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Abstract
This study investigates the construction of diasporic identity through a
critical approach grounded in postcolonial thought and recent British—
American literary discourse. Particular attention is given to the section
entitled “Madness,” where the narrative follows the temporary deten—
tion of Amar Jaafari, an Iragi-American economist. The analysis ex—
plores how the novel articulates questions of mobility, belonging, hy-
brid subjectivity, and racialized control within the geopolitical climate
shaped by post-9/11 security regimes. Drawing on contemporary dias—
pora scholarship, the paper proposes that the novel operates as a literary
challenge to hegemonic assumptions surrounding terrorism, national
security, and cultural legitimacy. Its tripartite composition: “Folly,”
“Madness,” and “Desert” produces a deliberate structural imbalance that
parallels unequal relations of authority between institutional surveillance
systems and racialized individuals. Through close reading informed by
postcolonial feminist inquiry and intersectional analysis, the study dem-
onstrates that the text exposes the continued vulnerability of Arab and
Muslim diasporic subjects, showing that social privilege, formal citizen—
ship, and educational capital do not necessarily prevent exclusion under
securitized political conditions. The article further contributes to post—
colonial literary criticism by expanding current discussion of the novel
and situating diasporic inquiry within intensified contemporary border
governance and counterterror discourse.
Keywords: Asymmetry, diasporic identity, transnational subjectivity,
racialized surveillance, postcolonial literary criticism
Introduction :
Since its release in 2018, Lisa Halliday’s Asymmetry has gained recogni—
tion as a very important piece of contemporary American fiction be—
cause of its formal innovation and intellectual complexity. The book has
received many critical reviews and it was often listed among most distin—
guished works. Organized into three uneven parts: Folly, Madness, and
Desert, the text builds a narrative architecture that is deliberately frag—
mented and resists to be coherent immediately. Folly examines an un—
equal relation between Alice, a young assistant, and an old famous nov-
elist who resembles Philip Roth, while Madness tracks the experience
of Amar Jaafari, an Iraqi-American economist detained at the Heath—
row Airport. The final section, Desert, shows a short radio dialogue that
makes the novel’s structure more complex. Although the scholars have
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focused on metafiction and literary inheritance, especially in Folly, the
second part remains less examined in relation to the diaspora and sur—
veillance of the racialized subjects.

The present research responds for this absence by analyzing Asymme—
try using the key concepts from postcolonialism and diaspora studies.
It suggests that Madness acts like a literary intervention against those
narratives of post-9/11 that connect the security and political suspicion
with Muslim identities. Through Amar Jaafari’s detention, the novel re—
veals how power of institutions continues to build Arab subjects inside
the racialized frameworks. Furthermore, the formal asymmetry of the
text—visible in the length of narrative and shift of perspective—func—
tions not only as an experiment of aesthetics, but as a structural reflec—
tion of the power relations that define the diasporic life under border
control. Halliday exposes “the problem with the idea that history repeats
itselfis that when it isn’t making us wiser it’s making us complacent. We
should have learned something from Yugoslavia, Bosnia, and Somalia,
yes.” (Halliday, 2018, p. 198).

This research contributes to the postcolonial literary studies in several
ways. First, it provides a reading of a novel that received limited atten—
tion in this specific framework. Second, it expands the diaspora stud—
ies by examining the identity under conditions of the post-9/11 border
governance. Third, it demonstrates how the fiction uses structural im-—
balance to describe the realities of the diasporic life. Finally, the study
enters the debates about representation, especially the ethical problems
of narrating the experiences of the displacement and the unequal access
to voice.

