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Abstract 

This research paper is an attempt at describing and applying the postcolonial theory to the novel 

titled The American Granddaughter(2021) by the Iraqi novelist Inaam Kachachi.  This is 

achieved by examining the main character in the novel, Zeina, who works as an interpreter for     the 

American army.  Zeina experiences a complex anxiety in America. Her anxiety has come from 

the differences between the Iraqi and American nationalities which mislead her to be a binational 

character in the work. She confronts trauma in the story and struggles to know where she really 

belongs. She wants to find her roots based on postcolonialism, identity crisis, heritage, tradition, 

and so on. These issues constitute all the causes of the traumatization that Zeina faces as she 

embarks on the journey of confirming her nationality. 

Keywords: The American Granddaughter, binational interpreter, heritage, identity crisis, 

postcolonialism  

 

Cite as:  Abdulqadr, K. S. , & Mohammed, K. H. (2022). The Binational Interpreter in 

Kachachi’s The American Granddaughter: A Postcolonial Study  Arab World English Journal 

(AWEJ) Proceedings of  KUST, Iraq Conference 2022 (1) 164-173.                                                             

DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awej/KUST.13   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Arab World English Journal (AWEJ) Proceedings of  KUST, Iraq Conference 2022     

The Binational Interpreter in Kachachi’s The American Granddaughter                             Abdulqadr & Mohammed 

 

  

  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       

www.awej.org 

ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

165 
 

 
 

Introduction  

     Postcolonialism is about culture and human identity are described after colonizer left the 

country and colonized country got their independence. Furthermore, this field of study was 

generally generated based on Edward Said’s book in 1978 which was titled Orientalism. 

According to Said (1978), colonizers always force two things among people: language and 

culture, ‘ignoring citizens’ language, value, culture, and histories. Moreover, the colonizer’s 

power will dominate people and mislead them under the possibility of enlightening, civilizing, and 

humanizing. As a result, postcolonialism as an approach is a serious attempt that endeavors to 

return or throw light on the rights that the colonized people have been alienated from, including 

their culture, history, and politics that the colonizer charged. 

 

     Another definition of postcolonialism towards literary texts is “a way of reading and rereading 

texts of both metropolitan and colonial cultures to draw deliberate attention to the profound and 

inescapable effects of colonization on literary production” (Ashcroft, 2000, p.173).  Therefore, 

there is always an impact left behind the colonization, especially on a literary text.  Following 

postcolonialism that impacts literature and shadows in the novel by Kachachi, The American 

Granddaughter is one of the postmodern texts that the protagonist wanted to apply the 

postcolonial approach. The main character Zeina went to America with  her mother and brother 

when she was fifteen after her mom was forced by Saddam’s regime to leave Iraq. Then, at the 

age of thirty, she returned and worked in the American army as an interpreter.  On the hand, Iraq 

was in between the colonization of the dictatorship Saddam Hussein and the decolonization of 

the American Army.  In Kachachi’s novel, Zeina has told how Iraqi is excited to sup the milk of 

freedom and get rid of the dictatorship. Hence, the postcolonialism focuses on anything left 

behind the colonizer’s including their culture, language, politics, and society. 

 

     The novel begins with a character between two nations, Iraq and America. As a result, she 

had a binational identity of these two nations; she was called Iraqi-American. As a result, she 

was confused “to be simultaneously their daughter and their enemy, while they could be my kin 

and my enemy” (Kachachi, 2010, p. 5). She went through national and personal trauma. She was 

not only traumatized between two different nations, but also had emotional trauma once she met 

her grandmother “she feels ashamed”. She hoped to see Iraqis stand on their feet one day, but 

they are between dictatorship and another invasion. At the same time, Zeina faced and dealt with 

complex trauma as her parents were forced to leave and her brother was addicted to drugs. Zeina 

had complex trauma like binational, culture, enemy and her land. There is a conflict between them 

that misleads Zeina into deciding upon anything. A Reader will feel how the individual and 

binational traumas affect Zeina throughout her acting. 

