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Struggle for a Home: A Reading of the Male in
Kamila Shamsie’s Home Fire
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Abstract

Home Fire represents the life of British Muslims by modelling on the tragedy Antigone.
The novel is modernised with characters whose actions correlate to the characters of
Antigone. The story begins in the middle, introducing the grown-up Pasha siblings, and
progresses to an end with flashbacks in fragmented narratives that reflect their broken lives.
The characters bear the weight of dual identities – immigrants and being a minority (Muslims)
– which gives them limited decisions, which they consciously uphold to assimilate and belong
in a host country. This article specifically looks at the male characters to study the father-son
relationship and the image of a male immigrant. The question of belongingness lingers around
the male characters – the longing for a home in the host country and in their own home, where
they yearn to be accepted by making their fathers proud.

Keywords: Immigrants, Assimilation, Identity Crisis, Liminality, Migration.

The novel Home Fire, authored by Kamila Shamsie, details the story of the
Pasha siblings, whose story resonates with the play Antigone by Sophocles. The
parallels become more evident towards the end when Aneeka, the twin sister of
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Parvaiz, is dehumanised when she attempts to provide her brother a proper burial.
The story revolves around two families – the Pasha family and the Lone family –
whose lives change when they both interact. The two families of Pakistani descent
shifted to Britain; the Pasha family moved to London, where their father joined ISIS
and died, while the Lone family migrated earlier, and the head figure of the family,
Karamat Lone, became a member of parliament who had gained favour in London
over the years by negating his Muslim identity. Adil Pasha embraced his Muslim
identity to the point of becoming an extremist, whereas Karamat Lone, the other
father figure, abandoned his roots and assimilated into the host culture. The novel
unravels how the father’s decision largely impacts their son’s lives.

The novel is narrated in parts as testimonies by the five main characters –
Isma, Parvaiz, Aneeka, Eamonn and Karamat Lone – allowing us to hear their
internal voices, perspectives, and emotional truths. Isma's voice is careful, rational,
and quietly resilient. The plot begins with her entry in the middle of their lives and
exposes the events of the past that the siblings want or are forced to forget. The
family had to denounce their father, Adil Pasha, who was named a Jihad, to survive
in a British country. The idea of being 'forced' is often hyphenated with 'refugee'.
Isma is the eldest daughter who is forced to pause her life to take care of her
younger twin siblings, Aneeka and Parvaiz. The novel begins with her trying to get
on a plane to continue her PhD. “My siblings and I were orphaned just after I
finished uni. They were twelve years old – twins. I took the first job I could find. Now
they’ve grown up; I can go back to my life” (Shamsie 4). The roles of people often
reverse in a refugee situation where individual life is often paused or displaced to
care for the family. Isma, unlike Aneeka, had the burden of providing for her family
by taking a job, pausing a career, and not having a life outside the family. Aneeka,
the younger sister, a revisioned character of Antigone, wears makeup, is vocal and
has a social life, studies law and loves her brother Parvaiz. The dichotomy of the
good Muslim vs. the bad Muslim shows Isma as the epitome of righteousness
struggling to build a new life while staying true to her Muslim identity. Parvaiz, on
the other hand, betrays the faith of the family and ventures into a path of his own, a
path that can harm himself and his sisters.