2.1 Postcolonial Approaches to Representation and Power
Postcolonial theory constitutes a major critical framework to examine
the waysliterary texts engage with the enduring consequences of colonial
rule. These consequences are deep. It relates particularly to structures of
authority and cultural domination, and how subjectivity is formed in the
postcolonial contexts. Scholars can investigate how the formerly colo-
nized communities articulate their identity. They negotiate historical
marginalization. Also, they construct forms of agency within the con-
temporary global realities. A central contribution to this field emerges
from Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978). This work exposed how the
Western epistemological systems produced the East as a discursive con—
struct. The East became subject to classification, interpretation, and also
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control. Said demonstrated that representation is not a neutral descrip—
tive practice. Instead, it is an instrument closely tied to political power
and imperial authority. Within this framework, Orientalist discourse
established a hierarchical opposition. The West appeared rational and
modern. In contrast, the East was repeatedly framed as culturally inferi-
or, irrational, and even dangerous. Such representational patterns served
to justify the imperial intervention in the past. Moreover, they continue
to influence the modern political and cultural narratives today. We see
this relevance especially in the post— 9/11 discourses. There, Arab and
Muslim identities are frequently interpreted through the revived securi—
ty—oriented stereotypes. These reproduce the earlier colonial imaginar—
ies.. Hillady illustrates to the communal thinking of the West about itself:
“We ride too high on deceptive notions of power and security and con—
trol and then when it all comes crashing down on us the low is made
deeper by the high. By its precipitousness, but also by the humiliation,
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; you feel for having failed to see the plummet coming...lulled by years
w0 of relative peace and prosperity we settle into micromanaging our lives
: with our fancy technologies and custom interest rates and eleven differ—
] ent kinds of milk”. (Halliday, 2018, p. 216).
'3'; Postcolonial scholarship further argues that colonialism extended be—
- yond the territorial domination. It included production of knowledge
> and regulation of cultural consciousness. Colonial power shaped the
; systems of meaning. Through these systems, colonized populations
“ interpreted both self and society. For this reason, we must understand
'3 decolonization as a process that exceeds the formal political liberation.
n In Ngiigi wa Thiong’o’s formulation (1986)genuine decolonization re—
: quires transformation of the inherited mental structures. He calls this
N—"

the decolonizing the mind (1986). This process involves resistance to
internalized colonial assumptions and the reassertion of marginalized
epistemologies. Literary production occupies a significant position in
this intellectual project. This is because postcolonial writing often inter—
venes against the dominant ideological narratives. It generates alterna—
tive modes of interpretation. In this regard, literary texts may function
as a counter-hegemonic discourse. They are capable of questioning
inherited representations and making visible the silenced perspectives.
Recent developments in postcolonial theory have moved away from
the rigid colonizer/colonized binaries. Now, scholars look toward more
fluid understandings of hybridity and mobility. They discuss transna—
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tional interconnection. Contemporary critics emphasize that postcolo—
nial identity is rarely unified. Rather, it is formed through a continuous
negotiation across the overlapping cultural, historical, and political loca—
tions. This perspective is particularly productive in the diaspora studies.
Individuals often inhabit multiple affiliations simultaneously. Belonging
remains provisional and contested (Bromley, 2017).

2.2 Diaspora Studies and Transnational Identity

Diaspora studies examine how dispersed communities keep attach—
ments to the home places while they establish social and political lives
in the new geography. Earlier scholarship was usually framing diaspora
through exile and the collective trauma however, more recent theories
have expanded upon this by acknowledging the productive dimensions
of the subjectivity. (Bhabha, 1994).

In this regard, Pokharel (2020)explains that the field moved from his—
torical condition toward a mode of consciousness shaped by memory
and the transnational affiliations.

Recent theoretical discussions give much importance to the transna—
tionalism. This highlights the capacity of subjects to stay active across
the state borders and engage in more than one social space at one time.
Such approach questions the nation—centered models that treat the na—
tion-state as the exclusive frame. Instead, identities emerge through the
relational networks. Within this perspective, Abdin et al. (2025)exam-—
ine the postcolonial transnational displacement as a continuous process
where individuals reconstruct the identity by negotiating many cultural
and political contexts.

