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Introduction

”Terrorism” is a term widely used today. It and its effects are portrayed and discussed in 

newspapers, in movies, on TV. Seeing as it seems to be present in most media, it appears quite 

inevitable that terrorism has also found its way into literature. Two examples of novels dealing with 

terrorism are the American novel Terrorist, written by John Updike in 2006 and Bernard 

MacLaverty's Northern Irish novel Cal, written in 1983. The novels have their similarities. They 

share terrorism as a major theme, and both of them have a young man as a protagonist. However, 

they differ in both time and place. Updike's novel is set in a post-9/11 New Jersey, while Cal takes 

place in a Northern Ireland divided by The Troubles. Furthermore, Updike's main character is a 

dedicated Muslim, while the main character of Cal is a not as dedicated Catholic. Indeed, the novels

might seem similar at first, but the differences are significant.

The perspective to be used in this essay is ethnic. Various theories on terrorism, 

manipulation and race will be used with said perspective in mind. The aim is to, with the help of 

relevant theories, examine and analyse the terrorism and its connection to religion and ethnicity in 

the two novels, in order to compare them and find out whether they portray these things in a 

different way or not.

The question I will be asking, and thus the purpose of this essay, is whether the terrorism 

and its reasons, organisation – including influence by others – and connection to religion and 

ethnicity in the two novels mentioned above are similar or not. It is my belief that a comparative 

analysis of the novels will show that the terrorism and its connection to religion and ethnicity will 

not be the same in Cal as in Terrorist. One of the reasons for this is that they are set in environments

that differ from each other not only geographically and chronologically, but also politically. Thus it 

seems likely that the reasons for and organisation of the terrorism will differ as well. Another reason

is that the characters in Terrorist are more diverse than the ones in Cal, both in terms of religion and

ethnicity.
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General theories dealing with reasons for terrorism, such as Kristopher K. Robison, Edward 

M. Crenshaw, and Craig J. Jenkins's theory on Islamist terrorism, according to which terrorism 

performed by Islamists is a reaction to the secular West (p. 2012), and Jeff Victoroff's rational 

choice theory, which suggests that terrorists are rational (p. 14), will be used to examine whether the

characters of the two novels have different reasons for their terrorism or not.

The next set of theories that will be used deal with influence, manipulation and 

brainwashing. Austin T. Turk suggests that a terrorist organisation often isolates its members in 

order to ensure that they only have the required knowledge (p. 276), and since this can be used as a 

tool of manipulation, his theory will be used to examine, and compare, the level of influence and 

manipulation on the two protagonists. For similar reasons, I. E. Farber, Harry F. Harlow, Louis 

Jolyon West and Joel Rudinow's theories on manipulation, with and without deception, will be used 

in the comparative analysis.

Finally, racial theories, like the theory of signs, which suggests that people have a tendency 

to divide others into categories based on their racial differences, along with theories on imperative 

patriotism and the Arab American stereotype will be used. According to Steven Salaita's imperative 

patriotism, only those who act and look American can be truly American (p. 154), and Jack G. 

Shaheen suggests that Arab Americans are, by many, thought to be violent Muslims (p. 23). 

Furthermore, analysts Mita Banerjee and Pamela Mansutti both suggest that there is in fact a 

connection between religion and race in Updike's novel (p. 16, p. 108). These theories and ideas 

will be used to analyse the connection between terrorism, ethnicity and religion, and then to 

compare the two novels, whereupon a conclusion will be drawn. I believe that this conclusion will 

indeed confirm my thesis. 

Theories and sub-questions

In this section of the essay I will have a closer look at the theories that will be of help when 
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analysing the two novels. As previously mentioned, an ethnic perspective will be used for my 

analysis and therefore the theories I will be using are connected to this perspective in one way or 

another. I will start with discussing the theories relevant to my first sub-question, and then go on to 

theories relating to my second question, and then finish with theories connected to the third sub-

question.

In order to find out whether my hypothesis is correct or not, I will start my comparative 

analysis by examining the portrayed terrorism and its reasons with the help of existing theories on 

the subject. This is my first sub-question. The setting and the external circumstances in the both 

novels are quite different – Ahmad is a Muslim living in post-9/11 America, while Cal lives in 

Northern Ireland during the Troubles. Despite that, both novels deal with a young, male protagonist 

and I wish to find out whether the differences outweigh the similarities or not.

There are many definitions of what terrorism is and what should and should not be 

considered terrorism. Jeff Goodwin goes as far as to say that ”there is no commonly accepted 

definition of 'terrorism'” (p. 2027). He also suggests that there are several definitions of the term, 

and that ”the 'deliberate use of violence in order to influence some audience' is common to most 

[…] definitions” (p. 2028). Furthermore, Goodwin suggests that certain groups ”view terrorism, for 

the most part, as a political strategy” (p. 2029). This might mean that they would not consider 

themselves terrorists. 

The most comprehensive definition, however, seems to belong to Jack P. Gibbs. According 

to him, ”[t]errorism is illegal violence or threatened violence directed against human or non-human 

objects” (Gibbs, p. 330). This definition includes both violent acts and the threat to perform them, 

as well as both human beings and objects, which would include, for example, buildings, animals 

and landscape. Robbery – which is present in Cal – for example, would include violence or threats 

against humans and ”violent” actions against non-human objects, while blowing up a tunnel full of 

commuters – which is the plan in Terrorist – would consist of violence towards both humans and 
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non-human objects. In other words, Gibbs' definition covers the terrorism in both novels.

There are also several theories about the reasons for performing terrorism. There is, for 

example, right-wing terrorism, left-wing terrorism, eco-terrorism, national terrorism, and religious 

terrorism. While the terrorism in Cal is political, the theory most relevant to Terrorist, since Ahmad 

is a Muslim and Islam seems to be his reason for doing what he does, is one discussed by Robison 

et al. According to this theory, ”Islamist terrorism is […] rooted in the social strains created by 

modernization, the competition between Islam and other religions, and the growth of secular 

government” (Robison et al, p. 2009). The reasons for this kind of terrorism are based on a 

perceived threat against the religion and its followers' culture and way of living. America, with its 

invasion of the Middle East and its capitalism, could very well be seen as threatening enough for 

someone to turn to terrorism in order to protect their religion and culture. The aim is to find out 

whether this theory is applicable to Updike's representation of Muslims; if it is modernisation, other

religions, and secularisation that are the reasons for the terrorism. 

According to Victoroff's rational choice theory, the terrorists in question know what they are 

doing; their decisions are rational and calculated (p. 14). There are several other theories on why 

someone becomes a terrorist, but since neither Ahmad nor Cal fits any of those – they do fit 

Victoroff's theory, however, since they have their reasons for doing what they are doing, both of 

them – I will not examine those theories any further. 

