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Abstract

This thesis examines Rushdie’s use of visual storytelling that is derived from Hindi
cinema to elaborate his aesthetic, political and philosophical arguments in his fiction.

Chapter 1 considers Rushdie’s engagement with urban spaces, in particular his
affiliation with Bombay, the postcolonial aesthetic of Rushdie’s novels, and the
aesthetic and philosophical relationship between Rushdie’s fiction and Hindi cinema.
These theoretical delineations are then further investigated in subsequent chapters in a
detailed analysis of Rushdie’s major novels to reveal the intricate link between
Rushdie’s deployment of Hindi cinema in his highly visual narratives, which make
recourse to a film vocabulary that is borrowed from the cinematic conventions of
Bollywood. Rushdie uses Hindi cinema intertextually and this is analysed in relation to
Shree 420 (1955) and The Satanic Verses, Mother India (1957) and The Moor’s Last
Sigh, and Mughal-e-Azam (1960) and Shalimar the Clown. Furthermore, this thesis
considers Rushdie’s engagement with the postcolonial nation state, the former centre of
Empire and a globalising world and argues that Rushdie’s theory of cultural hybridity,
which is reflected in his own fusion of cinematic visual storytelling and novelistic
conventions, is directly connected to his deployment of the conventions of Hindi
cinema. This thesis considers Rushdie’s method of writing with its emphasis on the
epic, the mythic, the tragic and the comic, brought together in a storyline narrated in
cinematic parameters and delineates the narrative arc from Midnight's Children to
Shalimar the Clown, which is read as a progressive engagement with and argument
about the role, place and space of the individual in relation to a fast-changing social,
economic and political space.

This thesis thus argues that Hindi cinema’s syncretism becomes an aesthetic
marker in Rushdie’s fiction that allows for the elaboration of an argument about the
multiplicity of Indian identity both on the subcontinent and abroad, and details how
Rushdie instrumentalises Bollywood in his narratives to express an aesthetics of
hybridity and a particular conceptualisation of culture with which ‘India’ has become

identified in a global context.
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Chapter 1

Introduction: Creating ‘Imaginary Homelands’

In The Moor’s Last Sigh, the painter Vasco Miranda sees himself and Aurora Zogoiby
as ‘exponents of an “Epico-Mythico-Tragico-Comico-Super-Sexy-High-Masala-Art™ in
which the unifying principle was “Technicolor-Story-Line™ (Rushdie 1996b, 148-149).
Vasco’s claim reads like an apt description of Salman Rushdie’s own method of writing
with its emphasis on the epic, the mythic, the tragic and the comic brought together in a
high-octane storyline narrated in cinematic parameters. This thesis will examine this
process. As the title of the thesis suggests, my analysis will focus on the filmi style of
Rushdie’s fiction that is borrowed directly from the commercial Hindi film and its
visual culture." As Rachel Dwyer notes, this filmi style is reliant on film sets, location
and costumes and the way in which they are depicted by a particular style of
cinematography (Dwyer/Patel 2002, 8). Hindi cinema’s reach is all pervasive and films
permeate India’s public culture through advertising, film music and promotional
material. Together they form part of what Rachel Dwyer and Divia Patel term the visual
culture of the Hindi film. It will be my argument that Rushdie draws directly on this
visual culture for his narratives of and arguments about postcolonial independent India
and its position in a globalising world. Thus Vasco Miranda’s claim is a succinct
description of the visual culture and aesthetic that my analysis is concerned with.

Rushdie uses Hindi cinema intertextually as reference points to further
accentuate and highlight his own philosophical and political arguments. In this respect,
the filmi style of Bombay cinema is adapted by Rushdie to serve as a visual narrative
strategy in his narration of independence movements and nationalism on the Indian
subcontinent, the role of women in relation to emergent nationalism and discourses on
nationhood, trans-global migrancy, hybridity, globalisation and terrorism.

This chapter will discuss more broadly the aesthetic conventions and concepts
that this thesis is concerned with by considering Rushdie’s fiction in relation to
postcolonial discourse analysis and Hindi cinema. I will also briefly delineate the
importance of the city, in particular Bombay, for the imaginary world of Rushdie’s
fiction and Hindi cinema. By analysing the visual aesthetics from which Rushdie’s
fiction and the Bombay film draw, this chapter will highlight the sites of engagement of

Rushdie’s hard-hitting critique of the postcolonial nation state and a globalising world
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and how it is achieved. Rushdie’s fiction and the Bombay film circulate globally and
impact in complex ways on how people imagine national identity and communal
belonging (Shohat/Stam 2003, 1). Through global circulation the process of imagining
community has become deterritorialised and my argument in this thesis will trace how
such borders have been subsumed. In this respect, this thesis crosses disciplinary
boundaries between literary, postcolonial and film studies by linking debates about
colonialism, postcolonialism and globalisation in a discussion of Rushdie’s engagement

with Hindi cinema in relation to his fictional productions.

