties working for the economic sector.  Marshall Harriman 

(Kalfus) has a well developed sense of humour, he might be an extrovert, yet he uses his 

charisma only when planning intrigues. He makes a telephone call to his soon to be brother-

in-law with an elaborate plan to destroy his wedding day: ―‗We haven‘t spoken in so long, 

Neal, how are you?‗ 

 They had never really been that close. Whatever bond they could claim arose from that 

one weekend, a few other family occasions, and an unspoken shared knowledge of two sisters 

similar in character and build‖ (69).   

 Joseph O‘Neill‘s Hans Van Der Broek could be considered an introvert, same as Don 

DeLillo‘s Keith. Both men are rather submissive, Keith clings to his wife and his mistress, 

Van Der Broek even more so - to his suspicious friend Chuck Ramkinsson, his mother and his 

ex-wife. Thomas Schell (Foer), Oskar‘s grandfather, completes the trio of men whose traumas 

lead them in a state of weakness and temporal indecisiveness. 

 Oskar, on the other hand, is young enough to be brave and determined for an 

immediate action. He does not stop at any possible threads, crosses rules established by his 

family and school – yet he does so out of the purest conviction. He is not afraid to 

communicate with people he has never seen before and often builds close relationships with 

them.  

 Ahmad Mulloy (Updike) is Oskar‘s complete opposite, he is antisocial, yet he bears 

the same strong determination for action. 
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The relationships through the terror 
 

 Moments after the attacks we follow the main characters (Oskar, Keith, Marshall 

Harriman) who find themselves in a very unusal state of mind. They are confused, stuck 

between the rational and the irrational without the ability to notice the difference.  

Oskar Schell arrives home and finds himself unable to speak with his father who is 

calling home from the WTC Towers. He lets his father‘s phonecalls transfer to the answering 

machine and later erases the messages. However, soon enough he will battle his uncertainities 

with actions. 

Keith walks slowly across the city to his former home and his ex-wife. 

Marshall is trying to save his colleague‘s life but fails, leaves the dead body and runs 

towards safety: ―He sprinted without strain or fatigue, weightless now, his briefcase banging 

against his side. When he finally slowed and looked back down Church, men and women like 

seraphs and nymphs were emerging from the huge gray-white cloud that on this still dazzling 

late summer unnumbered day obscured the whole of lower Manhattan‖ (Kalfus, 18). Soon 

both Marshall and Keith arrive home, to their partners, but facing different future.  

 ―It wasn‘t just those days and nights in bed. Sex was everywhere at first, in words, 

phrases, half gestures, the simplest intimation of altered space,‖ DeLillo starts the second 

chapter of his novel in a swirl of passion: ―She‘d put down a book or magazine and a small 

pause settled around them. This was sex. They‘d walked down a street together and see 

themselves in a dusty window. A flight of stairs was sex, the way she moved close to the wall 

with him just behind, to touch or not, brush lightly or press tight, feeling him crowd her from 

below, his hand moving around her thigh, stopping her, the way he eased up and around, the 

way she gripped his wrist‖ (7).  

 Lianna accepts his return, but later on has to confront him. In the beginning Keith 

claims he did not know what he was doing but later on adds he had more reasons than the fact 

that his son had been worried and his appartment was almost destroyed. This assures Lianna 

that there is future in their relationship.  

 Keith, however, has a lot of challenges on his way to closure. There are struggles his 

wife is unable to help him with. Keith finds himself a mistress thanks to a briefcase he 

subconsciously took when leaving the Twin Towers. He is not in need for more physical 

contact, he craves empathy. His lover says something Keith could not pinpoint himself: ―After 

what happened, so many gone, friends gone, people I worked with, I was nearly gone, nearly 

dead, in another way. I couldn‘t see people, talk to people, go from here to there without 
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forcing myslef up off the chair. Then you walked in the door. I kept calling the number of a 

friend, missing, she‘s one of the photographs on the walls and windows everywhere, Davia, 

officially missing, I can barely say her name, in the middle of the night, dial the number, let it 

ring. I was afraid, in the daytime, other people would be there to pick up the phone, somebody 

who knew something I didn‘t want to hear. Then you walked in the door. You ask yourself 

why you took the briefcase out of the building. That‘s why. So you could bring it here. So we 

could get to know each other. That‘s why you took it and that‘s why you brought it here, to 

keep me alive‖ (DeLillo, 108-9). 

