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o uncover the life and times of Salman Rushdie one need only turn to his fiction|

works, and then replenish these with details from his interviews and essays. Midnight'

Children, Shame, and The Satanic Verses, cach a not-so-neatly bounded fiction aboy,
three different nations, parallel the three national identifications of this author from three
countries: England, where he lived until very recently; India, where he was born; and Pakis.
tan, where his family lives. Writers often draw upon their own lives and experiences as raw
material for their work; Rushdie more so than others. The facts of his life, the incidents
and characters that people it, are re-played in his fiction, but with their meaning and signi-
ficance drawn out, displayed, allegorised. Thus, avid consumers of Rushdie’s anecdotes
about himself—disseminated in his interviews and essays—are likely to recognise in Saladin
Chamcha’s life several incidents drawn from his creator’s, including the infamous kipper
incident in The Satanic Verses which Rushdic has pronounced ‘absolutely true’: ‘it’s one
of the few stories I've used in fiction which needed no embellisment at all.” And if Aadam
Aziz in Midnight's Children is modelled on his maternal grandfather, also a medical doctor
and an enlightened man who encouraged his daughters to get an education, then facets of
his father’s character and life reappear in Ahmad Sinai, Saleem’s father in Midnicht’s Child
ren. Indeed, in the marketing and in reviews of Midnight's Children, readers, with Rushdie’s
tacit approval, have assumed that Saleem’s life corresponds not just with tha of his nation,
but also with that of his creator: ‘Saleem and Salman are after all’, notes Rushdie, ‘if you
look back etymologically, kind of versions of the same name . . . so there are clear affinitics
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liis youth, Rushdie describes how he grew up surrounded by books, ‘someone else’s—, cer-
i Colonel Arthur Greenfield['s]', whose library his father had purchased. (Omar Khay.-
yarn Shalely in Shame, inherits a library bought by his grandfather from a departing English
colonel,) Rushdic's was a family of storytellers: his father, ‘a magjcal parent ofyoung child-
ren’ becanse he lknew how o tell 4 story, reappears in Haroun and the Sea of Stories as Rashid
Khalifa, a well-known storyteller, whose tales “tall, short, and winding’ are ‘really lots of
tales jupgled topether’s and his mother was ‘the keeper of family stories’. Is it any surprise,
then, that storytellers and storics—copious, digressive, enchanting—dominate his fiction?

IRushdie's first published novel, Grimus, entered for a science fiction competition, Jost
the contest, but ended up being published anyway. Critics savaged the book. While Rushdje
took the rejection badly, he soon recovered and decided to ‘write something much closer
to [his] knowledge of the world’, an epic novel about India, its past, present, and (possible)
future, In preparation for thig undertaking, Rushdie and his first wife, Clarissa Luard, em-
batked on an extended trip to India,

In“I'he Indian Writer in England’, Rushdie recalls how, on revisiting his house in Bom-
bay, he was ‘gripped by the conviction that I, too, had a city and a history to reclaim’; a,
that moment Midnight'’s Childven “was teally born’. Rushdie, who boasts of possessing virtu-
ally total recall, set out to assiduously ‘recall as much of the Bombay of the 1950s and 19605
[he] could’ to serve as material and inspiration for Midnight’s Children. Published in 1981,
it was a runaway success; it won the Booker Prize (in 1993 it was awarded 7he Booker of
Bookers, the best of the twenty-six books to have won the prize from the time it was instituted
in 1969), and made him a celebrity lionised by the media the world over.

Shame, his novel set in and about the ruling élite of Pakistan, followed two years later.
It was also enthusiastically received, garnering much critical acclaim; it won The Prix du
Meilleur Livre Etranger. It was banned in Pakistan, with copies being smuggled in.