Hindi Cinema and Rushdie’s fiction: an aesthetic of the city?

Rushdie’s fiction grows out of a specific location — Bombay. The 1950s and 1960s,
when Rushdie grew up there, were a particularly exciting time for the city. It is
considered by many as Bombay’s ‘Golden Age’, spurred by the optimism of the first
decade of Indian Independence.” In Midnight’s Children, The Moor's Last Sigh and The
Ground Beneath Her Feet in particular Rushdie celebrates this period. For Rushdie,
Bombay during this period is an emblem of the ‘All-India’ idea, a cosmopolitan city
that serves as a cultural interstice. The urge to write about his childhood in Bombay was
for Rushdie the major driving force behind Midnight’s Children to enable him, now
living in Britain, to retrieve home through writing. In his essay ‘Imaginary Homelands’
he states: ‘the past is home albeit a lost home in a lost city in the mists of lost time’
(Rushdie 1992a, 9). Rushdie’s project is related to memory and remembering, engaged
with retrieving and reclaiming that which is lost. This process of recuperation takes
place solely in his imagination, triggered by photographs confined to family photo
albums. Through his imagination and through writing Rushdie wants to go beyond the
faded greys of the old photographs: ‘I realized how much I wanted to restore the past to
myself, not in faded greys of old family-album snapshots, but whole, in CinemaScope
and glorious Technicolor’ (Rushdie 1992a, 9-10). The gesture towards cinema in his
imagining of the urban environment is immediately evident here and I will argue in
subsequent chapters that cinema becomes the crucial marker with which Rushdie
articulates the cityscape.

For Rushdie, the Bombay film is an obvious choice of source material,
considering that, like his novels, they are also part of the urban culture of modern India:

while it’s undeniable that Indian urban culture, Bombay above all, is full of
fakery and gaudiness and superficiality and failed imaginations, it is also a
culture of high vitality, linguistic verve, and a kind of metropolitan excitement
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that European cities have for the most part forgotten. And this is true of that
over-painted courtesan Bombay, as it is of Ray’s Calcutta.
(Rushdie 1992a, 110)

Rushdie’s imagining of Bombay springs from the tension between the gaudiness and
superficiality you find in the city and its vitality and verve which is what generates
Rushdie’s urge to retrieve the city ‘in CinemaScope and glorious Technicolor’ (Rushdie
1992a, 9-10). I thus argue that this tension allows for a textured image of the city to
emerge through the orchestration of plots along the principles of the Bombay film’s
syncretism, a technique particularly suited to the representation of the urban
environment.’

Rushdie’s preoccupation with Bombay in his fiction marks him out as an author
primarily concerned with the metropolis and the urban centres, rather than rural India,
setting himself apart from a previous generation of Indian authors writing in English
such as Mulk Raj Anand or Raja Rao." Rushdie had to find a way of expressing an
urban sensibility, how to translate the bustling, teeming, noisy metropolis, its argot and
its culture not only into fiction, but also into English and I argue that in this instance
Hindi cinema becomes an important tool for Rushdie’s imagining of the city. Rushdie is
less concerned with present-day Bombay, but a city recuperated from his memories,
viewed in shards of broken mirrors (Rushdie 1992a, 11). Thus it is useful to think about
the presentation of urban spaces in Rushdie’s fiction in filmic parameters. These spaces
serve as a setting and represent a heightened version of reality, a backdrop against
which his narrative unfolds. In The Satanic Verses and Fury, London and New York,
too, read more like carbon cut-outs on a movie set. London in particular becomes
ephemeral, a city of the mind that lives in the imagination as the capital of vilayer’. the
Emerald city that in reality is a harsh, unyielding, challenging, hostile and
confrontational space. Rushdie’s Bombay confronts his readers with a snapshot of the
city, a stylised version which powerfully encapsulates the spirit of the city.® In this
respect | argue that Rushdie engages with the city in fragments, focusing exclusively on
Bombay’s upper middle class and its experience of the city during a narrow period in
time.

For Rushdie, many metropolitan centres coexist, yet Bombay remains a focal
point. While his writing remains loosely connected to Bombay, it has become
increasingly off-centred. For Rushdie, the metropolis becomes a filter and a lens
through which different, often conflicting realities may be viewed. Bombay becomes an

epitome of modernity in the context of India, which is again illustrated by Rushdie’s
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deployment of the Bombay film, its styles and conventions in his fiction. Bombay
cinema and Rushdie’s writing embrace quintessential local forms of storytelling and
transform them through the prism of the metropolis. This relates directly to Rushdie’s
idea that the stories of anywhere are also the stories of everywhere else. Rushdie states:
‘I already knew that because Bombay, where I grew up, was a city in which the West
was totally mixed up with the East’ (Rushdie/Livings 2005, 110). Although this might
seem like a cliché, it is a point Rushdie stresses repeatedly. Increasing mobility and
social diversity through the process of migration creates in any metropolis a new sense
of dynamism, which clearly influences social and cultural developments and
innovations.” Rushdie traces this process in his writing of and engagement with
metropolitan centres. Furthermore he translates this into his own method of how to
write about these urban locations.