In order to find possible differences between the two novels, I will go on to my second sub-

questions, and examine to what extent the portrayed terrorism seems to be organised, as well as the 

influence by others on the two protagonists. I will do this with the help of relevant theories dealing 

with terrorist organisation, influence and manipulation. Since the terrorist act in Terrorist is a major 

event – it does indeed take some planning to be able to blow up a tunnel during rush hour – it seems

likely that the ones behind this plan would want to recruit people that will not back out, or expose 

them. In Cal, however, the terrorism is not one single, well-planned act; it consists of smaller, less 
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planned attacks such as robberies. Therefore, I want to examine whether the characters in Terrorist 

work harder and use different kinds of manipulation and influence on Ahmad than Cal's fellow 

terrorists do on him.

According to Turk, ”[t]he classic model of the terrorist organization is a tightly organized 

hierarchy comprised of small, isolated cells whose members have little if any knowledge of 

planning and organization above and outside their cell” (p. 276). This seems to be the case for both 

Ahmad and Cal. Neither of them initially know what is expected of them; they are indeed kept in 

the dark by their companions. They are not considered to be high enough in the hierarchy to be 

involved in the planning of the terrorism – they just follow orders.

When it comes to manipulation, Farber et al provide a simple but effective definition; 

according to them, brainwashing is the act of ”[manipulating] the thoughts and actions of others” (p.

271). When it comes to Ahmad, both his thoughts and actions seem to be manipulated, while it is 

only Cal's actions that are controlled by others, as we will see later on. It might be argued that Cal is

not actually brainwashed, since his thoughts remain his own, but there seems to be no doubt that he 

is influenced and manipulated.

Rudinow builds on this idea about brainwashing by showing examples of how manipulation 

can be performed without deception (p. 340). The crucial difference seems to be that when the 

victim of manipulation is deceived, they believe that they are acting from free will while when there

is no deception involved the victim is not acting voluntarily. When looking at the manipulation in 

the two novels, this seems to be the difference between the two.

Finally, I will use existing theories related to categorisation based on race in order to answer 

my third sub-question, which is whether religious and racial stereotypes are present, and differ from

each other, in the two novels or not. That is, I want to find out if the characters and their 

characteristics seem to be defined by their ethnicity. I will then examine whether there seems to be a

connection between the terrorism, ethnicity and religion or not. There are indeed several religions 
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and ethnicities present in the two novels. In Terrorist, there are characters of both different skin 

colour and different religions, while in Cal the characteres are, for most part, all white Christians. 

Since the characters are more diverse in Terrorist than in Cal, it is likely that the novels will prove 

to be different in these aspects.

Both Michael Banton and Michael Ryan have theories that assume that people are 

categorised by their appearance, by their skin colour. According to the theory of signs, for example, 

people divide themselves and others into groups because of racial differences (Banton p. 127). 

According to Ryan, ”ethnicity remains a powerful category for organizing human experience” (p. 

178). The members of these groups, these categories, usually have little in common other than their 

outer appearance; the only thing they actually do have in common, after all, is their, or their 

relatives', place of origin. Different outer appearances are merely results of different breeding 

patterns (p. 178). Ryan goes on to say that ”[w]e tend to assume that external traits such as skin 

color express internal racial essences […] but in truth black skin is about as relevant as blonde hair 

as an indicator of an internal biological reality” (p. 178). Science may ”[cast] doubt on the idea that 

the human species breaks down into sub-species,” but ”history speaks a different language […] and 

race and ethnicity […] are not easily erased or ignored” (p. 178-179). Ryan's standpoint on this 

issue is quite clear; he does not believe that ethnicity should be relevant at all when it comes to 

placing people in different categories. However, he realises that this tendency to use categorisation 

based on ethnicity is in fact reality, and a reality that is difficult to alter. 

People with a specific appearance are sometimes believed to have specific characteristics, 

and Salaita has had a closer look at how Americans may look at people who look and act foreign. 

According to him, there is a phenomenon that he calls ”imperative patriotism, [which] assumes (or 

demands) that dissent in matters of governance and foreign affairs is unpatriotic and therefore 

unsavory” (p. 154). In other words, disagreeing with America's foreign affairs policies will make 

you less American – it will place you in another group. Comments about how people who do not 
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appreciate certain American phenomena might as well ”go back to where [they] came from” are 

common among those who are behind imperative patriotism (p. 155). According to Salaita, those 

kinds of statements create a notion that ”'American' is a stable, fixed identity rooted in a physical 

and cultural Whiteness for which many immigrants do not qualify” (p. 155). If this is true, the only 

way to be truly American is to look and behave like one. While the latter part would possibly be 

possible for most people, the first criterion is impossible for some to fulfil. This is useful to an 

analysis of Terrorist because Ahmad does have a foreign appearance, and the fact that Updike has 

chosen to make his protagonist an Arab Muslim who wishes to become a terrorist might reinforce 

the negative images that people have of Arab Americans, especially after 9/11.

Shaheen has examined the Arab American stereotype and suggests that, according to that 

stereotype, Arab Americans are ”alien, violent strangers, intent upon battling non-believers” (p. 23).

He also says that many people see a connection between Islam and having a Middle East origin. It 

seems that both Shaheen and Salaita want to shed light on how damaging this stereotyping can be. 

This is relevant because the Muslim characters in Terrorist do use terrorism to express themselves, 

and Updike does not seem to want to try to fight the Arab American stereotype; on the contrary, he 

seems to reinforce it. 

Author background and book reviews

John Updike, the author of Terrorist, was a well-known American writer. He wrote many 

novels as well as poetry and several short stories. He was also an art and literary critic for The New 

Yorker, in which many of his short stories and poems were published even after he stopped working 

for the magazine. He was born in 1932 in Reading, Pennsylvania, and grew up in Shillington, a 

small borough outside of Reading, with a population consisting mainly of people of Caucasian 

origin.

Some of Updike's most famous and successful novels have been part of a series. One 
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example is his series about Harry ”Rabbit” Angstrom, which includes novels such as Rabbit, Run, 

Rabbit Is Rich and Rabbit At Rest. The first novel in this series was published in 1960, and the last 

addition – a novella called Rabbit Remembered – was published in 2001 (De Bellis p. xxviii). 

Updike received several rewards for these novels; he is one of only three writers who have won the 

Pulitzer Prize for Fiction more than once, and both times it was thanks to a Rabbit novel (p. xxx, 

xxxii). Other awards of his include the National Book Award for Fiction, the St. Louis Literary 

Award and the Ambassador Book Award. Updike is considered one of the best writers of his 

generation by many, including Martin Amis, who says that he is ”certainly one of the great 

American novelists of the 20th century” (Amis). Updike has also written short stories about a 

Jewish novelist, called Henry Bech. These stories resulted in three books, ranging from 1970 to 

1998 (p. xxix, xxxiii). This series of books deals with, among other things, being an outsider, and 

marriage – or the absence of it (Pinsker p. 92). It also includes America changing as well as racism, 

all with a touch of satire (p. 93, 95). 

