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Chapter 1

Introduction


Salman Rushdie is widely considered one of the most significant and recognizable contemporary anglophone authors of the past thirty-five years. Even before the notorious fatwa issued by the Grand Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran thrust him into the global spotlight for his allegedly blasphemous literary treatment of the Prophet Muhammad in The Satanic Verses, he was internationally celebrated for his 1981 Booker-prize winning novel, Midnight’s Children, which many early reviewers recognized as a kind of postcolonial Tristram Shandy. So influential was Midnight’s Children that in 1993 it won the “Booker of Bookers” prize, celebrating the most important novel to win the award since its founding in 1969. His early fiction, in particular, including Midnight’s Children, Shame, and The Satanic Verses, has sold so many copies and been translated into such disparate numbers of languages that (justly or unjustly) his words and voice have re-articulated from an Indian perspective the history and the peoples of the entire subcontinent for those only acquainted with British versions of it. In fact, Graham Huggan maintains without hyperbole in his The Post-Colonial Exotic: Marketing the Margins that Rushdie’s success and literary influence almost single-handedly re-directed attention to other postcolonial authors from what was then termed the “Commonwealth” (such as Kazuo Ishiguro, Arundhati Roy, and Amitav Ghosh) who otherwise may have gone unnoticed.1 As Ishiguro writes of his 1982 novel, A Pale View of Hills, “I received a lot of attention, got lots of coverage, and did a lot of interviews [because] everyone was suddenly looking for other Rushdies.”2 Salman Rushdie was born in Bombay in 1947, two months before India won its independence from England. His parents, secular Muslims who felt that the “multiplicity of commingled faiths and cultures”3 found in Bombay would create a safer environment than Delhi once Partition occurred, moved from the northern capital to the more cosmopolitan city on the Arabian Sea, thus establishing before Rushdie’s birth the author’s intimate ties to his beloved “Gateway to India,/Star of the East/With her face to the West.”4 Although his formative years were spent in India, he moved to England in 1961, where he was sent by his parents to receive his formal education, first at Rugby School, then at King’s College, Cambridge; it was while reading history at King’s College that he first encountered the controversial episode from early Islamic history of the “satanic verses” in a special subject independent study as part of his history tripos. His parents’ relocation to Karachi, Pakistan, in 1964 allowed Rushdie to move briefly to Pakistan in 1968 after finishing his degree to work with the national television service; however, his distasteful experience of state censorship encouraged him to move back to England the same year, where his work as an advertising copywriter supported him until his writing career gained traction.5

Even though his first novel Grimus (1975) was a critical failure, his novels beginning with Midnight’s Children (1981) almost all have received favorable recognition and multiple awards. Shame (1983) won the French Prix du Meilleur Livre étranger and was even given a literary award in Iran upon its publication. Rushdie’s sympathetic position toward the dispossessed and politically disempowered earned him an invitation to visit Nicaragua in 1986 as a guest of the Sandinista Association of Cultural Workers, an experience which he records in his 1987 travelogue The Jaguar Smile: A Nicaraguan Journey. The Satanic Verses (1988), short-listed for the Booker Prize, won the Whitbread Prize for Best Novel the same year. Although the fatwa announced on Valentine’s Day 1989 forced Rushdie into hiding under the protection of the British Special Branch, he continued to write prolifically, publishing his children’s book written for his young son Zafar, Haroun and the Sea of Stories, in 1990 (winner of the Writer’s Guild Award). This was followed by his essay collection Imaginary Homelands (1991); a British Film Institute monograph on The Wizard of Oz (1992); the short story collection East, West (1994); and his first full-length novel to be published after The Satanic Verses, The Moor’s Last Sigh (1995), which went on to also win the Whitbread Novel of the Year Award.

Although his later work published since his move to New York in 1999, including The Ground beneath Her Feet (1999), Fury (2001), Shalimar the Clown (2005), The Enchantress of Florence (2008), Luka and the Fire of Life (2010), Two Years Eight Months and Twenty-Eight Nights (2015), and The Golden House (2017), has not met with the same level of critical acclaim as his early fiction, his second book of essays, Step across This Line (2002), as well as his memoir, Joseph Anton (2012), reveals him to still be one of the most politically engaged and culturally relevant of contemporary authors. He was officially knighted in 2007 for his services to the field of literature.