The Bombay film creates a fantasy of the city and Rushdie often transposes that
fantasy onto his imagining of Bombay, London and New York which is stylised and
moulded to fit in with his often surreal characters. Rushdie confronts his readers with
differing versions of the city. While the city is a site of modernity and progress, which
facilitates the process of identity formation and the discovery of selfhood. it also
contains a dark other. Salahuddin Chamchawala’s relationship with the city of London
in The Satanic Verses is a clear example of this as he descends from official, respectable
London into the shady world of the illegal immigrant hiding in bed-sits in South
London. Moraes Zogoiby’s experience of Bombay in The Moor’s Last Sigh also echoes
this. In both protagonists’ journeys, the discovery of community, for Salahuddin the
discovery of the Bangladeshi immigrant community in Brickhall, for Moraes the
discovery of Mainduck’s gang in the city’s slum, provides the impetus for their
transformation.

The representation of the urban environment, the city, the slum and the village is
also an important feature of Hindi cinema. Bombay, where the Hindi film industry is
based, also features as the embodiment of the urban environment, partly due to the fact
that it is India’s economic capital and is seen as an epitome of modernity.® Filmic
representations of Bombay focus on the city’s wealth — its houses, streets, hotels and
nightclubs as well as its public buildings (Dwyer/Patel 2002, 65). According to Dwyer
the distinction between city and village rests on the separation between a timeless
village and the city as an embodiment of modernity and progress (Dwyer/Patel 2002,

63). For instance, Mehboob Khan’s Mother India (1957) initially depicts a timeless,
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romanticised version of the village and its community, before detailing the problems
that beset the villagers, falling victim to usurious moneylenders, caught in a vicious
cycle as victims of natural disasters. Nehruvian modernity is presented in this instance
as the solution to some of the ills that beset the villagers, which is explicated in the
opening and closing shots of the film with the inauguration of the village’s new
irrigation system (Dwyer/Patel 2002, 64). The idea of village-as-community also
features in the films of Raj Kapoor. According to Dwyer, he presents it as ‘a pure,
unsullied India, exemplified by the village women whom he portrays in his films as
innocent and pure.” (Dwyer/Patel, 2002, 64)

The city by contrast is set up as an inhumane place of corruption, although the
city is also glamorised as a place of urban sophistication and a space of opportunity. In
Shree 420 (1955), for instance, Raj who has become a fraudster enters the glamorous
jet-set world. He is forewarned of the city’s corruption on the street sign that points into
the direction of Bombay — Bombay 420, the number of the paragraph in the Indian
Penal Code associated with small-scale fraud. In this respect, the village becomes a
trope for a lost paradise, which finds its way into representations of the slum. For Ashis
Nandy, the slum presents the village community within the urban environment. In these
cultural representations, Nandy argues, the slum serves as an invocation of a
remembered village (Nandy, 2001, 20). This is echoed in Saleem’s journey in
Midnight’s Children across the subcontinent. Later, Rushdie transposes the journey
from village to city onto transglobal migrancy from Bombay to London and New York.
Thus the city is also presented as a space that is threatening and problematic, which as
Dwyer notes ‘can be dehumanizing and lacking in human values’ (Dwyer/Patel 2002,
65).

Nandy argues that Indian literature has had an uncomfortable relationship with
this movement between spaces: “Such negotiation with the city has all the elements of
the lowbrow and the maudlin and uses too narrow a range of psychological shades. But
perhaps for that very reason, popular cinema has turned it into an over-used, proforma
clich¢’” (Nandy 2001, 26). Raj Kapoor was a master of this in his films Awaara (1951),
Shree 420 and Jagte Raho (1956). I thus argue that Hindi cinema allows Rushdie to find
an idiom with which to negotiate the many facets of the city by reworking the trope of
the journey between spaces. Rushdie’s engagement with an urban environment is
intricately connected to cinema, especially in the representation of the city as a

microcosm of the nation. These representations of the city contain within them parallel
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contrasts between representations of the city and the village, and the city and the slum.
As Nandy argues:

[B]oth cinema and the slum in India showed the same impassioned negotiation
with everyday survival, combined with the same intense effort to forget that
negotiation, the same mix of the comic and the tragic, spiced with elements
borrowed indiscriminately from the classical and the folk, the East and West.
(Nandy 2002, 2)

[ argue that this point could also be made in relation to Rushdie’s novels. Nandy
analyses influences that are neither contained in one locality nor one mode of
representation nor one genre and it is here that it becomes most obvious how Hindi
cinema in its depiction of the urban environment impacts on Rushdie’s fiction.