Several concerns organize the contemporary scholarship. Most signifi—
cant are the belonging and displacement. This is what Maxey (2006)de—
scribes as the “strange suspension.” Here, subjects exist in ovetlapping af—
filiations without the complete integration. Memory and homeland stay
central to this consciousness. The homeland is an imagined site of the
emotional attachment even when return is restricted or no longer de-
sired by the subject. Generational location also complicates the identity.
The first-generation migrants face different pressures from later gen—
erations who are born in host societies, as discussed by Bromley (2017).
Discussion

3.1 Asymmetry within Contemporary Diasporic Literary Discourse
Lisa Halliday’s Asymmetry can be interpretedwithin the wider field of
the contemporary diasporic fiction. This is because the book addresses
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central concerns which are associated with transnational subjectivity
and hybrid cultural positioning Also, it discusses about unstable forms
of belonging across the geopolitical borders. While the novel is authored
by American writer and associated with American literary production,
the section named Madness unfolds mostly in London. Specifically, it
happens within the institutional space of the Heathrow Airport where
the immigration procedures and border regulation become the central
narrative forces. Through such setting, text enters into direct dialogue
with concerns that have occupied British postcolonial and diasporic
writing, especially regarding surveillance and exclusion. In this respect,
its thematic orientation and narrative construction reveal the affinities
with works produced by writers like Hanif Kureishi, Zadie Smith, and
Kamila Shamsie.

Recent diasporic fiction relies frequently on the experimental narrative
modes to articulate discontinuities. These are associated with the dis—
placement and multilayered identity formation. Biswas (2025)argues
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w0 that fragmented identity constitutes a defining feature of such writing,

: with discontinuous textual organization functioning as a literary equiv—
] alent of the diasporic fracture. Similarly, Bromley (2017) explains that

'S contemporary diasporic narratives generate alternative representational
i} . . .

- models. These are capable of moving beyond reductive categories and

> resisting inherited mechanisms of othering. Such formal departures in—

; dicate that conventional realist narration often proves insufficient for
a expressing the unstable character of the diasporic existence. Therefore,

3 making formal experimentation an essential literary response.

n Within this framework, Asymmetry shows similar formal tendencies

: through its tripartite composition and the indirect relations established

N—"

among three sections. Instead of clarifying the connections linking Folly,
Madness, and Desert, the novel leaves these relations open. This requires
the interpretive participation from reader in order to trace internal cor-
respondences and thematic imbalance. This structural indeterminacy
parallels the diasporic subject formation itself. Here, identity emerges
through movement across disconnected social locations rather than
through linear continuity. In this sense, the novel formally embodies
what Morve et al.(2023) describe as the “third space,” a discursive zone in
which meaning is produced through negotiation and relational instabil-
ity rather than the predetermined coherence.

2 Constructing Diasporic Subjectivity in Madness: Amar Jaafari under
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Institutional Detention
Amar Jaafari presents a complex articulation about second—generation

diasporic subjectivity. As he is Californian-born son of the Iraqi im-
migrants, his position reflects what Bromley (2017)conceptualizes as a
post—emigrant condition. In this situation, legal belonging to country o
birth does not eliminate social processes of exclusion or symbolic mar—
ginalization. Although Amar possesses formal American citizenship, his
experience at the Heathrow Airport demonstrates that nationality alone
cannot neutralize forms of racialized suspicion. This suspicion is direct—
ed toward individuals associated with the politically marked origins in
post— 9/11security context. His American passport, professional status as
an economist and linguistic competence fail to prevent his identification
as suspect. It is because his Iraqi ancestry and Muslim-associated name
continue to frame institutional perceptions of his identity.