Religion, sex, the United States of America and death are other examples of recurring 

themes in Updike's work. Adultery is another theme that is dealt with in several novels – perhaps 

because Updike's first marriage ended in divorce for similar reasons (Amis). Updike himself was a 

believing Christian for most of his life, but experienced a brief period filled with a lack of religious 

faith (Boswell, p. 43). According to Michiko Kakutani, many of Updike's characters feared death, 

and this fear ”threatens to make everything they do feel meaningless,” and it also makes them try to 

find meaning in religion, in God (Kakutani). 

When looking at reviews that came out shortly after Updike's Terrorist was published in 

2006, the initial reception seems to have been varied between different reviewers; some of them 

were, for example, bothered by the probability of the events. Unlikely coincidences seem to be 

something that several reviewers have noticed, and there are other elements of the plot – especially 

when it comes to relationships between characters – that they find problematic and improbable. The
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views of the main character also differ; some reviewers seem to be of the opinion that he is a victim 

of his surroundings, while others think that he lacks personality, that he is defined by his religion 

and nothing else.

Set in New Jersey, it comes as no surprise that the novel includes references to the 9/11 

attacks that took place in New York City in 2001. Indeed, 9/11 in relation to literature is mentioned 

in most, if not all, of the Terrorist book reviews that are out there. James Wood says in his review 

that the relationship between religious fundamentalism and the more secular society of the West 

will soon be ”one of the central novelistic subjects,” and according to Jem Poster, the subject that 

Updike has chosen is a risky, and current, one (Wood, Poster). Updike leads the way, and the fact 

that he has written a novel that is not ”from the victim's point of view” is, according to John 

Leonard, cited in Wood's review, quite unique (Wood). Wood goes on to say that he believes that 

literature can be very effective in describing terrorism and its causes and effects.

The clash between the American way of life and the more traditional, religious views is dealt

with by some reviewers. According to Robert Stone, for example, Americanisation and 

globalisation have led to confusion, to transformation of the landscape, to quality having to give 

way to novelty. The social order has been set aside ”in ruthless pursuit of profit,” and the population

is ”rootless and dislocated” (Stone). Christopher Hitchens also talks about the American way of life.

He suggests that Muslims rage against the US because they are disgusted by the ”banality of 

American life,” their obesity and consumerism (Hitchens, p. 1). It seems America is for many the 

symbol, the embodiment, of the Western, faithless, materialistic way of life. 

Updike is criticised for his use of Islam in Terrorist. Wood says that Updike has no interest 

”in questions of faith or doubt”; Updike is a Christian and has a strong will to thank God for all his 

gifts to the world (Wood). Islam seems as alien to him as it does to many other Westerners, and 

using Ahmad, ”a robot,” to represent Islam is not fair to the religion (Wood). Wood also wonders 

why Updike does not include more of the process of Ahmad losing his faith; the loss seems sudden, 
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and there is no sign of internal struggle (Wood). Stone agrees that Updike's work ”has never 

departed too far from his religious views” (Stone). 

The reviewers differ from each other when it comes to their general opinions about Terrorist.

Poster says that the work is ”of considerable distinction” (Poster). Wood thinks the novel simple, 

and wishes that Updike would have included more humour, especially concerning Ahmad. He also 

says that ”Updike should have run a thousand miles away from this subject” (Wood). Hitchens's 

general opinion of the novel is even harsher; according to him, Terrorist is ”one of the worst pieces 

of writing from any grown-up source since the events [Updike] has so unwisely tried to draw upon”

(p. 2). The events mentioned are, of course, the 9/11 attacks. 

In conclusion, Updike had good intentions when writing his novel, and the subject he has 

chosen is a current and relevant one. The plot could be better and more realistic, however, and the 

main character, Ahmad, may be a victim, and lacks personality. In short, the novel might not be a 

poorly written one, but it could be significantly better.

Literature reviews

Terrorist

After a quick search in the MLA database for Terrorist, there are 20 entries. Only one of 

those entries was written in 2006, the year the novel was published, and the others range from 2007 

to late 2012. Other novels by John Updike have more entries than Terrorist, including Rabbit Is 

Rich, Rabbit Redux and Rabbit, Run, which have 65 entries. It is worth noting, though, that Rabbit, 

Run, written in 1960, has been around for a considerably longer time than Terrorist. Updike novels 

with fewer entries than Terrorist include Bech, a Book, The Poorhouse Fair, The Coup and The 

Witches of Eastwick. Some novels have no entries at all, for example Villages and The Widows of 

Eastwick. 

Terrorism and 9/11, sometimes in relation to something else, are recurring subjects in the 
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articles that have been written about Terrorist. Petra Fachinger and Samuel Thomas, for example, 

have discussed the terrorism itself in Terrorist, seemingly focusing on the causes and effects that it 

has. Loreta Ulvydienė and  Ahmed Gamal have examined how the 9/11 attacks have been portrayed

in literature and what effects they have had on it, while others, such as Martina Wolff and Birgit 

Däwes, have chosen to have a closer look at literature in relation to terrorism in general, not only 

the attacks.

There are articles about Terrorist that do not primarily deal with terrorism, too. The 

relationship between East and West, examined by authors such as Bradley M. Freeman and Riyad 

Manqoush et al, is one example of such a subject. Yet another subject is religion in relation to 

literature. Anna Hartnell has written two articles on the subject, while Geoffrey Nash has written 

one book. Banerjee and Mansutti have both chosen to write about Terrorist in relation to ethnicity 

and race.

I have chosen to work with Banerjee's and Mansutti's articles. Banerjee's article ”'Whiteness 

of a Different Color'? Racial Profiling in John Updike's Terrorist,” published in 2008, will be used 

as her analysis suggests that Terrorist is a novel ”obsessed […] with skin color [and the] cultural 

meaning that race may in fact hold” (p. 16). According to Banerjee, ”race is a social, never a 

biological category; cultural difference […] serves to racialize those who possess it” (p. 17). Those 

cultural differences may very well have to do with religion, which means that whiteness and 

Christianity could, in some cases, be used almost interchangeably. This connection between skin 

colour, religion and culture – and terrorism – is relevant because it is what racial and religious 

stereotypes for most part are based on. Mansutti's article was chosen because she suggests that 

Ahmad is a ”post-9/11 American [stereotype] about religious and racial identity” (p. 108). Many 

people see a connection between Islam and having an Arabic origin, and also between Arab 

Muslims and terrorism. Ahmad, as the ”good Muslim [and] proud 'tool' in the hands of God” that he

is, seems to personify this stereotype (p. 109). According to Mansutti, faith and terrorism seem to be
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connected in Terrorist. Ahmad's ”spiritual totality and a fullness of life” (p. 111) might seem like 

something positive, but his faith, in combination with the influence of other Muslims around him, is

his reason for taking part in terrorism. Mansutti also suggests that ethnicity and religion are 

connected in Updike's novel, and that the characters of colour are either believers or victims, while 

the white characters are materialistic, overemotional, vain and immoral (p. 114-115).

Cal

Despite being an older novel than Terrorist, a quick search in the MLA database for Bernard 

MacLaverty's Cal, published in 1983, will leave you with 17 entries, three less than Updike's novel. 