In the Indian context, Bombay cinema like no other medium has depicted the
process of urbanisation and has expressed a version of modernity. In this respect, as M.
Madhava Prasad argues in ‘Realism and Fantasy in Representations of Metropolitan
Life in Indian Cinema’, one might argue that Hindi cinema functions in a similar way to
the nineteenth century novel by portraying the metropolis as a site of conflict between
‘opposing forces and desires, hopes and projections’ which are often expressed as class
conflict and detail the complex interrelationship between different sections of society
(Prasad 2004, 83). The conflict within the city is further complicated by the opposition
between the rural and the urban, the village and the city, which elides the internal
complexity inherent in the city (Prasad 2004, 84). In this respect, Prasad distinguishes
between two perspectives that are used in Hindi cinema to read the city — the internal
and the external. In the first instance, the city is ‘internally split into a rational grid
aspiring to a universal rationality, and the everyday life, with its teeming diversity,
which defies this logic’ (Prasad 2004, 84). The external perspective is also demarcated
by two aspects: ‘firstly the city as site of attractions [...], an object of imagination and
fantasy; and second the city as a logic of urbanization, which extends beyond the
territorial limits of the city” (Prasad 2004, 84). According to Prasad, the city functions
as a prime space of representation as ‘the seat of power from where political
representation realizes itself, it is where the last word of justice is spoken, where the
complex economic activity of the surrounding territory is sought to be represented |...]
in the speculation of the market place” (Prasad 2004, 85-86). Thus, I read the urban
environment as an important marker in the narratives of Bombay cinema and Rushdie’s
fiction. Bombay functions in both as a default city, which in recent years has become
increasingly decentred by London and New York. According to Prasad, in Hindi cinema

Bombay assumes a metaphorical function: ‘“Bambai” serves to signify the generic
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metropolitan other, rather than the specific entity that the city of Mumbai is’ (Prasad
2004, 87). Thus Prasad argues that Bombay is not only a physical location but has in
Hindi cinema a visual quality and a narrative functionality (Prasad 2000, 87). For
Prasad this imaging of the city is presented differently and he identifies two different
cinematic Bombays — the Bombay of the 1950s and the Bombay of the 1970s and after:

The relationship of characters to the cityscape, the way the city figures, as
metaphor as well as site of unfolding of events, in effect the city as horizon of a
representational project: all undergo a significant transformation as we move
from one to the other, a shift that must be assumed to relate to the changing
aesthetic concerns of the Bombay cinema as much as to the social
transformation that have altered the image of the city in public discourse.
(Prasad 2004, 87)

In this respect, I argue that both Bombay cinema and Rushdie’s fiction articulate a
specific discourse of the city and narrate a particular version of Bombay. Rushdie’s
characters all have a distinctive relationship with and experience of the city of Bombay.
Saleem Sinai’s experience of 1950s Bombay is distinct from his experience of post-
Emergency Bombay. Similarly, Moraes Zogoiby’s experience of 1950s Bombay is very
different from communal Mumbai. Their changing experience of the city, which is
linked to their social transformation, impacts on their aesthetic engagement with the city
and their narration of it. Thus the city and how it figures either as metaphor or site of
unfolding events will be a focal point throughout my discussion by considering how the
urban cityscape is narrated and how it impacts on the socio-political arguments of

Rushdie’s narratives.

Rushdie’s postcolonial aesthetic

The themes and issues Rushdie addresses in his fiction and non-fiction have been of
major interest to colonial and postcolonial discourse analysis. Rushdie’s concerns with
Indian nationalism in relation to the emergent nation states of the subcontinent and the
position of the individual in society are the most obvious markers how Rushdie’s fiction
is engaged with the process of decolonisation and its aftermath. The larger concerns
about nation, nationhood, the individual in society and the role, space and place of
culture in relation to definitions of selthood within this discourse are my prime concerns
here. Rushdie shifts his focus from discussions of the postcolonial nation state to
migration and dislocation and its effects on the individual, which will be charted in the
discussion of the novels. Thus I read the narrative arc from Midnight's Children to
Shalimar the Clown as a progressive engagement with and argument about the role,

place and space of the individual in relation to a fast-changing social, economic and
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political space that ranges from the postcolonial nation state, the former centre of
Empire to a globalising world. Out of Rushdie’s engagement with transglobal migrancy
and diaspora emerges his own theory of cultural hybridity.” Rushdie captures a
particular moment in time in the closing years of the twentieth century and the
beginning of the twenty-first. This particular moment has been described by a variety of
terms, most often beginning with the prefix ‘post’, such as postcolonial or postmodern.
These designations, despite their currency, remain ambiguous and controversial in
meaning. However, what these terms and the meaning of the prefix suggest is a form of
transit, a form of going “beyond’. As Homi Bhabha suggests, ‘we find ourselves in the
moment of transit where space and time cross to produce complex figures of difference
and identity, past and present, inside and outside, inclusion and exclusion’ (Bhabha
1994, 1). In The Ground Beneath Her Feet, Rushdie describes this situation similarly to
being eternally stuck in a transit zone (Rushdie 2000, 461).