Within the novel, belonging and displacement are not separate phases
but concurrent dimensions of the existence. Amar’s biography is deeply
rooted in United States through education and professional integration.
However, his Iraqi familial background remains constitutive of personal
consciousness. Family memory and transnational affiliation contribute
to a selthood that cannot be reduced to single national frame. Therefore,
his experience corresponds to what Aman et al (2025)describe as a im—
inal position situated between processes of incorporation and affective
attachment to the inherited origins. The detention episode at Heath—
row functions as concentrated representation of the diasporic disloca—
tion. Confinement operates at physical level and symbolic level. Amar
becomes suspended within a bureaucratic space that destabilizes his as—
sumed civic belonging. The repetitive questioning directed toward his
Iraqi relatives and religious background places him in a position where
ordinary mobility becomes conditional. Such institutional interroga—
tion reflects Maxey’s (2006) formulation of strange suspension. Conse—
quently, the diasporic existence remains exposed to the interruption and
deferred recognition. Amar’s character demonstrates layered hybridity
commonly associated with postcolonial diasporic formation. His daily
movementacross multiple cultural registersillustrates an ability to inhabit
different social codes. Professional participation in American corporate
life coexists with the inherited Iraqi family practices. Western literary
forms intersect with Arabic poetic references. This produces an iden—
tity shaped through ongoing interaction. This dynamic corresponds to
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what Morve et al. (2023)identify as the third space, where cultural mean—
ing emerges through negotiation across intersecting traditions. At the
same time, the narrative does not idealize hybridity as seamless coexis—
tence. Amar repeatedly encounters forms of estrangement in both na—
tional contexts. In American environment, Iraqi origin remains socially
legible as difference and activates stereotypical readings. In Iraq, by con—
trast, his American socialization and secular habits create distance from
relatives. This dual tension reflects identity instability discussed by Nisar
et al. (2021) where diasporic individuals experience incomplete attach—
ment to both host society and ancestral homeland. The text therefore
presents hybridity as unstable process marked by contradiction. Amar’s
relation to Islam further intensifies this. Although he comes from Mus-
lim family background, religious practice does not occupy central place
in his adult self~definition. He understands himself primarily through
secular orientation. Nevertheless, external institutions continue to in-
terpret him through inherited religious categorization. The questions
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?' posed by immigration authorities demonstrate how complex identities
‘: become narrowed. They use administrative frameworks that privilege
o simplified markers over lived subjectivity.
'S 3 Memory, Homeland, and Transnational Consciousness
: Inside the diasporic subjectivity of Amar, memory operates as funda—
> mental apparatus for cognition and emotion by which the belonging
; is always negotiated.In this regard, we might understand the memory
a through Khandare’s (2025)formulation about a psychological form of
:3 “home”, one that provides continuity of the self and the symbolic stabil—-
n_ ity when the territorial rootedness is becoming uncertain. While staying
: in the detention space, Amar’s mind often moves. It shifts from the in—
N—"

terrogation room to the Baghdad childhood scenes, family stories, and
market smells, or scenes marked by social disruption. These memories
do not function merely as the sentimental return to the past. Rather,
they reveal an affectively complex engagement with homeland where
attachment remains inseparable from the historical burden and the dis—
comfort.

The story constructs memory via the discontinuous movement of time.
It emphasizes the fragmentation over the chronological coherence.
Such things occur because the recollections emerge by associative links,
which are prompted by the sensory perception or situational tension,
instead of the sequential narration. This temporal dislocation corre—
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sponds to what Zacharias (2014)describes as the diasporic “in-between
world’. In this world, the temporal boundaries between past and the
present remain permeable. It allows multiple locations to coexist within
the consciousness. Therefore, the linear temporality is replaced by re—
cursive movement across the spatial registers.

The relationship of Amar to Iraq as a homeland is shaped additionally
by the history of the conflict and instability. His memory includes do-
mestic rituals. It also includes the images of the war and suffering of the
relatives who continued to live in Baghdad. Through this duality, the
novel resists the idealized construction of the homeland as stable source
of the authenticity or the uncomplicated belonging. Instead, the home—
land appears as a historically contested space. It is marked by the trauma
and political violence, while nevertheless remaining indispensable to the
formation of the diasporic identity.

Intergenerational Configurations of Diasporic Subjectivity

Amar’s identity, as a person born in United States from Iraqi immigrant
parents, places him within framework of second-generation diaspora.
This specific location shapes his sense for belonging through a set of so—
cial and cultural tensions. As Bromley (2017)explains, later generations
in the diasporic communities often encounter exclusion that persists de—
spite of legal citizenship. The novel reflects this condition. Amar’s ex—
perience shows that formal citizenship does not remove the processes
of racialized categorization. He holds American nationality by birth.
However, institutional perceptions continue to associate him with the
foreignness because of Iraqi background and his Muslim name.