Between 1981 and 1985 Rushdie wrote a series of essays reflecting on his location as
an expatriate, immigrant writer, Noting how three places, India, Pakistan, and Britain, have
more or less equal claim on him, and are thus legitimately subjects of his writing, he de-
nounced those who would restrict him to his subcontinental identity as invoking an ‘im-
perial’ notion about what a writer from the third world is expected to write about. At the
same time, in a scathing critique of the Raj revival in a spate of films and novels about

India—Gundhi, The Far Pavilions, The Jewel in the Crown, A Passage to India—Rushdie,
in ‘Outside the Whale’, wrote vociferously against the revival of the imperial mindset fﬂ
Britain, He also denounced British racism by writing eloquently about the ‘new empire in
Britain’,

His July 1986 visit to Nicaragua as a guest of the Sandinista Association of Cultural
Workers, brought him in contact with ‘a government [he] could support’ and yielded a tra-
velogue of sorts, The Jaguar Smile: A Nicaraguan Journey (1987).
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o the years, from at least 1984, Rushdie w
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a5 mapping out what was to become his
11 ic the first time’, Rushdie ic AN oeuvre dominated by other controversial
works: “This "‘ll ¢ ':l“ allss ‘)l ‘l_.'_‘s I« lL‘l s reported to have said after completing it, ‘that
| have m;x‘n;\z'if‘( “I’ “V“_Lr." ( ¢ ‘_mm_l ik Vf’l'mle of myself. . . my entire sense of being in
e world .'\Vnh t 1%‘1111;:',1..1m s v1.\510n, identities, and concerns as its central preoccupations,
The Satantc Verses 18 sct In Ma{garet ThﬂfCl.ler’S Britain, with characters who shuttle be-
aveeh Britain ,nind Fllc Sl.leOllthl]t, twentieth-century India and Britain, and seventh-
century Asia. The Satanic Verses also attempts to embody Rushdie’s attitude to Islam, to
matters of faith and dou.bt. Even before it hit the market, the novel caused a stir in the pub-
lishing world by garnering a huge advance. When India banned it, a week after its publi-
cation in Britain, the stage seemed set for more bannings (Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Egypt,
indonesia, South Africa, and several other countries with large Muslim populations also
banned it) and more controversy, which was assured once Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini pro-
qounced a fatwa against Rushdie. Rushdie went into hiding and remained so for more than
a decade.

While in hiding, he has written a ‘children’s’ book, Haroun and the Sea of Stories (1991;
promised to his son, Zafar) and put together a collection of essays written between 1981
and 1991, entitled, not inappropriately, Imaginary Homelands (1991). He has also brought
outa collection of short stories, East-West(1994), several of which, Rushdie says, were writ-
ten for, but did not find place in, 7he Satanic Verses. He has revisited, in The Moor’s Last
Sigh, the narrative and geographical terrain first mined in Midnight’s Children. His latest
novels, The Ground Beneath Her Feet (1999) and Fury (2001), have not been as well re-
ceived, the reviews having been more mixed and the reception less spectacularly contro-
versial than for the earlier, political fiction.

Rushdie displays remarkable consistency when it comes to certain ideas, certain literary
and philosophical preoccupations, and the formal means through which to achieve them.
Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, for his readers, he is an enormously self-conscious
Writer whose novels, comments, and analyses in interviews and essays insistendly direct
Aention to these preoccupations and to his craft. Rushdie is also a very erudite writf?r; his
3’0rlk Is peppered with all sorts of literary echoes, allusions, and puns, each dselﬂco}r:scxou:sl])]r

T:l .Oyed with back—patting zeal and pleasure which he invites the savvy reader to share wit

1 Predicmbly, one of the more significant ideas addressed in his non-fictional an.d ﬁct';qnal
Work *Prings from his location as an expatriate and migrant writer. In The Ind.xan Writer
as plural and partial, at once

ln - -
Ngland’ w1 . .
St g'_ﬂnd » While defining his and other migrants’ 1dcntlu.es X e

dlmg tWo cultures and distanced from both, Rushdie speculinltes about competing
dominant (or host) culture