 

This paper hypothesizes that Zeina was an interpreter and simultaneously got binational 

trauma between dictatorship and invasion while working with the American Army. However, 

based on three types of trauma, Zeina dealt with complex trauma consisting of individual and 

binational traumas. Besides, she wanted Iraq to have freedom. Postcolonialism tries to bring 

back what the colonized people lost when they were colonized. Thus, to Zeina that wanted to 

find her identity with the help of some concepts like tradition, heritage, culture, language, 
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politics, and so on. 

 

Literature Review 

While in 2008 the novel by Inaam Kachachi was released, many people find their interests 

and recalled what happened to Iraq in 2003.  Furthermore, this novel is new to the production 

of Iraqi literature because the book reflected unique aspects of literature.  However, the novel 

got a prize in 2009 then scholars and professors at colleges started researching and criticizing the 

story from different perspectives. Those research that have been undertaken in different 

approaches will be declared in the following paragraphs: 

 

        Firstly, the study was done on trauma by Mona Elnamoury in which the interpreter got 

traumatized because of a particular situation that happened to her.  According to Elnamoury 

(2021), “There are three types of trauma: the acute, the chronic and the complex” (p. 4) ; therefore,  

Zeina  has a complex trauma based on complexity that traumatized her between colonized and 

colonized. Additionally, Mona combines complex trauma with national trauma, putting her in a 

dilemma and silence. However, she followed Cathy Caruth to define trauma in a general way in 

which trauma is experiencing sudden circumstances while the response by the traumatized 

person will be delayed. Apart from that, the first trauma to Zeina was the immigration to America 

by Saddam’s force “Zeina’s complex trauma comes from the first trauma of forced deployment 

and immigration at the hands of Saddam Hussein’s regime” (p. 5). In addition, there is media 

trauma (Enamored: 11) based on the war that happened in Iraq. “The media trauma of 9/11 and 

returning to Iraq in a terrorizing parade riding a tank and receiving a different reception is another 

trauma”. As well as this is what Zeina faced “I froze where I stood. Every American did (…) I 

remained frozen, not blinking, not breathing, not registering what I was seeing…” (p. 7). 

 

Secondly, A researcher AbdelRahman (2012), wrote a paper on the writing itself that 

demonstrates how Zeina lived in heteroglossia and worked hard to express selfness and the 

difficulties found in another culture, nation, and country.  However, the writer tried to prove how 

it was acceptable for Zeina to feel at home in any place. “In this day and age, migration was a 

form of settling, that belonging did not necessarily come from staying in one’s birthplace,” and 

“the whole world . . . [as] your homeland” (Abdelrahman, 2012, p. 5). As opposed, this study 

shows another side: the sufferings of Zeina by two nations “tainted by a dual nationality” (p. 6), 

and she refers herself to a dog with two homes. Also, the affection of both invaded army and 

colonizer on people. Through the study’s perspective, she declared the novel a postcolonial 

story because she wanted to bring back the origin of culture, language, and nationality. She is 

suffering from self-reliance and self-identity. As a result, she      did not bring back anything as a 

memorial from Iraq. Thus, this study is about finding herself and her identity mentioned through 

the text how she suffered from two different countries. 

 

      Thirdly, research by Ammari, Allawzi and Al-Shara (2019) focuses on “a socio-political and 

cultural approach to identity formation for the Iraqi diasporic subject.” The paper explores and 

examine how young generation can retell and recreate a subjective narration. She finds difficulty 

talking about Iraq because she is not a refugee and an exile. At the same time, it shows this 
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diasporic generation, including Zeina, as losing identity.  However, when she returned to Iraq, 

she found her real purpose for the journey.  She loved her homeland and was passionate about it 

but being afraid of the regime; she could not do anything.  While her grandmother took the 

prominent role of making Zeina find her lost identity. Also, the study showed the self-narratives 

that narratives related to experiences and memories from the past or history and the current 

circumstances. As a result of the experienced situations, they caused her to lose her identity. 