One of the entries for Cal is in German, the rest are written in English. The earliest entry was 

published in 1985, and seven were published in 2000 or later, the newest ones were published in 

2012. When it comes to other works by MacLaverty, two of them have no entries at all while Grace

Notes has eleven. One other work, Secrets & Other Stories, has two, and the rest have one entry 

each. When it comes to Cal, the articles can be divided into two groups; those that deal with the 

novel in relation to the Troubles, and those that focus on something else. 

Among the articles that do not focus on the Troubles, the areas of interest are quite diverse. 

Margaret Scanlan and Philip Tew, for example, have written about Cal in relation to other novels, 

focusing on fiction from Ireland and Northern Ireland. Paul Simpson and Martin Montgomery have 

written an article about stylistics in Cal, while J. Cameron Moore took an interest in the setting of 

the novel in his article. David J. Piwinski investigated MacLaverty's use of names in his article, 

focusing on etymology and onomastics. 

The rest of the articles written about Cal all focus on the Troubles and the surrounding 

politics and effects. Richard Haslam, for example, has looked at imprisonment and suffering, while 

Nazek Fahmy in his article suggests that Cal can be seen as an Irish exile. Some of the effects of the

Troubles have been investigated by Jeanette Shumaker, who has had a closer look at rivalry, 

confession and healing in the novel. Peter Mahon has focused on sacrifice, ritual and victimhood in 
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his article, while Reid Makowsky has investigated how different characters in Cal respond to the 

conflict surrounding them.

I will be using Makowsky's ”Two Ways of Responding to 'Troubles': Bernard MacLaverty's 

Use of the Blues and the Western in Cal,” published in 2012, because it suggests that Cal does not 

deal with the Troubles in the same way as the other Irishmen around him. Instead, he is ”drawn to 

African-American culture” (Makowsky, p. 37). This shows that while Cal is Irish, he does not 

necessarily feel Irish. Makowsky also suggests that the Irish can be seen as ”black,” and therefore 

are in the same position as other colonised people (p. 37). Makowsky suggests that the Irish use the 

”African-American experience as a source […] of inspiration” (p. 37), and while this might be true, 

this ”Irishness” does not seem to help Cal feeling proud to be Irish.

Comparative analysis

Background

In this section I will, with the help of various secondary sources, give a brief description of 

the contexts of Updike's Terrorist and MacLaverty's Cal because I believe that knowledge about the

two real series of events that the two novels are built around is important in order to fully 

understand the novels and the analysis. Terrorist deals with the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, in 

which the two World Trade Center towers collapsed and thousands of people died. In Cal, the 

conflict in Northern Ireland between Irish Catholics and British Protestants known as the Troubles 

is central to the story. 

The 9/11 attacks, launched by the Islamist terrorist organisation known as al-Qa'ida, and the 

reasons for them are often mentioned when terrorism is discussed and analysed. The reasons for 

these attacks are both many and complicated, but for many people Islam and its morals and values 

have much, if not everything, to do with what happened. According to Osama bin Laden, the 

founder of al-Qa'ida, the reason for the attacks was the American ”government's policy against 
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Muslims” (Goodwin p. 2043). This might not be a very specific and concrete reason, and it is 

possible to argue that it can be political, and not religious. However, it is by their religion that al-

Qa'ida define themselves, and according to Goodwin, it is partly because of their difference in 

religion compared to the US that they have not ”[rejected] a strategy of categorical terrorism” (p. 

2044). According to Robison et al, one reason for terrorism, mentioned in connection to the 9/11 

attacks, is indeed ”the cultural clash between Western and Islamist values” (p. 2009). So, while the 

reasons for the attacks may be many, religion in general and Islam in particular did undoubtedly 

play a big part.

There was a political conflict in Northern Ireland that went on during most of the 20th 

century. This conflict, the Troubles, can be seen as a result of England taking over Ireland in the 

12th century. In the 20th century, Ireland was yet again a sovereign state, but Northern Ireland was, 

and is, a part of the UK. The Irish republicans who lived in Northern Ireland during the Troubles 

wanted a united Ireland, free of the British, while the British loyalists who lived there wanted to 

remain a part of the UK. The Irish Republican Army and its different parts might be the most 

famous organisation from the Troubles. They used violence in an attempt to unite Ireland, and 

performed terrorist attacks, such as bombings, and killed British soldiers. It was not until late 1990s 

that they stopped doing what they did. Since the Irish were mostly Catholics, and the British mostly 

Protestants, it would be possible to argue that this conflict was based on religion. However, since its

main cause was whether Northern Ireland should remain British or not, it seems fair to say that the 

conflict was of a political nature, rather than a religious one. 

Reasons for terrorism in the novels

In this section I will, with the help of various theories, examine and compare the reasons the 

characters in the two novels have for performing terrorist acts. I will first analyse Updike's novel, 

and then go on to see if the reasons for terrorism are the same in Cal. I will then give a short 

summary of the analyses and conclusions. 
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Terrorist

According to Robison et al, ”Islamist terrorism is […] rooted in the social strains created by 

modernization, the competition between Islam and other religions, and the growth of secular 

government” (p. 2009). In other words, the reasons for Islamist terrorism are religious and it is 

performed as a reaction to the beliefs and lifestyles found in the secular West. The 9/11 attacks are 

an example of this kind of terrorism; they were performed by Muslims whose reasons for what they 

did were to show their disapproval of America and its policies against followers of Islam, as 

mentioned earlier. This is a view that seems to be shared by several characters in Terrorist. They 

mention the events that took place on Manhattan several times, and seem to be of the opinion that 

they were a good thing, a kind of victory. ”It's nice to see those towers gone,” Charlie, Ahmad's 

boss, says (Updike, p. 186-187). He then goes on to say that the victims of the attacks were in fact 

not innocent; they were enemies of Islam, and though they all might seem innocent, they were 

”evil” (p. 187-188). He does seem to fit Robison et al's definition of Islamist terrorists; he sees 

people of another faith – or with no faith at all – as opponents to Islam, opponents who should be 

punished. This is also true for Shaikh Rashid, Ahmad's imam. When he mentions the attacks, he 

uses the phrases ”capitalist oppression” and ”triumphantly brought down” (p. 233). He makes his 

standpoint quite clear; the attacks were something positive, something that served a purpose that he 

believes in and agrees with. They were a punishment to those who do not, according to Rashid, 

have the right faith. He then goes on to say that striking again close to the anniversary would ”send 

an effective message to the global Satan” (p. 236). This ”Satan” is the capitalist, unbelieving West. 

It seems clear that some of the Muslim characters in Updike's novel see modernisation, capitalism 

and other religions as enemies, and therefore something that should be punished. In other words, 

their reasons for performing terrorism seem to be the same as those of Islamist terrorists.