 Marshall Harriman loses his only hope for closure, Lloyd, a man whom he has never 

seen before, but who could have helped him confronting the past so that it would not sink 

deeply into his soul and let him choke. Marshall makes a brief aquaintance with Lloyd when 

he is helping him out of the collapsing building. He asks him about his family and learns 

about Lloyd‘s daughter. He forgets her name moments after Lloyd is hit by an unidentified 

object falling from the Towers that kills him instantly. Marshall is all alone again.  

 Marshall‘s feelings are very similar to those of Keith‘s lover. He cannot get rid of the 

impression that he is gone, lost, unknown to other people due to the 9/11 chaos: ―Yes, 

Marshall was disturbed; even, he would admit, a bit deranged that autumn. Thousands of 

photographs had been taken near Ground Zero on the eleventh of September and he had not 

appeared in a single one. In his bedroom‘s perfect solitude he had studied the papers, the 

magazines, and the special commemorative issues that had been published in the past month. 

He looked for himself and for people he might have encountered during the evacuation. He 

carefully passed a magnifying glass over the pictures, especially those taken of the office 

workers fleeing the site after the south tower collapsed. He found no documentary evidence 

that he had been at the World Trade Center that morning, nor evidence that he had survived‖ 

(Kalfus, 36-7). 

 Paradoxically, Marshall does not openly look for any help out of his trauma and rarely 

does Keith (DeLillo) or other protagonists. They avoid mentions about the events of 

September the 11th. Kalfus: ―Then, almost gasping, [Neal] recalled that Marshall had worked 

in the twin towers. Marshall deflected his concern and condolences and said only that on the 

morning of the terrorist attacks he hadn‘t reached work yet‖ (69).   

Keith‘s wife Lianna desires to help because she wants her husband back. And here is 

where DeLillo serves the reader with some of the best pieces of his writing. The dialogues 

between Keith and Lianna are drenched with a will to understand and a desire to keep what is 

loved. Through these talks, DeLillo‘s work seems less fragmentary and allows the reader feel 
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empathy for the characters: ―This is the point I want to make, that we need to stay together, 

keep the family going. Just us, three of us, long-term, under the same roof, not every day of 

the year of every month but with the idea that we‘re permanent. Times like these, the family is 

necessary (…) This is how we live through the things that scare us half to death‖ (214). But 

Lianna knows she cannot make her husband stay: ―I know what‘s happening. You‘re going to 

drift away. (…) I know what you want‖ (214). According to Lianna her husband wants to kill 

someone, which to some readers may seem extreme. DeLillo is still able, however, to sustain 

the most essential of this dialogue, the authentic feeling of understanding. Even though the 

dialogue ends up with a good bye, we believe Keith and Lianna are going to get back 

together. And we wish they would. 

Joyce Harriman, on the other hand, desires to divorce Marshall as soon as possible and 

stops only once to realize that the former love of her life has never said a word about what had 

happened to him on September the 11th. Due to his suspicious behavior and their continuous 

misunderstandings, Joyce is willing to believe Marshall is a criminal, a terrorist who 

endangers his fellow Americans with anthrax filled envelopes.  

 

Extremity of either thoughts or acts of the characters is a very significant theme in all 

the 9/11 novels. A state of uncertainty is eventually taken over by a strongly determined urge 

for action or a pressumption which would not be likely to take place under usual 

circumstances. Kalfus: Joyce Harriman accuses her husband of terrorism. Ironically enough, 

later on Marshall Harriman sets up a home made bomb and clips it on his chest. DeLillo: 

Keith, according to Lianna, wants to kill someone. It was already mentioned that Foer‗s Oskar 

Schell decides to interview hundreds of thousands of people named Black in order to find 

truth about his father, but his decision comes up much faster than those of the older 

protagonists.  

Even in novels that do not use the events of 9/11 as a functional narrative to the plot, 

the characters act the same. John Updike‘s Ahmad Mulloy decides to blow up the Lincoln 

Tunnel. In Ian McEwan‘s novel Saturday (2006) Henry Perowne sees a jet plane flying low in 

the sky and he automatically believes terrorists are attacking London. Later on he is ashamed 

when finding out the plane simply had to land because of technical difficulties. In Joseph 

O‘Neill‘s Great Gatsby-like novel Netherland (2006), Hans Van Der Broek befriends Chuck 

Ramkinsson and rather blindly follows Chuck‗s dream of building a huge cricket stadium in 

New York City that would help reuniting the minorities and thus build a more tolerant world. 