VQIUQ .
Sofwh : iection of the
olesale assimilati «s wholesale rejection 0
3 i ts own; rather, he recommends

Valye ) ) L .
. For Rushdie, neither alternative is accepmble onl
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that the migrant negotiate the culture and values of b(l)tlzi ‘na.tivc’ and ‘adopreq’ hise, ’
strategically drawing upon each to CTC:,lt(? 4 new, llyl.)l‘l(..l Cntflt)ll.. g |
Grimus (1979) represents Rushdie’s lmtl:ll.cxamu?atmn of this theme. Itg hero, Flap_

ping Eagle, is an American Indian in search of his lost.smtcr: whom he ﬁn.ds‘ ona Mcditerra_
nean island under the control of Grimus, an expatriate I_‘,urope'a:l magician. (The Meg;.
terranean is midway between the West and the Orient; Rushdie’s cho'lce of locale i it
accidental.) Through Flapping Eagle, Rushdie explores a figure very like the immigrant,
newly arrived in a different country and culture; in this instance, th‘ls newly arrived figure
tries to uncritically assimilate to the values of the host culture. In “The Indjan Writer i
England’, Rushdie resolves the problem of assimilation versus reje?tion by highlighti g the
productive tension, and thus the need for a critically vigilant shuttling li)etwe(':r} the two %
posed positions. In Grimus, Flapping Eagle seems to have settled for inhabiting op|

Y One
of the positions:

Stripped of his past, forsaking the language of his ancestor for the language of the archipelagges
of the world, forsaking the ways of his ancestors for those of the place he drifted to, forsaking
any hopes of ideals in the face of the changing and contradictory ideals he encountered, he live,

doing what he was given to do, thinking what he was instructed to think, being what it Was
most desirable to be.

Flapping Eagle’s problems are those of rootlessness, which represents only one element ip
the dialectic of assimilation and estrangement that Rushdie identifies as making up the hy-
brid identity of the migrant. More than anything else, perhaps, Grimus is valuable because
it foregrounds this new writer’s attempt to find ‘a suitable voice to speak in’.

Unlike Flapping Eagle, Rushdie’s is not a problem (if problem it can be called) of root-
lessness, but, he says, of a ‘kind of multiple rooting’, of coming ‘from too many places.
While attempting to write something ‘closer to [his] knowledge of the world’, Rushdie hon-
ours this multiple rooting,. Residing in London, he next wrote two narratives of the nation,
Midnight's Children and Shame, each focused more or less on India and Pakistan respect-
ively. '

Midnight's Children tracks the pre-colonial, colonial, but mostly post-independence life
of India through a narrator and protagonist, Saleem Sinai, whose birth at the moment of
India’s formal independence from Britain ‘handcuffs’ him—his life, identity, and destiny—
to his nation, much as the life and times of the nation are ‘handcuffed’ to Saleem’s. Jawahar-

lal Nehru’s letter to ‘Baby Saleem’ predicts: ‘your life will be, in a sense, a mirror of our
own’. As if to underscore the neat fit between the life of Saleem and that of his nation,
Saleem, through' his origins and upbringing, is presented as incorporating representative
class .ar'Id other alignments that haye gone into the formation of the nation: he is the product
of a liaison between a departing British sahib, William Methwold, and a lower-class woma™
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ho is married to a Christian street singer; switched

> grOWSs up In an : 1
el rcal son, he grows up in an ffluent Muslim household in cosmopolitan Bombay
1L . YR ile u sller at 4 ¢ .o % ' ¢ i~
P Jeem 8 @ \Lrs.ftllc.stnwl)’ttlltl. writing (or reciting) his own, and his nat
variety of registers and genres, at times rehe

dependence history of the n

at birth with Amina and Ahmad

ion’s, life and
i ‘ e . arsing key moments in the colonial
and post-in SPRTI Yoty ‘.1t.|0n, l!kc the _]';l"i:mwalu Bagh massacre, the two
ndo-Pakis@an wars, anc .1tl other times fepeating gossip and ‘national scandals’ like the
Nmmvari case. !-10 N aflslo ‘wc l.-vt‘rs?d in the techniques and subject matter of that most ubi-
quitous icon of th‘c su "L;mm“‘"“ s popular culture——Bombay cinema—which he deploys
-1 his oW narrative with .co’nsxdera'blc verve and comic effect.