The male characters in the novel – Parvaiz, Adil Pasha, Farooq, Karamat and
Eamonn – have a story for themselves. Adil Pasha is the father of the Pasha siblings
who is remembered only by his son Parvaiz. Isma resents her father and comments
on him when Parvaiz makes an irrational decision: “his father’s son, a fecklessness in
the gene pool” (Shamsie 26). In Isma’s memory her father is almost absent since she
was very young when he chose to abandon the family and become a jihadi. The
children had witnessed the family shatter with the death of the grandmother
followed by their mother’s death. Isma had to take the responsibility of an adult to
keep them alive in an Islamophobic society. Parviz, on the other hand, had always
wanted to know the man his father was, and he yearned for someone to talk about
him. Farooq entered Parvaiz’s life when he felt lost. Even though he wanted to know
about his father, he feared making an association with the name. When Farooq tries
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to befriend Parvaiz by saying he knows Abu Parvaiz, his immediate response is, “I’m
Parvaiz. I don’t know any Abu Parvaiz” (Shamsie 124). Farooq then tells him valiant
stories about his father and makes him follow his father’s footsteps into ISIS.
“Farooq would talk, and Parvaiz would listen to those stories of his father for which
he’d always yearned – not a footloose boy or feckless husband, but a man of
courage who fought injustice…kept his comrades’ spirit up through times of
darkness” (Shamsie 128).

Parvaiz’s voice is initially absent and gradually revealed through
flashbacks. His testimony shows how isolation, shame, and the need for belonging
can lead someone down the path of radicalisation. He regards himself a failure in
comparison with his sisters, and not having many opportunities in the field of sound
design, he flees to Raqqa, Syria, to join Farooq for the cause that his father fought.
The story progresses to Pravaiz’s downfall when Isma informs the police about her
brother’s whereabouts because if the people in the neighbourhood know about it,
the sisters will get into trouble. “There was nothing I could do for him, so I did what I
could for you, for us” (Shamsie 42). Here again, Isma is forced to remember the pain
that her father’s decision caused the family and is angry at her brother, who has
also abandoned the family while being self-centred. She had to denounce the
brother so that their already fragile existence would not be threatened,
interrogated, and tortured. Parvaiz realises his mistake after witnessing the violence;
he did not want to volunteer, but it is too late for him. He has not hurt anyone, but
being a part of the media team in ISIS made him accountable for his hastened
decision, which he could not disassociate from. When he tries to turn himself in at
the British consulate in Turkey, he is shot to death by Farooq.

Farooq, a cousin of Parvaiz's friend, employs pain and emptiness as tools to
infiltrate one's mind. Parvaiz lived his life with the pain of not knowing his father. He
made him belong in his father’s world and used that to turn Parvaiz against his
family and the country. Men like Farooq, who often disguise themselves as mentors,
lead people to misery. He assumed the father figure, lured Parvaiz to a place where
he could not get out and shot him when he tried to rectify his mistakes. Parvaiz was
killed because, like his father, he ventured into the path of deviance. The death of
Adil Pasha reached the family only through a secondary source, and the family does
not receive his body or confirmation regarding his death or burial. The lack of public
mourning for the father and the disapproval for a proper burial in the case of
Parvaiz show “the difference between grievable and ungrievable life stems from
how certain lives are deemed more valuable and thus more worthy of protection
than others” (Pishotti 5).

The events in the novel have direct parallels with the play Antigone. Retelling
has a more efficient effect on the reader, as they know the sequence of the tragedy.
Antigone is a popular epic often prescribed and analysed by most literature readers.
The act of placing two different texts side by side can bring depth to the characters.
The actions of the characters are the same, but the same storyline takes place in a
different timeline and setting. Similarly, refugees have roamed the earth from the
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beginning, and the struggle to belong resonates with every refugee story that we
come across. The characters differ, but their experience is universal. The character
Polynices in Antigone is already dead when the story begins, but Parvaiz is nineteen,
which shows that he is young, vulnerable, and bound to make mistakes. The reader
gets to understand Parvaiz’s choice and his state of mind that are responsible for his
actions. The sense of belongingness is reiterated in a person with a refugee identity,
and Parvaiz doesn’t have that in his home or his field of study. His options are very
limited, and he is restrained from learning about his father. When he feels like the
truth about his father was hidden, he sets out to follow his heart, which gets him
killed.