The modernisation and secularisation that Robison et al give as a reason for Islamist 

terrorism are seen as a threat to the characters' religious traditions, identities and pride. ”They take 
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from Muslims their traditions and a sense of themselves, the pride in themselves that all men are 

entitled to,” Charlie says (p. 188). The ”they” that he is referring to are ”[t]he Western powers,” 

which include America (p. 188). The key words here are Muslims and tradition. Muslims because it 

shows that religion is indeed part of why the characters feel like they have the right to go through 

with their act of terrorism, and tradition because this is what they feel is being threatened by their 

surroundings, the society that they live in. Charlie gives evidence of the fact that it is Islam that is 

the common denominator for the ones that feel threatened, and not nationality or politics. According

to Charlie, he and his fellow Muslims believe that ”the Muslim peasant in Mindanao need not 

starve, that the Bangladeshi child need not drown, that the Egyptian villager need not go blind” (p. 

198). It is the perceived threat against the characters' identities as Muslims that drives them to 

perform terrorism; in other words, their reasons are religious and they are Islamist terrorists.

Victoroff suggests that according to rational choice theory, ”terrorist action derives from a 

conscious, rational, calculated decision” (p. 14). This is true for Ahmad and the other characters that

are in on the terrorist plot. Ahmad might be influenced by others, as will be discussed later, but he is

not delusional; he knows what he is doing. There is next to no inner conflict, Ahmad knows what he

wants and what, according to him, is right. When talking to his imam and mentor about his reasons 

to become a terrorist, Ahmad says that it is his faith and his ”hatred of those who mock and ignore 

God” that make him do it (p. 270). It is clear that Ahmad has what he considers to be rational 

reasons for his behaviour. It is also clear that his reasons are religious. Going through with the plan 

would ”be a glorious victory for Islam, [and] would slay and inconvenience many unbelievers” (p. 

292). He uses Islam and its morals and values to make the conscious, rational decision to attempt to 

become a suicide bomber; to commit mass murder.

Cal

Robison et al define terrorism as ”premeditated use of extra-normal violence or brutality 

[…] to obtain a political, religious or ideological objective through the intimidation of a huge 
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audience, usually not involved with the policy making that the terrorists seek to influence” (p. 

2010). Furthermore, according to Goodwin, certain groups ”view terrorism, for the most part, as a 

political strategy” (p. 2029). The conflict in Northern Ireland was a political one, and it seems to be 

portrayed as such in Cal, as we will see. On the news in the novel, there are mentions of ”hooded 

bodies [being] found [and] bombs [having] gone off” (MacLaverty, p. 55). People are stabbed and 

shot, some by the British Army (p. 11). ”Every day Catholics [are] shot dead for no reason” (p. 78). 

In order to try to stop this, to try to end this life-threatening conflict, the Irish characters see no 

other solution than to fight back. Indeed, according to some of the characters in Cal, they are at war 

and they will do whatever it takes to free their country from the British. Crilly, an old, and violent, 

schoolmate of Cal's, and Finbar Skeffington, a man slightly older than Cal and Crilly, are two 

characters that, among others, are fighting for a free Ireland. The things they do include robberies, 

bombings, and murder. While they do not necessarily wish to use violence, Skeffington says that 

”[t]he problem with this kind of thing is that people get hurt” (p. 20). He then goes on to say that no 

one is enjoying what they are doing, but that ”it has to be done” (p. 20). Later on, he tries to justify 

their actions by saying that ”[i]f somebody is standing on your neck you have the right to break his 

leg” (p. 148). According to Skeffington, the violence is necessary in order to reach their goal. This 

goal, as mentioned earlier, is a united Ireland. In other words, the reasons for the violence and 

terrorism portrayed in the novel seem to be of a political nature, part of a political strategy.

Victoroff's rational choice theory is applicable here as well; all of the Irish characters that in 

one way or another contribute to acts of terrorism know what they are doing and why. For Cal, the 

reasons for him to assist in the terrorism are, in combination with the influence of others around 

him, that he does want a free Ireland, and also that he feels physically threatened by the loyalist 

Protestants surrounding him. Cal is assaulted by three young men on the street because he will not 

say that he and his father are moving. They will not ”let somebody decent into that house,” which is

what the attackers are asking for (p. 43). Cal considers himself lucky to have escaped with only 
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bruises; ”[n]ext time it would be clubs, pickhandles, knives or worse” (p. 44). Cal is afraid to sleep 

during the night; ”nothing [will] happen in the daylight,” he thinks (p. 30). Cal and his father 

receive a note from loyalists, saying that they will ”burn [them] out” if they do not leave (p. 23). 

This turns out not to be an empty threat; one evening when Cal comes home ”there [are] flames 

gushing from the front room window” (p. 73). Their house is on fire. They are burnt out. Even 

though Cal might not agree with the ways in which the Irish are fighting back, he does have rational

reasons for using terrorism in an attempt to protect himself and his father.

As we have seen, it is quite clear that the reasons for terrorism in the two novels are not very

similar. In Terrorist, the characters feel that their religious way of life is threatened by the secular 

West. In Cal, it is the British that pose the threat to the characters. In other words, while Ahmad's 

reasons are religious – he wants to serve his God, Cal's reasons are of a political nature – he wants 

to live in peace in a united Ireland. Both protagonists know what they are doing and why, but their 

reasons for performing terrorism are quite different.

Influence and organisation 

In this section, I will examine and compare how the terrorism is organised in the two novels 

in order to find out whether the influence by others on our two protagonists is similar or not. With 

the help of applicable theories, I will again start by analysing Terrorist and then try to find out 

whether Cal is manipulated in the same way as Ahmad. A short summary of the analyses and 

conclusions will then end this section of the essay. 

Terrorist

It is true that in many cases terrorists do not work alone, and according to Turk, ”[t]he 

classic model of the terrorist organization is a tightly organized hierarchy comprised of small, 

isolated cells whose members have little if any knowledge of planning and organization above and 

outside their cell” (p. 276). This model could very well be a description of Ahmad's situation; he 

does not know all the people involved in the terrorist plot, nor does he initially know what is going 
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to happen, neither to him nor to anybody else. In order to keep it like this, the leaders of these 

groups, these organisations, need people that will follow their orders without questioning them. 

Turk also says that ”[e]xposure to ideologies justifying terrorism appears to be a crucial 

ingredient in the mix of personal and learning experiences leading to a commitment to terrorism” 

(p. 279). While Islam does not necessarily advocate violence, Ahmad is taught by his imam and 

fellow Muslims that enemies of God, unbelievers, should be punished. ”God says, in the Qur'an, Be

ruthless to unbelievers,” he says to Levy (p. 294). He is indeed exposed to an ideology that could 

justify terrorism. 

 According to Farber et al,  brainwashing is the act of ”[manipulating] the thoughts and 

actions of others” (p. 271). The crucial word here is thoughts, since it is quite important to Rashid 

and Charlie that Ahmad trusts them and believes in what they are doing, even before he knows 

exactly what that is. It is also unlikely that Ahmad would be willing to voluntarily sacrifice his life 

for a cause that he does not fully believe in. He is manipulated and deceived in that he was part of 

the terrorism plan before he was aware of it. While the narrative does not show what happened 

when Ahmad became a Muslim or his early years as one, we do know that he adopted his faith 

”before entering [his] teen years” (p. 212). That means that Rashid, who has been Ahmad's imam 

from the start, has had some seven years to influence, to manipulate, Ahmad's thoughts. This 

manipulation is quite systematic; Rashid convinces Ahmad that he ”should drive a truck” (p. 41) 

and that he should not go onto higher education because it might ”[expose him] to corrupting 

influences” (p. 38). This is ironic, because the influences Ahmad is exposed to are quite corrupted. 