Then, the grandmother directs her origins to feel how “Real Iraqis” feel about the homeland. 

Nevertheless, the main idea mentioned above is about diaspora characters that refer to Zeina and 

Zeina’s character’s self-narrative. 

 

Fourthly, another research paper on The American Granddaughter is about Abu Ghraib prison 

of abuse and violence. As Mohammed (2015) mentioned, “the experience of war as difficult, 

chaotic, destructive and dehumanizing” (p. 155) when Zeina saw the picture of that prison. After 

soldiers cooperated in the war, their mental state, “such as stress, grief, loss of friend, fear, and 

exhaustion have contributed to their evil deeds” (p. 156). He also talked about Zeina and how she 

is not angry because of violation “but because those who abused them were female soldiers” (p. 

156). He already mentions how they used women in the war as a weapon to make prisoners suffer 

and take it as a joke. Additionally, as Oliver argues, women used to make prisoners talk about 

secrets in that era. Therefore, the main concern in this paper is about Zeina getting shocked 

because there is no trust in anyone, even female soldiers. 

 

          To conclude, so many professors and critics have touched upon the novel The American 

Granddaughter by Inaam Kachachi from different angles. According to one of the studies by 

Mona that declared the traumatized character in the story. One trauma named complex trauma 

followed up—besides, media trauma related to the war in Iraq and its effect on people. The 

second study talked about heteroglossia and finding culture and identity difficulties. As a result 

of losing identity and self-reliance, she wanted to bring back her origins. Lastly, there is a 

diasporic character left in Zeina’s character that did not know how to talk about the origins of 

Iraqi identity. However, she planned before coming back to Iraq to bring back their rights; this 

changed when she came back and saw the reality.  

 

Postcolonialism 

  Postcolonialism generally means any effect represented by colonizers through culture, 

human identity, history, and language. Postcolonialism is a theoretical approach that showed 

off and was generated after Edward Said’s most important work about Orientalism in 1978. 

The central theme in Said’s work is about two different parts, West and East, in which the West 

is more dominant over the East. However, this was generated after the colonialism perspective 

and western perspective. (Said: 1978) argues from the perspective of postcolonialism, the 

approach is “way in” to face and challenge the dominant party in society. Also, postcolonialism 

should deal with ideology inside the society, bring it to the surface and fix them.  

 

  Furthermore, postcolonialism will not be like that today, influencing all literary aspects 

without Edward Said’s book. Besides, the idea of postcolonialism studies showed off after those 
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colonized countries under European invasion demanded independence for their country. 

Additionally, the postcolonialism approach takes care of the literature and art of the colonized 

country (Şafak, 2014, p. 357). Furthermore, postcolonialism always seeks to answer what and 

when something happens who are those who do not accept the colonizer’s demand or force. 

The declaration of Indian independence at the beginning of the twentieth century caused the 

end of colonialism and gave birth to the new approach, postcolonialism. 

 

However, according to Loomba’s Colonialism and postcolonialism, the study of 

postcolonialism began after the American attack on Iraq and the event of September 11, 2001. 

Then, the American Army came with a new appearance but a new form of colonization called 

neo-colonization. Neo- colonization is when the colonizer will not invade the country directly, 

instead of wearing a new face mask as the United States did to invade Iraq in 2003. 

 

To conclude, postcolonialism, as an approach started after the book by Edward Said that 

published in 1978.  Although, the effects of colonization were left behind in the colonized 

country, especially on literature, language, society, etc.  Then, the post-colonialists wanted “to 

correct imbalances in the world” to make colonized countries have their voice and freedom. 

Thus, postcolonialism brings problems under the ground of colonized countries to the surface 

to fix and find solutions for them. 