This book examines Salman Rushdie’s major works for the ways that they incorporate postcolonial and postmodern theoretical approaches to celebrate the importance of memory and to advance the critical role of the past in defining identity for characters and nation-states, despite the frequent prerogative of migrants to translate themselves into new creations through a dismissal of the weight of the past. Yet it will lay particular emphasis on the moral significance that Rushdie places on engaged commitment to the world, especially the world of the subcontinent and his own past, to which he remains bound “if only by elastic bands.”6 If “exile is a dream of glorious return,” as one of his characters reflects in The Satanic Verses, few diasporic writers living today rival Rushdie for the singular inspiration he draws from memories of home and the past.7

Rushdie’s major works, as well as his two collections of critical essays and published memoir, will be considered here for the ways in which he utilizes memories of the past as the wellspring of the self, without whose grounding one suffers “disorientation: loss of the east.”8 Yet the historical experience of migrancy loosens those ties to place, language, and tradition, creating a potentially unmoored state at the frontier between cultures while opening up for Rushdie the possibility of what he terms “multiple rootedness.” These major works and criticism include his often-forgotten first work, Grimus (1975); his Booker-prize-winning novel about the birth of the modern nation of India, Midnight’s Children (1981); his companion novel on the troubled emergence of Pakistan, Shame (1983); and his most notorious work about the perils and benefits of migration, The Satanic Verses (1988).

Rushdie’s post-fatwa works will also be considered to explore the way that his own enforced absence from India and the South Asian subcontinent has altered his attitude toward home and roots and how his vision regarding the foundational power of the past has remained the same. However, since individual chapters will be arranged thematically, and not devoted to chronologically examining each major work, this book will not primarily seek to chart a progression in Rushdie’s subject position from his pre-fatwa to post-fatwa fiction but rather to illuminate the various ways in which memory, of such crucial concern to the fields of postmodern and postcolonial theory, plays a critical role in identity formation for individuals and nation-states in a majority of his novels and criticism.

Later works to receive substantial attention in this book include his first children’s novel, Haroun and the Sea of Stories (1990); his collection of short stories, East, West (1994); his final major novel to be predominantly set in India, The Moor’s Last Sigh (1995); his tribute to the boundary-transgressing power of rock and roll, The Ground beneath Her Feet (1999); his least well-received novel about turn-of-the-century life in Manhattan, Fury (2001); and his examination of the tragedy of Kashmir and the scourge of global terrorism, Shalimar the Clown (2005). Finally, Rushdie’s early collection of vigorous, theoretically rich essays, Imaginary Homelands (1991); his more recent compendium of essays and articles, Step across This Line (2003); and his chronicle of the “plague years” of the fatwa, Joseph Anton: A Memoir (2012) will provide cogent self-analysis of his own work. Because a more recent work like Luka and the Fire of Life fails to offer the same substantial commentary on the trope of memory from within the parameters of postcolonial and postmodern discourse, it will not appear in this critical analysis. However, a concluding chapter will briefly consider the prolific recent stage of Rushdie’s writing career since he began serving as a writer in residence at Emory University and New York University and reflect on the ways in which the themes of centripetal migrancy continue to define his work.

From his earliest works and essays, Rushdie has obsessively interrogated the uses, roles, and perils of memory. He recognizes that memories of the past humanize us. While never irrefutably true in recall, the intentional act of remembering, of attempting to recover the fleeting, transitory moments of the past in order to preserve them from the annihilation of time, can serve as an inherently moral activity. Rushdie thus invests his own writing with continual considerations of the power and urgency of historical memory in all its hybrid complexity. While his appropriation of dominant postmodern and postcolonial tropes of ambivalence, migrancy, fragmentation, and hybridity seems to pit him squarely against seemingly stable categories of land, home, and belonging, his own work negotiates the tension between a commitment to roots and a drive toward rootlessness, a longing for home over and against a fevered desire for “away.” His 1982 essay, “Imaginary Homelands,” traces the consistent fissures and instability in attitudes toward the past that will come to dominate his life work. After indicating that “writers in my position, exiles or emigrants or expatriates, are haunted by some sense of loss, some urge to reclaim, to look back,” he immediately acknowledges that “our physical alienation from India almost inevitably means that we will not be capable of reclaiming precisely the thing that was lost; that we will, in short, create fictions, not actual cities or villages, but invisible ones, imaginary homelands, Indias of the mind.”9 In other words, the dislocatory, disruptive experience of migrancy itself forcefully drives home for Rushdie the often-exhilarating reality of the decentered subject—a composite being “contaminated” by too much history—which puts on and sloughs off various versions of the self as if they were no more than temporary masks.

And yet, at virtually the same moment, he celebrates Saleem Sinai’s quest to secure meaning, however fragmented, individualized, and partial, for himself (and for India) by “chutnif[ying] history” and “pickling” time through looking backward in Midnight’s Children,10 and sympathizes with the anglophilic Saladin Chamcha in The Satanic Verses, disgusted by both his father’s 
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