Ania Loomba in Colonialism/Postcolonialism discusses incisively the many
meanings and different experiences the term ‘postcolonial’ attempts to absorb. In the
process the shortcomings of the designation become obvious. Loomba remarks: ‘To
begin with, the prefix “post” complicates matters because it implies an “aftermath™ in
two senses — temporal, as in coming after, and ideological, as in supplanting’ (Loomba
2005, 12). Kwame Anthony Appiah discussed further the complexities of the prefix in
‘Is the Post- in Postmodernism the Post- in Postcolonial?’. He argues that “the post- in
postcolonial, like the post- in postmodern, is the post- of the space-clearing gesture’
(Appiah 1991, 348). In his essay, Appiah discusses neo-traditional African art, its
reception in the West and its production, which he extends to African writing in
English, to draw out the complexities and slippages of both terms. He concludes that
authors writing in the condition of postcoloniality produce fiction that is postrealist, that
transcends postnativist politics and looks towards a transnational rather than a national
solidarity (Appiah 1991, 353). Thus, Appiah concludes, ‘its post-, like that of
postmodernism, is also a post- that challenges earlier legitimating narratives’ (Appiah
1991, 353). In this respect, Appiah draws out many similarities in approach between the
postcolonial and the postmodern, which can also be traced in Rushdie’s fiction.
Rushdie’s novels have been read as postmodern and postcolonial texts; however, in my
discussions of Rushdie I privilege a postcolonial over a postmodern reading, as
Rushdie’s texts do not originate from a deep questioning of Western modernity but from

an investigation of modernity in the context of Bombay and India and a particular class

-8-




of bourgeois middle-class Bombayites, such as Saleem Sinai and his family, Gibreel
Farishta and Salahuddin Chamchawala, The Zogoiby clan, Rai Merchant and Ormus
Cama, as well as Malik Solanka.

Yet postmodern and postcolonial strategies of reading, as Appiah suggests, are
not mutually exclusive, however, the emphasis is different, and I will return to this point
later on in this section.'” Inherent in postcolonial strategies of reading and more broadly
postcolonial criticism is what Homi Bhabha describes in his essay ‘The Postcolonial
and the Postmodern: The question of agency’ as a witnessing of ‘the unequal and
uneven forces of cultural representation involved in the contest for social and political
authority within a modern world order’ (Bhabha 1994, 171). Rushdie takes up these
questions and explores the effect this contest has on the individual. The focus in such an
investigation must always be on, as Mishra and Hodge argue, postcolonialism as ‘a
radical political act of self-legitimation and self-respect locked into practices which
antedate the arrival of the colonizer, and bracket it with postmodern practices generally’
(Mishra/Hodge 1993, 283).

The postcolonial is subversive and challenging. It attempts to deconstruct,
explode and subvert preconceived binaries of North and South, East and West and seeks
to reveal more complex interconnections between different parts of the world. I argue
that Rushdie’s fiction is postcolonial and by extension postmodern in its rejection of
birlaries and hierarchies, instead advocating a complex formation of a hybrid
subjectivity. In this respect, Rushdie’s writing demonstrates the fluidity of the term
“postcolonial’. As Benita Parry argues:

postcolonial criticism has come to be identified as postmodernist in its
orientation [...] One consequence of this is that there has been a fluid,
polysemic, and ambiguous usage of the term ‘postcolonial’ within and beyond
specialist circles. The plenitude of signification is such that ‘postcolonial’ can
indicate a historical transition, an achieved epoch, a cultural location, a

theoretical stance.
(Parry 2004a, 66)

If the postcolonial is postmodernist in orientation, as Parry argues, how do we need to
understand postmodernism and postmodernity in the context of the postcolonial and
Rushdie’s writing?

Bhabha in his introduction to The Location of Culture sees the ‘post-’ of
postmodernity, postcolonialism or post-feminism as a gesture to the beyond (Bhabha
1994, 1). It is up to the critic to invest them with meaning. According to Bhabha, the

‘post-’ in these terms can ‘only embody its restless and revisionary energy if they
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transform the present into an expanded and ex-centric site of experience and
empowerment” (Bhabha 1994, 4). Thus I argue that Rushdie’s writing about the
metropolis, Bombay, London and New York, imaginatively responds to this intensified
modernity rooted historically in a postcolonial moment. The tension between conflicting
realities and their challenge to absolutes, ‘the grand narratives’ of religion, history,
nationhood, of the universal humanism of the Enlightenment, which are fractured into
more complex micro-narratives, are the hallmarks of postmodernism, and Rushdie’s
writing and his characters engage with these. Thus, I read his eccentric characters as the
agents that highlight the transformation of the present into an ex-centric site —
Salahuddin Chamchawala and Gibreel Farishta in The Satanic Verses, Aurora Zogoiby
in The Moor’s Last Sigh, Vina and Ormus in The Ground Beneath Her Feet are only a
few examples and this issue will be explored further in my discussions of the novels.