Galeem's history of India’s colonial and post-independence life also airs some of the sali-
ent debates and competing visions for an independent India mapped by nationalist leaders
like Gandhi and Nehru. Through Aadam Aziz, Saleem’s secular-minded, Germany-return-
o, pmgre:\\‘i\'e gmndﬁlther, and Tai, the ancient Kashmiri boatman, the conflict between
and the respective values of modernity and tradition are examined. Similarly, the Nehruvian
pOTIRIL of the modern Indian woman is presented through Aadam Aziz’s appeals to his wife,
Naseem, to give up purdah and enter the modern world.

Despite Saleem’s drive to incorporate as much as he can, despite his effort to render
his life as one of epic proportions, he is often brought up short by his recognition of his
human frailties—a fallible memory, partial and fragmentary vision. Thus, Midnight's Child-
ren, paradoxically, insists on its effort to contain all of India and the impossibility of doing
0, settling, instead, for, and making much of, the perspective of the person who writes or
narrates India: “There are as many versions of India’, says Saleem, ‘as Indians’.

The trajectory of Saleem’s (and, by extension, India’s) life is deeply pessimistic—cast-
rated, prematurely old ar thirty-one, his body cracking up into millions of pieces, neither
he nor the nation he embodies seeming destined to fulfil the hopes invoked at their births.
Nevertheless, Rushdie has always denied this pessimism, pointing to his representation of
India’s talent for non-stop regeneration’ as it is exhibited by the sheer plenitude of stories,
and stories within stories, that his novel incorporates. Shame's pessimism, however, cannot
be argued against.

According to Shame's narrator, an expatriate like Rushdie who has returned to Pakistan
f“f an extended visit, ‘Pakistan . . . may best be described as the failure of the dreaming
r:,md - - perhaps the place was just insufficiently imagined’. Shame's narrative focus is nar-
> er: t‘hc nation is narrated only through a portrait o.f its ruling élite, especlmlly th'lS élite’s

"Uption and urrer shamelessness. More than anything else, then, Shame is an e}-.tendec.l,
lf[niil:n :z]t:'lp}pric meditat‘ion on [h.c varioulsl embodiments of national shame as they exhi-

In the ‘C:)lfﬂ the publlc. anfl e C'fes'f_ linity and male power, the shame-
®Ssness P SPh'f:rc, which is also' thcla.rel‘.l.l 0 ITmSCU Inity aep _ ‘d e

»8reed, and violence of the ruling élite is presented through the careers and chang g

ses N3
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o€ two politicos, Iskander Harappa and Raza Hyder, and their hangers.gp o, o
cohorts. (Iskander and Raza are barely \li-\'é‘-“i‘“\‘,‘“‘“““ms !n‘r f"u“‘lkm‘ ."\h Bhutto ang Zi':.
ol Haol 16 women, like Adumand Harappa, wish o participate in this sphere, they “\u‘\
‘rise above their gender, lirerally transtorm themselves into men. In the privace Sphcr‘\‘
shame is the cause and product of women's oppression, and of the management of tl\e:;

sexaality, Confinad to this sphere. surrounded by the corruption and violence of thejy mal
R \s\k“\ ~ 5 . - g Q

~
IR N
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relatives, women either go crazy, or kill themselves, or turn into tigures of violent Venge.
falness. Whatever their ends, their lives as daughters, wives, mistresses of Iskander o Razg
are embodiments of what has gone brutally wrong in this insutficiently Imagined Natiop

