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The Man Booker Prize for Fiction
The Reluctant Fundamentalist (Mohsin Hamid ; Harcourt, 2007)
The Secret Scripture (Sebastian Barry ; Viking, 2008)

s E#HE M. K. MacManus =

Recently I was reading an article in The Washington Post in which several writers were asked to
name something they thought we no longer needed in our lives. The former editor of Book World, Marie
Arana, picked the Nobel Prize in Literature, saying the choices were always far too subjective, lacked crit-
ical judgment and included too much political (left-wing) zeal.

I come from Ireland, a country which has produced four winners of that award, but for reading plea-
sure I prefer to choose from the short list for the Man Booker Prize for Fiction. This award was introduced
in 1969 for full-length novels, written in the English language, by a citizen of the (British)
Commonwealth of Nations or Ireland. Two books I would like to recommend are Mohsin Hamid’s The
Reluctant Fundamentalist and Sebastian Barry’s The Secret Scripture, neither of which actually won the
prize.

Of the six novels nominated in 2007, Hamid’s book is a timely attempt at portraying the U.S.A. from
the perspective of a not very devout Muslim, educated at an American university and employed by a
major American company. The title of the book needs little explanation, tracing the change which takes
place in the main character’s way of thinking as a result of the events of September 2001. Too often the
information we receive is too biased in favour of one country, so it is good to have a view from the other
side.

Last year, Barry was nominated for The Secret Scripture, set in Ireland in the 1920’s after indepen-
dence from England. Like many countries enjoying a new freedom, Ireland experienced a period of civil
war when it professed devotion to republican slogans. This was with bitter irony, however, because liberty,
equality and fraternity proved to be viciously incompatible in a society which was extremely conservative
and dominated by the Catholic Church. The heroine of the novel, imprisoned in an insane asylum for 50
years, keeps a secret diary recounting her life story while at the same time her psychiatrist makes notes
about her as part of a review of patients who may have been committed unjustly. As with Hamid’s book,
Barry presents the views of someone from a minority, the Protestant minority, in a supposedly democratic

country.
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