 

Identity Crisis 

First, identity is defined from many perspectives and approaches. Furthermore, according to 

Eriksons (2018), the definition of identity always says that identity should answer the question 

“who am I ?”.  However, the identity crisis introduced by Eriksons (2018) argues that any fear 

and stress teenagers face about their future is due to a lack of knowledge leading them to be 

confused. In comparison, any conflict that one encounters throughout the development of life 

can be named a crisis. 

 

  Additionally, each person holds a specific identity known by their role in the present 

surroundings. Once any person worries about changes that happen in the future called an 

identity crisis.  Furthermore, in the novel by Kachachi, The American Granddaughter, the 

protagonist Zeina suffered from the conflict faced between Iraqi and American identities. For 

example, when her grandmother and Hayder talked about Zeina, her grandmother said to 

Hayder Kachachi , “Zeina was bright up in a world different from ours” and “we will bring up 

from scratch this ignorant girl (…) we will not leave her to her ill manners”(p. 45).  In this 

example, it is clear that she has forgotten her original identity due to the difficulty of choosing 

the correct identity. She faced a conflict and recognized it as a crisis. According to Shaffer 

(2009), identity crisis is “Seek answers to the question of what career to choose, what religious, 

moral and political values and views they should accept., and which social group to join” 

(p.310). Zeina’s character reshaped regarding social group belonging to which one is her family 

or enemy “while they could be my kin and my enemy” (Kachachi, 2010, p. 5). Then she tries to 

give the normality back to this she used to say, “the whole world . . . [as] your homeland” (p. 

130). Her identity is questioned; Zeina still loves her country, America. However, her emotion 
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and feeling were always with Iraq “my country is dear to me even if it makes me suffer” (p. 

118). 

 

The scholar Hdbermas had talked about the identity crisis and separated it into types. Those two 

types are “motivation crisis” and “legitimation crisis”. Motivation crisis or, in another way, 

identity deficit as defined by Hdbermas: 

 

The problem caused by an inadequately defined self It is characterized by a lack of 

commitment to goals and values, the person lacks a basis for making consistent choices 

and decisions an identity crisis arises when the person struggles to make such 

commitments. (Baumeister, Shapiro, & M Tice, 1985, p.408) 

 

Readers observe what happened to the protagonist through reading the story. Besides, she 

does not know where to go and decides to follow the American Army and her grandmother’s 

guidance. 

 

     The second type is legitimation crisis, different from motivation crisis, and can be called 

identity conflict based on Habermas (1973). He defines legitimation crisis firstly as the problem 

of the multiply defined self whose definitions have become incompatible. It is characterized by 

severe difficulty in reconciling the demands that follow from diverse commitments. The situation 

makes it impossible to choose and act consistently with all the person’s values and goals.  

 

  For example, when there are two things to follow, the person misleads and does not know 

which one to follow as have two religious’ beliefs, two identities, and two nations. This 

happened to Zeina in exactly two countries and two identities and confused her as she said I am 

like a dog with two homes or shelter. 

 

   To conclude, identity, according to Erikson 1998 is the question of “Who am I” must be 

answered by the identity of one’s self. Additionally, because of their role in the social 

circumstances, each person will indicate their identity. While this is what happened to Zeina due 

to her situation, she was in between two identities: Arabic and American. Which leads to 

difficulties that she faced can be called an identity crisis. Furthermore, according to Hdbermas, 

that divided the concept of identity crisis into motivation crisis and legitimation crisis, which are 

related to those difficulties, conflicts, and suspicion. 

of the future situation. As for Zeina, due to conflicts that Zeina faced, she had an identity crisis 

mainly reflected in the legitimation crisis. 

