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Pen and Hijab:
Struggles of and Directions for

Female Characters Regarding Islam
in the Works of Ayad Akhtar

Hiroko Arima

In three works by Ayad Akhtar—i.e., two plays, The Who & The What and Dis-
graced, and one novel, American Dervish, female characters confront hardships that
may be typically ascribed to Islam. However, the present paper discusses the extent
to which, and the ways in which, their adversity can be attributed to the religion of
Islam, and attempts to disprove the stereotype of Islam as placing such impositions on
women.

In The Who & The What, the two young Muslim sisters suffer from conventional
regulations of Islam regarding their choice of spouses, but they seek ways to turn
these expectations around. Their struggles symbolize changes that can be brought to
Islam, leading to possibilities of new interpretations of the Quran and new ways for
Muslims to live in the modern world, especially in America.

Although Disgraced and American Dervish both cite parts of the Quran that refer
to violence against women, the present paper suggests insights for readers that defy
negative stereotypes of Islam, and asserts that Islam shall not be equated with vio-
lence. It also explicates how female characters in the two works either try to rebel
against, or remain trapped in, negative aspects of Islam.

Of all three works by Akhtar treated in this paper, The Who & The What, which
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Akhtar intended to be a comedy, exhibits the most hopeful tone, implying positive
directions for the Muslim world and women in it. The present paper also attempts to
discern some similarly hopeful elements for female Muslim characters in American
Dervish. On the other hand, it concludes that neither hope nor loss of hope is suggest-

ed for the Caucasian American female character in Disgraced.
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Afzal: Dear sweet Allahmia, please bless that child. . .

Inshallah, please let it be a boy.
Beat.
Zarina: (With sass, defiance): Dad.

Zarina (CONT’D): 1t's a girl. (92-93)
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“In front of your Mina-auntie and me, [Najat] tells us that the Quran says

it's all right for husband to beat their wives. ‘Bull-shit! Bloody bullshit!' 1

said.” ... “[Najat] goes and gets the Quran and opens it and shows me
some verse in the fourth surah. About beating your wife?. . .” (Dervish
326-27)

NYy MIREEOHTTZE OS2 WE T 5.0
Men are in charge of women . . .
Good women will obey . . . what He ordains.
Those whose rebellion you fear, reprove them;

then leave them alone in bed; then beat them.
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If they obey, do not harm them. (327)
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AFZAL: He's a good friend now.
MAHWISH: How do you know he's he? (87)

AFZAL: She’s my friend.
AFZAL: She misses me when I don’t come.
AFZAL: And I miss her. (90)
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