It is quite clear that Ahmad is systematically and gradually influenced by Rashid to become a 

terrorist.

Furthermore, Rashid makes sure that Ahmad cannot decline his offer to become part of their 

terrorist mission by further manipulating his thoughts and actions, again according to Farber et al's 

brainwashing theory. Firstly, he flatters Ahmad: ”[t]he simplicity and strength of your faith, ” 
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Rashid says, ”instructed and fortified my own. There are too few like you” (p. 232). He knows that 

it is important to Ahmad to be a good Muslim, and tries to make him feel that in order to be just that

he should partake in the planned terrorism. Rashid goes on to say that they need someone ”whose 

love of God is unqualified, and who impatiently thirsts for the glory of Paradise” (p. 234), and this 

has the desired effect on Ahmad: ”[m]y love of Allah is absolute. Your gifts is one I cannot refuse” 

he says, jealously (p. 235). At this point, Ahmad knows that he is being manipulated, but he lets it 

happen because ”it draws from him a sacred potential” (p. 235). Ahmad lets Rashid convince him 

because he likes who Rashid believes him to be: a young man who is willing to give his life in the 

fight, the war, against God's enemies. The manipulation has worked, and Ahmad will now do what 

Rashid wants him to.

To make the fact that Ahmad is indeed brainwashed, that his thoughts and actions are 

manipulated, even more clear, it is worth mentioning that Ahmad does not really want to hurt 

anybody. There is a scene in the novel where he tries to save a black beetle that is struggling to get 

back on its feet. He does not want to kill it, because he does not wish to ”contemplate any such 

organic horror” (p. 253). When he believes that he has saved the bug, he feels good about himself. 

He has been ”merciful” (p. 254).  The fact that he not only pities bugs, but also the people jumping 

from the towers in the 9/11 attacks (p. 187) proves further that Ahmad is a kind and compassionate 

person. Rashid and his fellow Muslims have succeeded in, by using brainwashing, turning an 

otherwise nice boy into a suicide bomber.

Cal

What Turk says about terrorism can be applied to Cal as well; his classic model of the 

terrorist organisation, where the members might not know each other or what they are about to do, 

fits Cal's situation. Cal is often kept in the dark in that he does not know where they are going or 

what they are doing when Crilly calls and asks Cal to ”run him somewhere in the van” (p. 26).  

Often Cal does not know where they are driving beforehand; when he one time asks Crilly what 
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they are doing, Crilly replies that Cal ”[is] driving, that's what” (p. 56). Cal is part of an isolated cell

in that he does not have the knowledge that the other terrorists have.

Farber et al's theory on brainwashing is applicable to Cal as well, especially in combination 

with what Rudinow has to say on the matter, with his theory about the difference between 

manipulation with and without deception. The manipulation and influence that Cal is subject to 

focus more on his actions than on his thoughts. Since the terrorist attacks are relatively unplanned 

and Cal's role is quite minor, there is no need for Cal to believe in what he is doing in order to 

perform his tasks. He does not believe that it is right, but he has to do what Crilly and Skeffington 

say or they will punish him for it. When he tries to leave the terrorist group, he is told by 

Skeffington that ”[i]f you're not part of the solution, you're part of the problem” (p. 64). As is the 

case in many armies, deserters are shot (p. 91). ”There's a price to pay,” Skeffington tells Cal (p. 

147). Crilly and Skeffington have manipulated Cal and made sure that he cannot find a way to leave

them, despite that fact that he very much would like to.

Cal's reactions and emotions are further evidence of the fact that it is his actions rather than 

his thoughts that are manipulated. What Crilly and Skeffington make him do makes him feel bad; it 

is Crilly that is ”responsible for Cal's stomach having felt like a washboard over the past year” (p. 

16). Every time Cal comes home and his father does not have a message from Crilly, ”it [seems] 

like a reprieve” (p. 38). Cal feels that ”he [has] a brand stamped in blood in the middle of his 

forehead which would take him the rest of his life to purge” (p. 88). He does not want to hurt 

anybody. He is not proud of what he has done – quite the opposite. He might share their dream of a 

free Ireland, but he does not believe in Crilly's and Skeffington's methods. It is likely that the reason

for them not trying very hard to convince Cal is that what they ask him to do – driving a van – does 

not need preparation or training. It is also likely that Cal would not feel as bad as he does, had they 

been successful in manipulating his mind and thoughts and not just his actions.

As we now have seen, there are indeed some differences between the kind of influence and 
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manipulation that Ahmad and Cal are subject to. There are some similarities as well, however. Both 

Ahmad and Cal are being kept in the dark; neither of them know what they are supposed to do from 

the start. Both of them feel bad about hurting others. However, when it comes to Ahmad, his faith in

God is stronger than his wish not to hurt anybody. He believes that what he is about to do is a good 

thing, something he will be awarded for by God. Rashid and Charlie are quite organised, and take 

advantage of his faith and trust in them. Without it, it is very unlikely that Ahmad would consider 

killing others, even for a second. In other words, the gradual and systematic manipulation and 

brainwashing are crucial for Rashid and Charlie to be able to influence Ahmad like they want to. 

Cal, on the other hand, does not believe that what he does and has done is something good, 

something he should take pride in. He is manipulated, just like Ahmad, but by threats rather than 

with the help of faith and belief. In other words, Crilly and Skeffington, unlike Charlie and Rashid, 

do not have a plan to make Cal do what they want him to do, they simply threaten him when they 

need his assistance.

Stereotyping 

In this section, I will use relevant theories and secondary sources to examine relevant 

stereotypes and to find out whether there is a connection between ethnicity and culture, terrorism 

and behaviour in Updike's novel. I will then investigate whether this is the case in Cal, and compare

the eventual stereotypes and different categories that the characters of both novels are put in, and 

finish with a summary of the analyses and any conclusions that I have drawn.

Terrorist

Categorisation based on skin colour might reinforce racial stereotypes that people already 

have. Banton's theory of signs that says that people place themselves and others in groups based on 

specific criteria has been expanded upon by Salaita. According to his theory about what he calls 

imperative patriotism, it does not matter if Ahmad is an American citizen or not. If he does not 

agree with the American way or look ”white” enough, there are many that will not consider him 
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American. If this is the case, readers of the novel might not look at Ahmad as someone they can 

identify with or relate to; the character, being of Arabic origin and also a terrorist, might even 

reinforce stereotypes that some might have about Arab Americans. 