Postcolonial discourse constructs its own elaborations on the individual in
different cultural spaces and its engagement with ‘in-between’ spaces that produce new
interstices of culture. Bhabha argues:

It is in the emergence of the interstices — the overlap of domains of difference —
that the intersubjective and collective experience of nationness, community
interest, or cultural value are negotiated. How are subjects formed ‘in-between’,
or in excess of, the sum of the ‘parts’ of difference (usually intoned as
race/class/gender, etc.)?

(Bhabha 1994, 2)

Here, Bhabha is preoccupied with similar issues that Rushdie addresses in his fiction.
Bhabha refers to many of Rushdie’s crucial sites of engagement — the intersubjective
and collective experience of nationness, community interest or cultural value —
especially in relation to nation-formation of newly independent colonies and in relation
to the position of minority communities in the former metropolitan centres of Empire. |
will argue that this is further complicated in Rushdie’s fiction by the process of subject
formation in relation to emerging ideas of nationality and in the context of a fast
integrating world with the global flow of people where subjectivity has to be
reconfigured and rethought in the context of migration.

For Rushdie’s fiction, the crucial site of engagement of postcolonialism is the
discourse of nation, nationalism and nationhood. Rushdie’s texts portray the
involvement of the bourgeois Indian elite in the struggle for independence. Rushdie
describes a very clear vision of what independent India should represent. He shares the
vision of a free India as Nehru outlines it in his “Tryst with Destiny’ speech on the eve

of independence on 14 August 1947 and in much greater detail in The Discovery of
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India. Saleem in Midnight’s Children and Moraes and Aurora Zogoiby in The Moor’s
Last Sigh as well as some of Rushdie’s other narrators hold India’s postcolonial elite to
account, accusing it of having betrayed Nehru’s vision. He holds Indira Gandhi and the
1975 Emergency especially responsible for the decline and dismantling of the
Nehruvian vision of the nation — democratic, secular and socialist in outlook. In
Midnight’s Children, he portrays her as an annihilating widow, the antithesis of Mother
India, destroying India’s postcolonial secular ethos; in 7he Moor’s Last Sigh he blames
her for opening the Pandora’s Box of communal violence. Through her manipulative
electioneering that has often played off one religious community against the other she
has allowed an essentialising nationalism based on religious exclusivity to emerge and
become dominant. In this respect, I read Rushdie’s fiction as a critique of a particular
exclusionist nationalism that threatens the founding principles of democratic secular
postcolonial India.

Rushdie does not reject nationalism per se. He makes it clear that an Indian
nationalism based on the principles of secularism that enshrines democracy, plurality
through respect of religious diversity and equality by promoting a socialist ethos is the
only solution for a multi-ethnic and multi-religious country like India. Rushdie writes
against a particular ‘nativist’ nationalism that in the example of the Hindutva movement
in its search for a pure ancient Hindu past is ethnically, culturally and religiously
absolutist and ultimately reveals fascist tendencies. This becomes clear in the narrative
argument of The Moor’s Last Sigh and is also dramatised in The Satanic Verses in its
challenge to a unitary interpretation of religion and will be discussed in further detail in
chapter 4 and 5.

Rushdie is at pains to ask hard-hitting questions about the direction in which
India and Pakistan are heading as postcolonial regimes. He highlights the abuses of
power in both countries, be it Indira Gandhi’s 1975 Emergency or Pakistan’s succession
of civil and military autocratic governments. Ultimately his judgment of Pakistan is
much bleaker than of India, but even about India he seems to be despairing. The
question of nationhood and self-governance is further complicated by Rushdie’s
engagement with how postcolonial countries are positioned in a global economic
network. As Tamara Sivanandan suggests:

It has become increasingly evident that while the ideology of anticolonial
nationalism may well have been a necessary condition for the forging of the
unity necessary to spearhead the resistance to colonial domination, it has proved
an insufficient one to lead these societies successfully into a post-independence
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state of liberation — either from continuing Western imperialism, or from their
own internal contradictions.
(Sivanandan 2004, 43)

Rushdie makes this apparent in The Ground Beneath Her Feet and in Shalimar the
Clown. In the former, the photographer Rai exposes how Americana International forces
less developed nations into new forms of economic dependency that recall colonial
oppression; in the latter, Rushdie investigates how a formerly colonised country like
India can be similarly repressive on its ‘separatist’ periphery where national unity is
challenged.