Another extreme act could be that after 9/11 Van Der Broek‘s wife decides to leave him and 
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takes her son back to London. Hans realizes: ―The catastrophe had instilled in many – though 

not in me – a state of elation. (…) I‘d suspected that, beneath all the tears and the misery, 

Rachel‘s leaving had basically been a function of euphoria‖ (O‘Neill, 101).  

O‘Neill mentions the state of euphoria again when most of north-east America suffers 

a black out which: ―gave rise to an outbreak of civic responsibility. From the Bronx to Staten 

Island, citizens appointed themselves traffic cops, gave rides to strangers, housed and fed the 

stranded‖. But more importantly so ―it also transpired that the upheaval provoked a huge 

number of romantic encounters, a collective surge of passion not seen, I read somewhere, 

since the ‚we‘re-all-going-to-die sex‗ in which, apparently, everybody had indulged in the 

second half of September two years previously‖ (258). 

All of the novels mention an act of elation, either a positive or a negative one. More 

importantly so, these extreme acts are approved by the closest background of the main 

protagonists.  

 It was already said that DeLillo somehow fills the reader with optimistic thoughts, 

because even though Keith is about to leave Lianna, she understands his verbally rather 

unexplainable needs. In the following chapter, after a lonely evening spent looking for 

information about the falling man, Lianna ―went to sleep finally on her husband‘s side of the 

bed‖ (224).  

Strangely enough a similar situation can be found in A Disorder Pecuilar to the 

Country. When Marshall Harriman comes to his family with a home-made bomb wrapped 

around his chest, his acting is taken as nothing out of the ordinary. Marshall‘s wife touches 

him, tries to help him with arranging the bomb so that it works. There is a feeling of 

understanding which, however, is not or cannot be easily explained. It is as if both Joyce and 

Marshall were so lost, they had to act insanely to readjust empathy for each other. Here, only 

acting through elation could bring silent, long lost approval.  

When Oskar Schell (Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close) is heroically searching for 

his dead father‘s message, he believes no one knows his secret. But his mother is perfectly 

aware of Oskar‘s quest and undercover she follows his every step and helps him on his way. 

On the other hand, Oskar does not approve of the actions of his mother. He cannot understand 

why she keeps an acquitance with another man, he believes there should be no other man 

except for dad. 

Hans Van Der Broek (Netherland) does not approve of his wife‘s leaving him, but 

later on their relationship is restored thanks to their shared experience: ―‗God, do you 
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remember those sirens?‗ and, still looking away, she reaches for my hand and squeezes it‖ 

(O‘Neill, 242). 

 Similarly to Van Der Broek, the Harriman family (now divorced) comes back together 

to celebrate the fictional capturing of Osama bin Laden: ―‗They captured Osama bin Laden.‗ 

‚I know, honey, that‘s wonderful.‗ 

(…) The crowd was halted now, too packed for anyone to move farther, too packed for 

Marshall and Joyce to separate. He felt her body against his, warmed by the sentiments of the 

day‖ (Kalfus, 236). 

  

A concentration of misunderstanding and disapproval is found in John Updike‘s 

Terrorist. Ahmad Mulloy lacks understanding, if only from his mother who is unwilling to 

pay attention to his needs. She is concerned with her son‘s life and does notice that something 

wrong is going on, but is absolutely unaware about where the roots of the problems might be 

and where will they lead: ―His mother lately is unusually talkative and inquisitive; she takes 

more interest in Ahmad than he has come to expect, asking him, whenever he goes out, when 

he is coming back, and sometimes acting annoyed when he answers, ‚Oh, sometime.‗‖ 

(Updike, 144). Teresa‘s last attempt to understand is a failure, she cannot come up with 

anything but a fable explanation of her son‘s suspicious behavior, which is dismissed: 

―‗Would you like some money for a movie?‗ 

 ‗I have money, and I just saw a couple movies, one with Tom Cruise and one with 

Matt Damon. They were both about professional assassins. Shaikh Rashid is right – movies 

are sinful and stupid. They are foretastes of Hell.‗ 

 ‚Oh, my, how holy we‘re going to be! Don‘t you have any friends? Don‘t boys your 

age usually have girlfriends?‗ 

 ‚Mom. I‘m not gay, if that‘s what you‘re implying.‗ 

 ‚How do you know?‗ 

 He was shocked. ‚I know‗‖ (144). 