According to Shaheen, many people see a connection between Islam and people originating 

from the Middle East. There are, of course, Arabs that are not Muslim; they might be Christian, 

Jewish, or atheists. Despite that, the connection between the ethnicity and the religion seems to be 

strong for many people. As mentioned above, many see Arabs as strange, violent people, whose 

goal in life is to battle unbelievers. While Ahmad and his fellow Muslims might not be all of those 

things, they do see people of other beliefs as enemies and that might, again, reinforce the Arab 

American stereotype. 

While Ahmad cannot choose what category to be placed in when it comes to his skin colour, 

he is religious by choice, a choice that seems to have a connection with him being half-Egyptian – 

and, automatically, not really American. His mother had nothing to do with him becoming a 

Muslim. Instead, he himself chose his faith, at the age of eleven. It is almost as if Updike also sees 

the connection between ethnicity and religion and, in turn, terrorism, and as if Ahmad in a sense 

was meant to be a Muslim and a terrorist, just because of his Egyptian heritage. 

In Terrorist, Banton's and Ryan's race theories are relevant because the characters do seem to

be defined and categorised by their origin; their characteristics seem to be decided by the colour of 

their skin. According to Mansutti, the white characters in the novel have some characteristics in 

common – they are immoral, for example, and I would like to add ”lazy” and ”naive”. Jack Levy, 

the student counsellor, is a good example of an immoral character. Everything he does, says and 

thinks might not be immoral – he takes an interest in Ahmad even though he does not have to – but 

he does have an affair with Teresa, which makes him an adulterer (p. 158). Teresa herself is no 

saint, however; to her, Jack is just ”another married boyfriend” (p. 158). She is no stranger to 

spending time with married men, or to start and end relationships. ”[S]he has parted from a number 
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of men,” and according to Ahmad she often has new boyfriends (p. 203). While having had a large 

number of partners does not necessarily have to be immoral, there are probably many that would 

argue that this behaviour is morally wrong. She is also somewhat naive, not realising that having as 

much faith as Ahmad has can eventually be harmful. Another naive, and also lazy, character is Beth,

Levy's wife. She is quite oblivious to her husband's affair, despite the fact that she realises that ”his 

tutorials seem to take longer than they used to” (p. 134). Thanks to her laziness – she ”can't bear to 

think of […] bending over to pick up the remote [from the floor]” – Beth weighs two hundred and 

forty pounds (p. 127). Indeed, many of Terrorist's white characters share the, perhaps unwanted, 

characteristics listed above. 

Mansutti adds another categorisation based on skin colour and its connection to personality 

and behaviour by saying that only the coloured characters in the novel are believers. Ahmad and his 

fellow Muslims are all Arab Americans, and the only other religious event portrayed in the novel 

takes place in a church that is mainly attended by black people. Indeed, neither Jack, Beth or Teresa 

are very religious. Jack may be a Jew, but he has ”encouraged the world to make 'Jack' of 'Jacob' 

and [has] argued against his son's circumcision” (p. 24). Teresa ”dropped out of the Catholic 

package when she was sixteen,” and is, in other words, not religious either (p. 85). Beth is a 

Lutheran, but she ”doesn't go to church” (p. 86). The only exceptions to this rule are Beth's sister 

Hermione and her boss, the Secretary of Homeland Security. Hermione is, for example, ”very 

involved in church” (p. 86). These two characters, however, are somewhat minor. In reality there are

of course many people with fairer skin that are religious, but in Terrorist there seems to be a 

connection between having white skin and lacking a strong religious faith, and the other way 

around. 

Mansutti goes on to say that if the coloured characters are not believers, they are victims of 

society. Again, there seems to be a connection between the characters' characteristics and the colour 

of their skin in Updike's novel. For example, Joryleen and Tylenol, her boyfriend, are two 
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characters with dark skin who appear to be victims of society. Tylenol is unemployed and does not 

try to find himself a job because ”[h]e has plans to be a big man some day and meanwhile asks 

[Joryleen] to put a little bread on the table” (p. 219). Joryleen does this by selling her own body; if 

she refuses, Tylenol will ”beat the shit out of [her]” (p. 220). While Tylenol's big plans are not 

revealed, it is likely that he either eventually has to settle for any occupation just in order to be able 

to pay his bills, or that he makes a career as a pimp. What this means for Joryleen one can only 

speculate on, but if Tylenol remains a pimp, she might very well remain a prostitute. The two 

characters do seem to be, and will likely remain, victims of society. 

Banerjee also sees this connection between race and culture – religion, in this case – in the 

novel. Indeed, the three main characters with an Arabic origin – Ahmad, Charlie and Rashid – are 

all Muslims who want to serve Allah. They want to do this by punishing unbelievers, by becoming 

terrorists. If there is a connection between race and religion, and the reasons for the terrorism in the 

novel are religious, it seems fair to say that there is a connection between race and terrorism too in 

the novel. This connection works both ways in that the white characters' skin colour, their lack of 

faith and the fact that they do not tend to be violent seem to be connected too. While the white 

characters might have their flaws, it is only the characters with darker skin that are violent, and it is 

only the Muslim, Arab American characters that become terrorists. It is again quite clear that the 

characters in Updike's novel are defined by the colour of their skin rather than anything else, and 

that ethnicity is connected to religion, and to terrorism. 

Cal

Even though next to all the characters in Cal have the same skin colour, it is still possible to 

apply Banton's theory of signs on them. The characters can be placed in groups based on their 

origin, on their religion and on their political views. In most cases these groups coincide; most of 

the British characters are loyalist Protestants, and most of the Irish characters are republican 

Catholics. While it might be easy to categorise the characters like this, their personality and 
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behaviour do not seem to depend on which group they belong to. The various Irish characters have 

little in common apart from wanting a free Ireland, and the same goes for the British characters. The

categorisation may be based on religion and ethnicity just like in Terrorist, but in the case of Cal, 

the members of the two groups are not as uniform as they are in Updike's novel. It is worth to 

mention, however, that if one were to use the same categorisation that was used for Terrorist on the 

characters in Cal, they would all end up in the same group. 

In Cal, we can find different kinds of people with different characteristics both among the 

Catholics and the Protestants. In other words, the way in which the characters are and behave does 

not depend on their genes, nor their religious beliefs. The characters' characteristics are not defined 

by whether they are Irish or British. Examples of kind, compassionate characters can be found on 

both sides. Cal himself is an example of a compassionate, complex character who does not approve 

of violence. The things that he is more or less forced to take part in – the robberies, the murder – 

make his stomach feel like a ”washboard” (p. 16). There are British characters that show 

compassion as well. A woman, outside the blackened ruins of Cal's house, is crying. ”It makes you 

ashamed to be a Protestant,” she says, condemning the burning of the house (p. 73). As we now 

have seen, two characters from different groups share the same characteristics.

It it possible to find violent characters from both groups too. Crilly is, as we have already 

seen, a quite violent young man, a terrorist. He shows no sign of remorse for any of the crimes he 

commits, not even when he has shot and killed a man. He makes sure that they do everything that 

needs to be done, from burning the car they used to making sure that they have alibis, but he does 

not seem to feel bad at all. There are Protestant characters that believe in using violence too. 