Coming trom the perspective of a reflective expatriate narrator, who has only ocmsion:
ally participated in the lite of the nation he narrates, Shame, unlike Midnight's Childyey
is a vision of Pakistan by an ostensible outsider, Foregrounding the distortions and dislocn:
ttons his perspective may be heir to (distortions and dislocations, incidentally, that ap insider
like Saleem is also not exempt from). the narmrtor also raises questions about the value of
an outsider's perspective. the advantage he and by definition the migrant mighe Possess by
virtue of their—as Rushdie says in "The Indian Writer in England™—long geographicy|
sight .

Ameng the nterests Rushdie identifies as central to his most controversial work, 7y,
Sazanzc Verses (1989), he mentions, first, the desire to ‘give voice and fictional flesh to the
immigrant culwure’, which enrails an examination of the metamorphoses immigrants under-
go. and the divided selves that result from negouating two or more cultures simultancously,
and second. an areempt to explore the nature of divine revelation from the perspective of
a secular person, which enwils, in turn, an examinadon of religious faith versus religious
doubc.

The book opens with its two heroes, Saladin Chamcha and Gibreel Farishta, hurting
through the sky as they plunge into the English channel—an image that represents, for
Rushdie, the ‘most spectacular act of immigraton [he] could imagine’. The Satanic Verses
explores immigrant experience in a very specific context, dealing with the lives of immi-
grants from formerly colonised third world countries in Thatcher’s Britain. Migrations, the
novel demonstrates, compel radical change: when Gibreel and Saladin land in a Sussex
swamp, the former acquires an angel’s halo, the latter sprouts horns, grows a goat’s hooves,
and begins to display an immense erection. In almost all instances, migrants are called upon
to adapt, even to remake or reinvent themselves, to which they respond with varying degrees
of complexity: the most singleminded either absolutely refuse or agree too willingly, t00
completely, to their transformarion.

SimPI.." transplanting one’s native culture on an alien soil is viewed as unrealistic, P
verse, p_olltical-l}' reactionary, or unworkable. By the same token, remaking oneself com
pletely in the image of the adopted country/culture (which, in this novel, also happer

Scanned with CamScanner



- of one’s former coloniser’s ) is also viewed as

o thd problematic and pohitically disabling,

has striven to be English even before

\o et Bombay. whe feels ‘contempt for his kind', and who presum

o when he marnies Pamela of the anctocrsss-
Bricannia WhET e the anstocratic, plummy

wn By a5 \ « Sk 3 ‘ : a .
- bowome human again, acknowledge the ties that bind him

P e b DSSt
i\* it

A« much as several Muslim readers have been offended by

o . Rushdie’s portraval of Islam,
_ have remarked on 1ts me e} - s R lf
| s have ema meticulous religious attentiveness. Rushdie himself notes that

E e Prophet i’“—“—‘“’d thm‘}ghout on his simple humanity’. This humanity he sets out to
5?'\\;;- vid th at‘co.um 0.{ .\hhound's' career md Of‘The S&nnic \d‘NC\ bﬂth M‘ Whi(h
b sppcar as part of G_‘?m‘ s hallucinatory dreams. “The Satanic Verses of the utle refers to
| 5 incident in the h.te of the Prophet, recorded by early Arab historians, when he accepred
f hac o worship of }hrec female deities, Al-Lat, Al-Uzza, and Al-Manat, was permissible
. wizhin the bounds of Islamic doctrine; he later repudiated this as an act nspired by the devil,
Through this account of “The Satanic Verses', Rushdie is interested in interrogating the
religious belief versus modern scepticism, the status of religious revelation rervus
| While identifying the taboos against which his book transgresses, Rushdie mentions
. Bis zzmempt to write about the ‘place of women in Islamic society and the Koran'. This at-
. zmpt is most obvious in the Ayesha episode, which is based on a real-life incident—"The
. Hawkes Bay case’, in which a young woman persuaded a village to make a pilgrimage to
the sacred site of Karbala and promised the waters would part. When Rushdie retells what
. hehas described as the ‘most extraordinary image of faith that [he had} come across in years',
. Bisreeelling shurtles berween doubt and faith: several pilgrims drown; but these who survive
. caim thar they saw the sea part.