Sivanandan argues ‘that anticolonial nationalists were able to adapt the received
or imposed nationalist ideology for their own needs’ (Sivanandan 2004, 47).
Appropriations and adaptations of such conceptualisations are transformed and can
become ‘naturalised’. In such a process, a wider argument about culture and the
interaction of different cultures and traditions becomes evident. Edward Said argues:
‘Culture is never just a matter of ownership, of borrowing and lending with absolute
debtors and creditors, but rather of appropriations, common experiences, and
interdependencies of all kinds among different cultures’ (Said 1994, 261-262). In this
respect, Rushdie creates his own blend of cultural referents, borrowing both from
European and Indian literary traditions. His own method of writing illustrates his main
argument that any idea of India as a nation must include the sum total of all its parts. It
cannot be defined as an exclusive and exclusionist Hindu India. Thus he creates an
intense mix of linguistic and cultural references that can also be read as a
“decolonisation” of English as a language.'' Rushdie demonstrates that, within processes
of decolonisation, culture and nationalism are interlinked. This also becomes evident in
the productions of Bombay cinema of the time. Indeed, what is evident in Rushdie’s
narration of an Indian national consciousness is his emphasis on its imagined nature.
For Rushdie, then, India is a country that exists through the collective imaginary will of
its citizens where the concept of Indianness can be invested with different meanings for
people living in different parts of the country or in the diaspora. However, while
Rushdie engages with the dream imaginary of nationhood in Midnight’s Children and
The Moor's Last Sigh, he is also aware that there are people who are excluded from this
imagined national identity, which is most evident in Shalimar the Clown and this will be
a focal point in my discussion of the novel in chapter 7.

The question of tradition and modernity in the context of postcolonial nation-

building is important here, as it relates directly to cultural productions and finds its way
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explicitly into Rushdie’s fiction and Hindi cinema. Cultural productions like novels,
newspapers, film, painting and theatre were important instruments in the forging of such
an identity. Rushdie engages with these formations in his novels, for example in Nadir
Khan’s poetry or Hanif’s movies in Midnight's Children or the art Aurora Zogoiby
produces in The Moor’s Last Sigh. Rushdie’s insistence on India’s multiplicity in The
Moor’s Last Sigh in the wake of the destruction of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya and the
rise of Hindu fundamentalism also illustrates this powerfully. Rushdie demonstrates that
it is possible to write an epic novel that incorporates and re-presents a complex
panoramic picture of India from its most marginalised communities. The Moor’s Last
Sigh shows precisely the inter-subjective experience of nation-ness and how subjectivity
can never be solely defined in unitary terms, but always in excess of the sum of the
parts of difference. Yet, the text also allows the fissures and exclusions to surface
whenever national discourse strives for a unitary vision of nationhood. The novel thus
debates the complexities of representation by looking at different modes of
representation, such as realism, melodrama, surrealism and collage, representations that
are often mediated by the idiom of Hindi cinema. Thus I argue that Rushdie’s method
privileges the sweeping panorama by writing epics marked by excess, a crowd of stories
that the reader needs to negotiate. This is particularly evident in Midnight’s Children,
The Satanic Verses, The Moor’s Last Sigh and The Ground Beneath Her Feet.
Thematically, Rushdie’s fiction is investigating and questioning the emergence
and definition of national communities in cultural terms and how they produce national
and regional identities and migrant minority identities. These identities are defined
through discourses of social differences. As Bhabha argues, ‘they are the signs of the
emergence of community envisaged as a project — at once a vision and a construction —
that takes you “beyond” yourself in order to return, in a spirit of revision and
reconstruction, to the political conditions of the present’ (Bhabha 1994, 3). Rushdie’s
fiction is not only rooted in particular places and spaces, but also in a particular
historical moment to which he responds. He begins in Midnight’s Children with the
subcontinent’s experience of and liberation from British colonial rule that has lead
postcolonial India to adopt a particular form of direct and liberal democracy,
investigating how this democracy developed over the first three decades after
Independence. In Shame, he engages with postcolonial Pakistan and its succession of
autocratic civilian and military governments through the eyes of a London-based author

in exile. In The Satanic Verses he shifts his attention to the Indian diasporic community
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in London, while 7he Moor’s Last Sigh brings the political themes of Midnight’s
Children up to date. In The Ground Beneath Her Feet and Fury Rushdie returns to the
theme of transglobal migration in the context of globalisation and Shalimar the Clown
investigates separatism, terror and terrorism in Kashmir. Central to all his novels is the
birth of India and Pakistan as independent nation states through the partition of British
India. A study of Rushdie’s writing cannot escape this particular historical moment.
Furthermore, Rushdie’s fiction concerns itself with a narrow section of Indian society —
the urban middle classes of Bombay. This group was integral in the negotiations that led
to Partition and Independence and the construction of a particular idea of nation that in
India defined itself along universal discourses of humanism, liberal democracy,
socialism, modernity and progress.'”> Rushdie’s texts sharply investigate these
anticolonial movements and discourses of nationalism and nationhood, often decentring,
questioning and exploding these ‘grand narratives’. In this respect I argue that in
Rushdie’s fiction we can find postcolonial discourse’s post-structural methodology
fused with an investigation of anti-colonial discourses out of which the field originally
emerged.