 

Motivation Crisis 

  Motivation crisis can be described in another way identity deficit as defined by Hdbermas: 

“the problem caused by an inadequately defined self It is characterized by a lack of commitment 

to goals and values, the person lacks a basis for making consistent choices and decisions an 

identity crisis arises when the person struggles to make such commitments” (Baumeister, et al., 

1985, p.408 ) 
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   As a result, Zeina did not know where to go and decided to follow the American Army and 

her grandmother’s guidance. His “milk brother” described her as “A dog with two homes (…) 

but unable to feel at home in either” (p. XXXIV). She also changed and could not even feel at 

home in her country “I returned to Baghdad after a few months of feeling completely lost in 

Detroit” (p. XXXIV). For the sake of not feeling well in both identities, people look at him in 

a different way. That is why the writer of my novel always tried to “…paint me as the villain 

and my grandmother as the brave and kind heroine VI”. However, she had that difficulty 

defining herself, but it is clear that her grandmother has an independent identity which she was 

sure she would come “I knew you’d come blood is thicker than water” (XXVIII). 

 

Legitimation Crisis 

According to Habermas (1973), there are two things to follow, the person misleads and does 

not know which one to follow as having two religious’ beliefs, two identities, and two nations. 

The one happened to Zeina exactly two nations and two identities and confused her as she said 

I am like a dog with two homes or shelter. Besides, she felt guilty because she saw her character 

as she mentioned, “Was I a hypocrite, a two-face American” (p. III). Although, she thought she 

belonged to both nationalities. When Muhaymen called Zeina ‘foreigner’, she became upset 

because she thought she belonged to both identities. “It was mine even before I was born; I am 

its legitimate child, no matter how foreign I may seem” (p. V). After the fact, she already knows 

that she was wrong in choosing that work as an interpreter and misled her by two different 

identities “I knew what I’d done wrong and had no intention of defending myself” (p. XXVIII). 

Thus, Zeina suffers from two identities. 

 

To conclude, identity according to Erikson 1998 stated that the question of “Who am I” must 

be answered by the identity of oneself. Additionally, because of their role in the social 

circumstances, each person will indicate their identity. At the same time, this is what happened 

to Zeina due to her situation that she was in between two identities: Arabic and American. 

Which leads to difficulties that she faced can be called an identity crisis. Furthermore, according 

to Hdbermas, that divided the concept of identity crisis into motivation crisis and legitimation 

crisis, which are related to those difficulties, conflicts, and suspicion of the future situation. As 

for Zeina, the conflict that Zeina faced was an identity crisis mainly reflected in the legitimation 

crisis, which left her in a dilemma of two identities. 

 

Heritage and Tradition 

     The term ‘Heritage’, defined by Oxford English Dictionary, is a ‘property that may be 

Inherited. An inheritance’, ‘valued things such as historic buildings passed down from previous 

generations, and relating to things historic or cultural values that are worthy of preservation. 

Confirming with the novel in which Zeina’s grandmother wanted her to inherit the memory of 

her, “My grandmother wanted me to inherit her memory” (p. XX). Moreover, when Tawoo saw 

Zeina, she named as a ‘lost piece’ as another part of the family’s heritage “(…) returning to me 

another lost piece from the lexicon of my childhood” (p. XVIII). According to Jenkins (1991), 

heritage is left from history, which is basically the past, can be treated as a hidden thing that 

only exists among historians. “(…) heritage is what contemporary society chooses to inherit 
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and pass on” (Tunbridge & Ashworth, 1996, p. 6). ‘That which is inherited, one’s inherited lot, 

the condition of one’s birth, anything transmitted from ancestors or past ages’ (Hewson,   1989, 

p. 15). 

 

     Furthermore, after Zeina wore her grandfather’s uniform who worked as an Iraqi soldier, 

gave the grandmother the sense of “gave her the idea that my family redeems me. She would 

use it to put me back on the righteous path and to correct the directions of my compass” (p. 