 Teresa Mulloy disregards Ahmad‘s needs for a father, a leader, his urge for 

identification. She worries about him, but does not help him, claiming that ―Already, 

Ahmad‘s gone – all he needs from me is some food in the refrigerator‖ (207). Her lover, the 

high-school counsellor Jack, notices that there is something ―fishy‖ about Ahmad and his new 

job, Teresa answers: ―So what? Something‘s fishy everywhere these days. I can‘t live 

Ahmad‘s life for him‖ (208). 
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 Jack comes up with a rather depressive opinion on the young generation: ―Kids today 

have more to worry about than we did. (…) It‘s not just AIDS and the rest;  there‘s a certain 

hunger for, I don‘t know, the absolute, when everything is so relative, and all the economic 

forces are pushing instant gratification and credit-card debt at them. (…) People want to go 

back to simple – black and white, right and wrong, when things aren‘t simple. (…) All I‘m 

saying is that kids like Ahmad need to have something they don‘t get from society any more. 

Society doesn‘t let them be innocent any more. The crazy Arabs are right – hedonism, 

nihilism, that‘s all we offer. (…) Kids have to make more decisions than they used to, because 

adults can‘t tell them what to do. We don‘t know what to do, we don‘t have the answers we 

used to do; we just futz along, trying not think‖ (205-6). 

 

The Fall of the Ivory Tower 
 

This is the most important chapter of the thesis, as its aim is to thoroughly analyze the 

potential of the Post-9/11 Novel. A set of questions has to be answered. Firstly, is the Post-

9/11 Novel a real literary phenomenon, or just a temporary digression with small literary 

value? Why has it developed and what are its key characteristics? Which novels are the most 

representative?  

Two excellent essays will be used as a platform for the final thesis. The author of the 

first, The Voice of the Lonely Crowd
1
, is Martin Amis. The second one, Cliché, paradigma 

and the problem of imagination
2
 (translation mine), was written by Michal Sýkora. Amis is 

reflecting on the horryfying issue writers had to face after the 11th of September, 2001 – the 

immediate urge to reinvent the imagination so that it has capacity to reflect the contemporary 

world. Sýkora moves further on and attempts to analyze the Post-9/11 Novel phenomenon and 

to give it a proper definition, later on, according to his thesis, he decides which novels are 

significant and which will be lost in time. Sýkora provides a very clear thought that could be 

almost fully agreed with, however, his comments on the works may be found too strict. I will 

attempt to give more examples from the chosen novels that will accord with his definiton and 

at the end pick one novel that serves Sýkora‗s suggestions the best.  

 

                                                   
1
 in Amis, Martin. The Second Plane. London: Jonathan Cape Ltd., 2008.  

2
 Sýkora, Martin. “Klišé, paradigma a problém imaginace”. Host.  
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―After a couple of hours at their desks, on September 12, 2001, all the writers on earth 

were reluctantly considering a change of occupation‖ (1), this is how Amis starts the second 

paragraph of his essay. He claims novel is considered a work of imagination, but 

―imagination, that day, was of course fully commandeered, and to no purpose‖ (1). According 

to Amis, days after the attacks the writers decided to express themselves as publicists. They 

needed to gain more time: ―When the novelists went into newsprint about September 11, there 

was a murmur to the effect that they were now being obliged to snap out of their solipsistic 

daydreams: to attend, as best they could, to the facts of life. For politics - once defined as 

‚what's going on‗ - suddenly filled the sky‖ (1). What most of the writers have been building 

their whole careers ―had been reduced, overnight, to a blue streak of pitiable babble‖ (1). The 

ivory tower of their imagination, of the 20th century enlightement, has fallen down along with 

the World Trade Center Towers. There is no need for fictional worlds and at the same time 

nothing seems more fictional than the contemporary reality with planes (that look like 

impersonated evil) crushing into crowded skyscrapers, symbols of wealth of the western 

world. A widespreaded thesis caims that terrorism is the arch-enemy of imagination. Amis‗ 

words prove this to be very true.  