For Rushdie, The Moor’s Last Sigh (1995), appearing six years after The Sazamic Ver-
. 2 and wrirten while in exile, marks the ‘completion of a cydle [he] began in Midusghs's
. Children, Shame and The Satanic Verses—the story of myself, where | came from, a story
of origins and memory.” More than anything else, The Meors Lass Sigh revisits a particular
- place, Bombay, and 3 particular project, the birth and growth of a nation, India, that he
it claborared in Midnight's Chéldren. This ume, though, it is through the perspective not
- %2 narraror from the Muslim middle class, but from one in whom two other minority
“mmunities—Christian and Jewish Indians, sertled 1n Goa—are mn}oil}c\!. B}lt. like
. "mm, Moraes Zogoiby (nicknamed the Moor) is also a magicn‘l. cyr.mrdmary higure: 2
ical giane with 2 deformed hand, he suffers from a rare genetic disease that forces him
:  Bow at twice the rate ordinary humans do. . P
i A".sr;n Midnight's Children (and throug,h wmcvf'h.n dﬂTczcn;\ “t:mt;“ ?n lhe \\J:::t ‘r:
L ne Moor’s Las Sigh celebrates mixtures, impunues, Dybrdity—maore han of

Gladin Chameha, a deracinated Indian who

" e

es he's marrving bloody
English voice, must, in order

to his people, his family, his
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community and culture. after all. jostle within Salcem Sinai and the Moor. Of these, Bom,.
Bav. accordine to the Moor. is the exemplary spatial embodiment: ‘Bombay was centry|
I been so from the moment of its creation: the bastard child of a Portuguese-English Wed:
ine. and vet the most Indian of all Indian cities. In Bombay all India met and Merged
Bombay, too, all-India met what-was-not-India.’
. he saga of the da Gama and Zogoiby families, their ‘rise, falls . . . tiltoings
up and dow
i ¢ nation of which it is a part, and whose rise and fall it parallels. Unlike Saleem,
he Moor’s narrative specifies at some length not only what the nation has become,
romised to be at its birth: reflecting a “historical generosity of spirir’, 5

tichad p
“frec’ Indiz was supposed 1o be “zbove religion . . . above class . . . above caste . . . aboye
hatred . . . zbovevengeance . . . 2boveuibe . . . abovelanguage . . . aboveignorance . . . above
stupidity . Ic's hard not to discern in this ideal, not only Rushdie’s investment in the India
thar the country's midnight’s children were promised, but also a critique of whar has come

to pass.
The Moor's deep, indeed fundamental, commitment to a tolerant, plural, vibrant inter-

mixture of culwures and communities, is not only central to his portrait of an ideal India,
bur 2lso 2n essenazl tener of his, and his crearor, Rushdie’s, artistic creed. Through a des-
cripdon of his mother Aurora Zogoiby’s paintings—especially the Moor series for which
he serves 2s model—the Moor armculates it. In these paintings, where Aurora ‘reima-
ginlss] . . . the old Boabdil story . . . in a local serring . . . plac[ing] the Alhambra on Mala-
—az semting which she christens ‘Mooristan™—the Moor notes how ‘the worlds

bar Hill'—
collide, flow in and our of one another, and washofy away’; ‘she was using Arab Spain’, he

notes, ‘o re-imagine India’ by overlaying the ugliness of contemporary India, with its reli-
gious inrolerance and steady erosion of humane, secular values, with those of a tolerant
Moorish Spain—"2 conjoined Arab, Jewish, and Christian culture’ before it broke apart

under the pressure of Catholic fundamentalism.

..~
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