Inside diaspora studies, second—-generation subjects are often under—
stood as negotiating the overlapping cultural systems. Bahmanpour
(2010)conceptualizes this condition through the notions of hybridity and
liminality. These are very visible in Amar’s formation. His relationship
with Iraq is not grounded in the uninterrupted lived experience. Instead,
it is constructed through parental transmission and family memory.
Also childhood visits to Baghdad. Consequently, his attachment for
Iraq emerges indirectly. It is mediated by inherited narratives and sym-—
bolic affiliations rather than continuous residence. At the same period,
his primary socialization happens in the American environment. This
produces a layered consciousness. This orientation corresponds to what
Aman et al. (2025)identify as liminal condition situated between the as—
similation and nostalgic affiliation.
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The narrative further foregrounds the intergenerational variation in
Amar’s household. It contrasts his experience with his parents as first—
generation migrants. Their connection to Iraq stays more immediate. It
is sustained through the ongoing communication with relatives and re—
ligious observances. Amar’s relation to these practices is less fixed. While
he remains involved in family traditions, his outlook reflects secular ten—
dencies and the broader American cultural influences. Such variation il-
lustrates pattern in diaspora scholarship. Successive generations develop
the differentiated modes of cultural attachment. They negotiate identity
through the degrees of continuity and selective affiliation.

5 Institutional Surveillance and Racialized Security in the Post-9/11
Context

Amar is detained at the Heathrow Airport. This event constitutes a very
important narrative moment where the novel Asymmetry examines
how racialized surveillance and security work after the eleven of Sep-
tember. Through this specific episode, the book demonstrates how the
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i contemporary border regimes function by assigning the suspicion to
i bodies based on racial signifiers instead of the demonstrable evidence.

q Amar’s treatment illustrates that institutional surveillance practices fre—
'S quently target the individuals. These are people whose names or religious
: associations correspond to the pre—established security assumptions re—
> gardless of their legal status. Halliday describes this interrogation process
; as administrative but also very intrusive. The official procedures inter—

a sect with private questioning. He must discuss about his family in Iraq
'3 and his views on the U S. foreign policy. This indicates that bureaucratic
n authority extends into the ideological examination. In this way, the pro—
: cess positions him in a framework of the continuous suspicion. Here, in—
N—"

nocence must be repeatedly demonstrated rather than presumed. Such
procedures correspond to what G ven (2025)conceptualizes as racialized
systems of exclusion. In these systems, institutional power identifies sub—
jects as culturally external and politically suspect. Halliday further ex—
poses the Western logic through the statement: “Exceptionalism is only
a problem when it is used to justify bad policies. ignorance is a problem.
complacency is a problem” (Halliday, 2018, 81). The detention reveals
psychological consequences. It creates a sustained identity—based unease
that goes beyond the immediate discomfort of the confinement. In this
regard, Amar experiences what Nisar et al. (2021)describe as anxieties of
identity. This is manifested through a heightened awareness of self-pre—
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sentation and the realization that external perception is always shaped
by racial categorization. His reflections indicate a sad truth. Neither aca—
demic achievement nor professional status can neutralize the vulnera—
bility from the markers of difference. The narrative further connects this
detention to the geopolitical climate of the War on Terror. His journey
to Iraqi Kurdistan is motivated by family, but it becomes interpreted
through a securitized lens. This lens collapses complex identities into
simplified threat categories. The suspicion of the immigration officers
reflects a wider discourse. In this discourse, Iraqi and Muslim identities
are associated with the terrorism through the generalized assumptions.
This mechanism directly recalls Said’s concept of Orientalism. In this
concept, the heterogeneous societies are reduced to the fixed represen—
tations to sustain Western narratives.