Dunlop, a friend of Cal's father and a loyalist, tells Cal what he thinks should happen to the 

Catholics being imprisoned for participating in illegal actions to free Ireland from the British. 

”Every time a policeman or soldier is shot, [he says,] I would put two of those bastards up against 

the wall and blow their brains out” (p. 110). He, just like Crilly, believes that violence should be 
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used to reach their goals, as different as they may be. While the actions of police forces are rarely 

seen as terrorism, their acts in the novel do not differ much from those of the Irish terrorists and it is

likely that the Irish would not hesitate to label the British as terrorists. In other words, acts of terror 

can, in a sense, be said to be performed by both the Irish and the British. Again, it is clear that in 

Cal characters within the same group can be different, and that characters from different groups can 

be similar and that there is no clear connection between ethnicity and behaviour, or terrorism. 

According to Makowsky, and also Onkey, cited by Makowsky, because of the fact that the 

Irish has been an oppressed people, colonised by Britain, it seems possible that they would feel a 

strong connection to each other. According to Onkey, since the Irish were colonised by the British, 

they are in the same position as other colonised people (p. 37). The Irish use the ”African-American

experience as a source […] of inspiration” (p. 37). This might very well have created a sense of 

”Irishness,” a sense of pride to be Irish, which in turn would create an Irish stereotype, in a sense. I 

am not suggesting that this is not the case, but this Irishness, this Irish stereotype, does not really 

seem to play a major part in MacLaverty's novel. This sense of Irishness can possibly be found 

among characters like Crilly and Skeffington, but Cal does not seem to embrace his Irishness in this

way. This might not at first glance seem very relevant to the general focus of this essay, but it does 

show that Cal is not behaving like the rest of the Irish characters in Cal, and that he is not an Irish 

stereotype. He feels connected to people because he cares for them, not because they have the same 

origin. It also shows that Cal does not necessarily identify himself with other Irish Catholics; he 

does not have to be or think in a certain way just because he was born in Ireland or belongs to a 

specific faith. Indeed, Makowsky suggests that Cal does not deal with the Troubles in the same way 

as the other Irishmen around him. Instead, he is ”drawn to African-American culture” (p. 37). 

Makowsky bases this on the fact that Cal uses Blues music to ”[ease] the burden of heavy labor” (p.

38). Cal also ”imagines himself as black” (p. 38). In other words, while Cal is Irish and, like many 

other Irish characters, wants a free Ireland, he does have characteristics not shared with his fellow 
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Irishmen – he is not a stereotype.

As we now have seen, there seems to be a connection between race and culture, religion and 

terrorism in Terrorist. This connection, however, cannot be found in Cal. The characters in Terrorist

can be divided into two groups based on both the colour of their skin, and their religion, terrorism 

and characteristics. The characters that are not white – the black ones and the ones originating from 

the Middle East – are all either believers and terrorists or victims, while most of the white 

characters are not very religious, immoral, lazy and/or naive, but not violent. These kind of racial 

and religious stereotypes cannot be found in Cal, because while the characters can be divided into 

groups, their origin and their characteristics would not match. There are kind as well as violent 

characters among both the British and the Irish. Furthermore, Cal is quite different from some of the

other Irish characters. Thus, the racial and religious stereotypes found in Updike's novel are 

nowhere to be seen in MacLaverty's book.

Concluding discussion

The analysis has proven that there are indeed some differences between Updike's Terrorist 

and MacLaverty's Cal. It is possible to find similarities as well, but in the areas that we have had a 

closer look at the differences are greater than the similarities. One of the sub-questions we have had 

a closer look at is whether the characters in the two novels have the same reasons for performing 

terrorism, and the answer is that they do not. The reasons for the terrorism in Updike's novel follow 

what Robison et al have to say about Islamist terrorism; the modernised West and people of a 

different faith that should be punished, according to the Muslim characters in the novel. In other 

words, their reasons for terrorism are of a religious nature. I believe that this portraying of Muslims 

as being happy about the attacks reinforce some people's beliefs that Arab Americans are prone to, 

or at least not against, terrorism. In my opinion, Updike perhaps should have considered writing a 

novel with characters that the readers can identify themselves with, a novel that would attempt to 
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prove the Arab American stereotype wrong rather than reinforcing it. 

In Cal, however, religion does not play a major part in the characters' lives. Instead, the Irish

characters use their terrorism as a political strategy in an attempt to achieve a free, united Ireland. 

Their reasons are political. While Turk's theory on terrorist organisation may be applicable to both 

novels, the reasons for the terror are different.

The next question dealt with differences concerning the terrorist organisation as well as 

influence and manipulation, and the way in which the two protagonists are manipulated do indeed 

differ. While Ahmad has to be deceived to be willing to sacrifice his life, Cal is a victim to not 

deception but to threats. This is because the terrorism in Terrorist requires someone who truly 

believes in the cause, which Ahmad does, while Cal does not necessarily need to believe in what he 

is doing in order to perform his tasks; as long as he is following orders, his opinions do not matter. 

Again, we see that while the two novels do deal with what can be described as similar situations, the

influence of and manipulation by other characters on our two protagonists are quite different. In 

Ahmad's case both his thoughts and actions are manipulated, while it is only Cal's actions that are 

influenced by others. 

Lastly, we had a look at whether racial stereotypes are present in the novels and whether 

there is a connection between terrorism, ethnicity and religion or not. The novels have differences 

when it comes to these aspects too. The Terrorist characters can be placed in two groups, based on 

not only their ethnicity but also their characteristics. In other words, the characteristics of the 

characters coincide with their origin, and it is only among the characters with darker skin that 

believers and terrorists, violent people and victims can be found. Ryan is very clear when he says 

that external traits are not relevant when it comes to how people are and behave – yet it seems that 

in Updike's novel, there is in fact a connection between ethnicity and culture, behaviour and 

terrorism. 

This connection cannot be found in Cal, however, where the characters have different 
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characteristics despite belonging to the same ethnic category. Cal, for example, seeks comfort in 

African American culture rather than in any sense of Irishness when he feels bad about what he has 

done; he is quite far from being an Irish stereotype. Furthermore, terrorists and violence can be 

found among the Irish as well as the British characters. In my opinion, MacLaverty does a good job 

in showing how easy it can be to find oneself in a situation that is difficult to get out of. I also think 

that Cal is a character that is easy to identify with, and to feel compassion for. Cal and his father live

under constant threat, and it is quite easy to understand why they react as they do, even if one does 

not agree with them. Cal is not defined by his ethnicity, but rather by his thoughts and emotions.

The purpose of this essay was to find out whether the terrorism and its reasons, level of 

organisation and connection to religion and ethnicity in the two novels are similar or not, and I 

believe that this comparative analysis has shown that there are significantly more differences than 

similarities. However, it is important to remember that this is an analysis of fictional events and 

characters, since it is very easy to see them as a presentation of reality, rather than a representation. 

While both novels are realistic, they do not offer a mould for others with similar experiences, 

experiences that might indeed be very different from those of Ahmad and Cal.
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