Karamat is another male character of interest for this study. He grew up as the
son of Pakistani immigrants and then married a wealthy Irish woman to belong to
the white British majority. He was a kid when he set his foot on this foreign land. He
made extreme decisions to belong by giving up his religion and was vilified by his
fellow Muslims. In truth he is a religious man, but he also has a need to assimilate
and become a person of significance. He is grateful for the opportunities that the
host country has provided him, and he advocates people choosing being British over
following the Muslim way of life to avoid any conflict in the new country. The
concepts of salad bowl and melting pot can be seen in the characters of the Pasha
sisters and Karamat. Aneeka and Isma, like a salad bowl, preserve their Muslim
identity while wanting to fit into the host country, while Karamat and his son do
everything to melt into a single dominant white identity. In the words of Glazer and
Moynihan, “Assimilation is the process by which ethnic distinctions diminish and
eventually disappear as minorities adopt the language, customs and values of the
dominant society” (12). Karamat also gives his son an Irish name to remove any
associations with being a Muslim. He had to make an identity for himself, while
Eamonn has the privilege to live in the world that his father had built for him. His
identity is firmly established until he breaks from his father’s shadow. Eamonn
blindly follows his father before he meets Aneeka, a girl with a strong individual
identity. He is furious when he learns of Eamonn’s relationship with Aneeka, who is
keen on finding a way to bring back her brother, who had joined the ISIS group. One
wrong move from his side or his son’s side can make him an enemy of the state;
hence, there is a pressure that always looms over Eamonn.

Eamonn grooms himself to live a double life in order to win the favour of his
father and the government. He had to follow his father's lead to avoid any debate
that might question their loyalty to the host country. This is evident in Eamonn’s
section of the novel, “He was nearing a mosque and crossed the street to avoid it,
then crossed back so as not to be seen as trying to avoid a mosque” (Shamsie 59).
Eamonn had no means to impress his father, as they were already rich. He showed
his respect through his actions by staying away from his faith and supporting his
father in his campaigns. Eamonn describes fathers as a guide to manhood when
speaking with Isma. Such behaviour leads him to follow his father’s shadow and
seek validation. He shows his rebellion towards the end when he teams up with
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Aneeka to speak for justice and bring Parvaiz’s body back to Britain because that
was his identity and home. The need for a son to gain his father's acceptance is
evident in their relationship. Despite Parvaiz's lack of familiarity with his father, he
made the decision to follow his path after learning a great deal about him. He
wished his father was a powerful man, and he made a wrong decision because he
wanted to make him proud. Eamonn also made it a point to follow his father and
support him. He never questioned his ways and fought when people spoke against
him for giving up his ancestral roots. At the end of the novel, he also pays a price for
being his father’s son. Parviz and Eamonn have no identity of their own.

Migration is a recurring element in Parvaiz’s life. The family initially migrated to
Britain from Pakistan, but Parvaiz voluntarily returned to Syria to join ISIS and
continue his father's legacy. He is killed when he tries to rectify his mistake, and his
body remains in Pakistan because Lone refused to give him a second chance. Lone
is unwavering in his belief that state laws must supersede personal or familial
loyalties, mirroring Creon’s view in Antigone. Even after his death, displacement had
a tighter grip that pulled Aneeka and Eamonn to their tragic ends. Their punishment
is meant to set an example to people who dare to betray the country. Aneeka’s
passport was detained because she dared to bury a traitor’s body. The British cancel
her citizenship, and she is exiled from the country she considered home. The first
generation experiences physical migration, while the second battles cultural and
emotional migration between the British values and Muslim heritage. All the
characters in the novel belong to the second generation who have become familiar
with the country, the physical space, as their home, but they struggle to fit in.