XX). However, her grandmother wanted this after she told her about past memory. As Zeina 

said, “The stories, she told me to mirror the history of the homeland” (p. XX). Another thing 

that counts as an inheritance is the love of country; as Zeina’s father stated, “My country is dear 

to me even if it makes me suffer”. Besides, the inherited phrase that Iraqi people counted as 

heritage was “They said that Layla was sick in Iraq, an inherited phrase that they all 

repeated like a charm” (p. XXVI). Her grandmother wanted to correct Zeina from the wrong 

path by telling the precious story of the family’s origin. Zeina hid and did not make her 

grandmother disappointed when her grandmother came to visit her “I changed quickly into 

civilian clothes and ran outside” (p. XV). Finally, she was delighted that her granddaughter was 

affected by the stories, but when she saw her in the Army uniform, she said to her, “God damn 

you, Zeina, daughter of Batoul (...) I wish I had died before having to see you like this. Shame on 

you, Zayyoun. You are lost, my child. My heart is broken over you.’ I am the way you made me. 

I haven’t changed” (p. XXII) 

 

      To conclude, heritage is anything left from the past and inherited in society. One of her 

grandmother’s properties wanted to be inherited the memory of the family’s past. Which already 

helps Zeina find her original nationality and know where she belongs. 

 

     Tradition is a Latin word originally that means “something handed over”. Furthermore, 

tradition could be a controversial subject for most of us, but Horner’s definition of tradition could 

make it easier. As Horner (1990) named the term tradition a process, thought, or thing that 

transforms from generation to generation. However, this process happens now and then without 

being felt about unconsciously. According to Claude Levi-Strauss (1966), that divided society 

into two types. The old generation regenerates the same type of tradition and uses it as a “cold” 

society cycle. The second type is a “hot” society aware of changes that happened during the past 

until now. For example, Zeina’s grandfather wore military clothes that her grandmother kept for 

years and each year, her retired grandfather wore and celebrated annually. “Have you forgotten, 

Zeina? It is the sixth of January. Armed Forces Day” (XVII), which remained from grandfather 

to Zeina’s generation. The cold society inside the term tradition which grandmother wanted 

Zeina to regenerate the exact source of tradition. That is why she tries because  

 

 “(…) that faraway country had taken away my good manners and made me into someone 

else,  to the righteous of what was proper, of modest, shyness and tradition. She believed 

those values were hers alone, particular to her nation and excluding all others” (p. XXVI).   

     

 Additionally, those who were following the idea of tradition demanded they were like pure gold 
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“I was a stranger even to my grandmother because they’d remained pure Iraqis, like pure gold. 

Wasn’t trained by dual nationality, and the blood raced in their veins when they heard the name 

Iraq. “If you lose a homeland, where will you find another?” (p. XXV I). As a result of vanishing, 

this tradition from her side made my grandmother disappointed from passing the same tradition 

from the past to her as a new generation. As Zeina said, she “cried tears of love and nostalgia, 

and she cried tears of love and frustration, and maybe shame” (p. XV). Finally, because of not 

following the thought of the tradition left behind by grandmother Rahma, Zeina thought that her 

grandmother “Did she die of shame? The shame of an American granddaughter” (p. XXXV). 

 

     Finally, the novel’s primary concern is that grandmother Rahma wanted to transform from 

her generation to Zeina’s generation. The thought of compassion toward a homeland and not 

being a threat to the nation. Simultaneously considering tradition to bring back those who are 

losing their identity and find originality caused by dual nationality. 

 

Conclusion 

        To conclude, this research paper was about Kachachi’s novel that represents one of his 

characters’ situations, Zeina, who moved to America because Saddam Hussein’s regime forced 

her mother. After fifteen years passed Zeina felt homesick, and she came to Iraq as an interpreter 

who worked for the American army. While Zeina was an interrupter, she did not notice that she 

worked against her homeland. As a result, she got a dual binational personality, so she 

became lost and confused between Iraqi and American nationality. This cause Zeina to have 

unusual thinking in her mind and get birationally traumatized. In order to find her originality of 

where she belongs, heritage, culture, and tradition are the central concept of nationality. When 

the interpreter feels for each of them and listens or follows any of them, it will help her find 

herself.  
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