6 Fragmented Temporality and Nonlinear Narrative Construction
Inside the novel Madness, the temporal dislocation is functioning as a
primary narrative mechanism. The text is constantly shifting between
the confinement of Amar at the Heathrow Airport and the recollections
from different geographical moments. This nonlinear structure re—
flects what Zacharias (2014)identifies as a characteristic for the diasporic
consciousness. In this state, “past and present constantly interpenetrate”
and the linear temporal progression gives way to a recursive move—
ment between times. It mirrors the psychological experience of Amar.
As he waits in detention, his mind moves by association between the
present circumstances and the memories triggered by sensory details or
the questions of immigration officials. This temporal disruption serves
several functions. Firstly, it creates a psychological realism. It represents
how the consciousness is operating under the stress instead of follow—
ing a chronological order. Secondly, it shows how memory functions in
the diasporic identity formation. Past experiences remain actively pres—
ent. Thirdly, it challenges the linear narratives about immigration and
the integration. Usually, these suggest a straight progression from the
homeland to host country, or from foreign to American. Instead, the
novel shows identity as involving a constant movement. There is no final
arrival at a stable belonging. Such structural fragmentation also corre—
sponds to what Khandare (2025)characterizes as a fragmented narrative
mode for the postcolonial subjectivity. These repeated transitions be—
tween the Iraq and California produce a layered narrative composition.
It avoids a singular perspective. In this aspect, the text reflects the form of
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fractured selfhood identified by Biswas (2025).Here, the diasporic iden—
tity emerges not as a fixed coherence but as a shifting configuration that
is shaped by the context and the contradiction.

The Ethics of Representation: Halliday’s Authorial Position

The Asymmetry illustrates a main debate in the literary ethics today. It
is very important to examine how writers represent identities that are
not their own. One specific issue comes from Lisa Halliday’s decision
to write “Madness” from the perspective of Amar Jaafari. He is an Iraqi—
American man whose life is under the racialized surveillance and suspi—

cion after. 9/11.This narrative choice has caused many academic discus—
sions about the authorial legitimacy and the political results of speaking
for people with different social locations (Goyal, 2002,63). Halliday her—
self mentions a specific psychological state for creativity: “I once heard
a filmmaker say that in order to be truly creative a person must be in
possession of four things: irony, melancholy, a sense of competition, and
boredom” (Halliday, 2018, p. 129).

Many scholars believe that the literary representation is more ethical
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when writers discuss about the social experiences that match their own
history. From this angle Halliday’s character Amar is seen as part of the
cultural appropriation debate. This view emphasizes “own voices.” It ar—
gues that the stories of marginalized groups have more authenticity if the
authors come from those same communities. So, the Iraqi-American
stories are thought to have more credibility if written by Iraqi-American
authors.

However, another critical position exists. It says the literature must go
beyond the limits of the biography. If fiction is only about the autobiog—
raphy, the intellectual possibilities will become too small. So, the ethical
writing is not just about the author’s identity. It is about the method.:
does the writer use the research and avoid the stereotypes? The question
is not if Halliday can write about Amar, but if she does it with enough
depth. Halliday states that she:

“Another was that I was constantly trying to shoehorn characters into
each other’s lives, planting them on street corners or in cafes together
so that they could talk. So that they could explain things to each other,
from across the great human divide” (Halliday, p, 213, 2018).

The book is self-aware of these problems. In “Desert,” the radio inter—
view creates more ambiguity about who owns the story. Moreover, the
link between “Folly” and “Madness” forces the reader to think. How does
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the fiction handle the ethical responsibility when it crosses the social dif—
ferences?

Conclusion:

This research examines how the diasporic identity is constructed in the
Lisa Halliday’s Asymmetry by using postcolonial perspectives and dias—
pora scholarship, thus responding to alack of the sustained critical atten—
tion for this work. Through the close reading and concepts of cultural
hybridity and racialized surveillance, this analysis has demonstrated that
Asymmetry, specifically in section “Madness,” creates a complex chal-
lenge to post- 9/11discourses about the terrorism and national security.
The book shows identity as a dynamic thing. It is a layered condition
which resists the simple classification. Using the character Amar Jaaf—
ari, Halliday discusses about the hybrid position of second—-generation
subjects; these people live in many cultures but remain vulnerable to
racialized markers despite their legal citizenship and professional sta—
tus. Amar’s detention at the Heathrow Airport reveals how the security
structures continue to use selective surveillance based on the ethnic back-
ground rather than the reality. This study contributes for postcolonial
literary criticism and diaspora studies by showing that these frameworks
are relevant for contemporary American fiction. Moreover, it highlights
the novel’s focus on the memory and homeland, while it also examines
how the non-linear narration shapes the diasporic experience. Finally,
the study participates in the broader scholarly discussions regarding the
ethical implications of narrating the experiences across the cultural dif-
ferences.
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