The novel problematises how the immigrants were often addressed as British of
Pakistani descent, British Muslims or British passport holders. The hyphenated
identity is directed to remind the immigrants to be grateful to the British for giving
them a new life. The immigrant experience is brought out through the character
Ashima in the novel The Namesake. “Being a foreigner… is a sort of lifelong
pregnancy—a perpetual wait, a constant burden, a continuous feeling of being out
of sorts. It is an ongoing responsibility, a parenthesis in what had once been an
ordinary life, only to discover that previous life has vanished, replaced by something
more complicated and demanding” (Lahiri 49). Shamsie clearly shows how
stereotypes spread through all the chapters in the novel. Isma had consciously left
behind everything connected to her Muslim identity before getting on the flight,
while her scarf, the only piece of identity, made her a person of interest. The
stereotype that Muslims are prone to radicalisation is brought out through Parvaiz,
who is easily convinced to become a part of the extremist. This stereotype turns out
to be wrong, as Parvaiz was shocked to witness the violence and realised that he
made a mistake. His decision to join the cause was to create an identity in relation
with his father and not to wage war or kill innocent people. The novel shows how
media can brand innocents as enemies of the state. Parvaiz is quickly addressed as
a terrorist, and Aneeka is deported when she goes to get her brother’s body. She is
also criticised for engaging in a relationship with Eamonn only to exploit his father’s
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authority, as it was the only way to bring back Parvaiz safely. This accusation is only
partly right, as she entered Eamonn’s life for the same reason but ended up falling in
love. Aneeka’s voice is the most emotionally intense and politically urgent. Through
her grief and defiance, she becomes a modern Antigone. She dies in a literal fire, but
she lived her life caught between spaces.

Liminality is often the in-between state or the transitional threshold space
where the refugees are trapped. In theory the concept of liminality is introduced as
“The transitional period is thus betwixt and between the time when the participant
was a member of one group and the time when he will be a member of another”
(Van Gennep 18). This concept holds upmost significance in refugee narratives, with
the refugees losing their connection with their former identity and not being able to
integrate into the new or host identity. The physical space is sorted when they are
granted citizenship, while emotionally, they must rebuild an identity and claim space
in the society. It is very difficult to escape this liminal state, and it always demanded
sacrifice, where refugees had to cut ties with their past to fully belong in the present.
There are various instances of liminality experienced by the individuals in the novel.
Isma, for instance, must choose between continuing her personal journey or
succumbing to the needs of her family. She chose to support the family until the
twins grow up by holding back her desire to be independent and self-reliant.

The male character of interest, Parvaiz, encounters liminality both ideologically
and geographically. He was literally stuck in the liminal state when he joined ISIS to
follow in his father’s footsteps. The decision is not based on hatred; he neither
supports Islamic radicalism nor feels accepted as a part of mainstream British
society. He is caught in the threshold space. The pain of not being able to associate
with either side made him search for an identity through his father. For Parvaiz there
was no way out of the in-between space; he had to die to save himself. His body is
also suspended between places by being trapped amidst the state power and his
sister trying to give him a proper burial. Karamat Lone can also be studied as a
character struggling in the liminal space. He is caught between his British identity
and Muslim roots, where he must denounce his Muslim identity to gain the favour of
the British. Even though his choice had been beneficial for him, he reveals the truth
that he is a religious man on the inside. Refugees in a new country often had to put
on masks and live secret lives.

The novel Exit West simply puts forward the idea of a safe place. “Home is
where you are understood” (Hamid 203). A home is where one can remain true to
their identity. In a multicultural space, the dilemma of assimilation often requires the
individual to replace their identity – the dominant identity over the others. The
original cultural identity becomes the other, which can lead to the slow and
complete erasure of minority cultures. Homi Bhabha’s concept of the third space
demonstrates the ability of multiple identities to co-exist. The text The location of
Culture emphasises hybridity. “Cultural difference is a form of ‘in-between-ness’, a
hybridity, a ‘third space’ which enables other positions to emerge” (Bhabha 38). A
refugee can effectively assimilate into a society when there is no pressure to
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conform. The ability to create a third space is an ongoing and forever process. The
situation cannot be rectified immediately, but implementing the idea can help
characters like Parvaiz, Isma and Karamat change their narratives.
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