In order to regain balance, to give a strike-back, contemporary American literature is 

to, firstly, reinvent its capacity of imagination, secondly make its fictional worlds (however 

paradoxical it may sound) more realisitic, holding a strong bound with the contemporary 

world. In Sýkora‘s words: ―the thesis that novels should be determined by historical and 

social context and that the individual human existence cannot be omitted from such context is 

being recovered‖ (85, translation mine). More specifically then, the Post-9/11 Novel should 

represent ―a return to the concept of literature reflecting the spirit of the time. The terrorist ic 

attacks of September, 11th 2001 (…) are supposed to create new historical experience, which 

has to be reflected in the experience of the aesthetic‖ (87).  

The chosen novels have commented on several aspects of the 9/11 aftermath. The 

economic breakdown, the growing alienation in the relationships, the criticism towards of the 

previous era of naivety and arrogance, etc. However, there is usually a blank space, a broken 

link: the main protagonist who so often avoids commenting on the attacks. Sýkora consideres 

this a problem and it can truly be seen as a fault, a goal unachieved, an inability of the writers 

not yet confident enough to provide believeable psychological insight. However, the issue 

might be that the avoiding is simply another aspect of the aftermath. A natural process. It is 

also possible that trying to provide the readers with an in-depth psychological description 

would be self-explanatory. An analogy could be found in the descriptions of the events 
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themselves. DeLillo fails to give an original interpretation of the attacks, Kalfus is more 

successful as he often plays on the ironic tone. Still, the readers crave more than a simple 

retelling of something they have seen live, on television, ten times a day, for months.  In 

summary, the confusion, the blurriness of the (mostly male) protagonists might be a part of 

the aesthetic of the Post-9/11 Novel. 

So far we can say it has been proved that the Post-9/11 Novel is a solid phenomenon. A 

definition has been introduced along with a socio-historical background. It has been said some 

of the works do not stand up to all of Sýkora‘s requirements. However, there is a small 

number of works that truly provide the already mentioned bound between the fiction and the 

social and historical context.  

Joseph O‘Neill‘s Netherland. The 9/11 events does not serve as a functional narrative to 

the plot, yet the aftermath is omnipresent. The novel deals with the struggles against all the 

new policies, the alienation, the falling dream of the so called melting plot phenomenon. No 

longer is there the American Dream. Chuck Ramkinsson will be from now on seen as a 

foreigner with a naive dream that will never come true. In the end of the novel Ramkinsson is 

found murdered – a pay back for his suspicious way of doing business.  

John Updike‘s Terrorist. The author fails to introduce a believeable character who‘s 

hatred towards American materialist culture is so big it makes him want to commit a terrorist 

attack. Yet his insight into contemporary American culture and its issues is so elaborate, it 

makes his novel stand out.  

Ian McEwan‘s Saturday rarely reffers to the 9/11 itself, yet the author succeeds in 

portraying the trauma of the western society and the omnipresent fear and continuous self-

reflection.  

Ken Kalfus‗ A Disorder Peculiar To The Country is not so significant a Post-9/11 Novel, 

yet in attempting to give an overall description of the society it is the closest to O‘Neill‘s 

successfull effort.  

 

The Post-9/11 Novel is a relatively new phenomenon and therefore its future is rather 

unclear. Yet to see through its potential it is essential one believes the events of September, 

11
th
 2001 (and subsequently the War in Afghanistan and Iraq, etc.) have had significant effect 

on the world.  It is not easy to clearly distinguish the new literary movement from writings of 

the previous eras, but the future will bring clarification. Now it can be said that writers have 

been acknowledged there is a recurring need to reflect more thoughtfully on the worldly 

events and the social, political and religious climate. They are trying to inform their readers, 
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most successful paradoxically being those who avoid commenting on the horrific sights and 

focusing on the outcomes, needles to say, sustaining their original literary approach, without 

avoiding the power of imagination.  

C. Max Magee says: ― would argue that nearly every serious novel written since 9/11 is a 

―9/11 novel.‖ Writers, artists, and filmmakers, consciously or subconsciously, react to the 

world around them some way, and 9/11, from many angles, is incontrovertibly a part of our 

world (…) To expect a novel to explicitly place 9/11 into a context that offers us all some 

greater understanding of it is to misunderstand how fiction works, as Jerome Weeks implies. 

What we are really looking for (as ever) is a defining novel of our time‖  

 