What then is the purpose of a postcolonial reading of Rushdie? According to
Parry it allows us ‘to dismantle and displace the truth-claims of Eurocentric discourses’
(Parry 2004a, 67)." She argues: ‘Whether by direct influence or osmosis the work of
postcolonial studies has prompted the wider community of literary critics to recognize
that signs of overseas empires, conspicuous or ghostly, were written across the body of
both the canonical and popular British literature’ (Parry 2004a, 71). Sara Suleri’s
excellent study The Rhetoric of English India illustrates this in the case of India. She
shows how Rushdie’s own writing is influenced by the literary productions of authors
such as Kipling and Forster as she posits their discussion into a wider dialogic
relationship between imperialism and its aftermath (Suleri 2005, 21). So while
Rushdie’s texts overtly engage with postcolonial nation states such as India and
Pakistan and metropolitan centres such as the US and Britain, they also engage with
imperialist narratives. They refuse binaries and hierarchies and remain challengingly
ambivalent.

Both the postcolonial and the postmodern are intrinsic challenges to dominant
discourses, seeking to explode ‘grand narratives’ that emerged in the aftermath of the
Enlightenment. According to Bhabha, the wider importance of postmodernity is its

consciousness that the epistemological limitations of the ethnocentric notions it
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critiques also limit the space of enunciation of other disparate and dissident histories
and voices (Bhabha 1994, 4-5). Furthermore, the heterogeneity of nation states has put
into question the whole concept of homogenous national cultures and identities. Thus,
Bhabha argues that ‘the consensual or contiguous transmission of historical traditions or
“organic” ethnic communities — as the grounds of cultural comparativism — are in a
profound process of redefinition’ (Bhabha 1994, 5). This process of redefinition is often
perceived as crisis, as recent debates about Englishness and multiculturalism have
shown. In this respect, Rushdie’s fictional work arguably belongs, albeit not
exclusively, to what Bhabha calls ‘the history of postcolonial migration, the narratives
of cultural and political diaspora [...] the poetics of exile, the grim prose of political and
economic refugees’ (Bhabha 1994, 5). Rushdie engages with a process of displacement
and its inherent discontinuity, where the sovereignty of an overriding national culture,
defined in terms of modernity and progress, is challenged (Bhabha 1994, 6).

Through these ruptures and interventions the cultural space of a national
consciousness is severely questioned as the production of art on the margins and its
perceived newness becomes what Bhabha calls “an insurgent act of cultural translation’
(Bhabha 1994, 7)."* In his introduction to The Location of Culture, Bhabha observes
that after having written on the nation state, India and Pakistan in Midnight’s Children
and Shame, Rushdie’s marked shift in The Satanic Verses serves as a reminder that the
most acute observation comes out of the migrant’s double vision (Bhabha 1994, 5). My
focus on Rushdie’s deployment of Hindi cinema in the novel allows for both narrative
strands to emerge and accentuates the ‘double vision’ that the author adopts. In
Rushdie’s fiction, national identity is central in relation to how characters define their
sense of self. The relationship between the individual and this definition of selfhood in
relation to nationhood as it is filtered through Hindi cinema in Rushdie’s fiction is the
focal point throughout my discussion. In this respect I argue that in Rushdie’s fiction
Hindi cinema shapes an ‘insurgent act of cultural translation’. Thus, the aesthetic and
ideological conventions of the Bombay film fulfil an important function in these debates

and shape Rushdie’s arguments.

Hindi cinema and Rushdie’s visual aesthetic

In Midnight’s Children, Saleem Sinai states that ‘nobody from Bombay should be
without a basic film vocabulary’ (Rushdie 1995a, 33). It could be argued that this is
Rushdie’s maxim throughout his literary works and, as this thesis will suggest,

Rushdie’s engagement with cinema as a visual aesthetic goes beyond ‘basic’. Rushdie
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references particular filmic texts, such as Shree 420, Mother India or Mughal-e-Azam
(1960), which feature as specific and direct intertexts in Midnight’s Children, The
Satanic Verses, The Moor’s Last Sigh and Shalimar the Clown. These films were
released in the post-independence era during Nehru’s term in office as prime minister.
This period is also regarded as Hindi cinema’s ‘golden era’, with the films of Raj
Kapoor, Mehboob Khan and K. Asif, superstar actors such as Dilip Kumar, Madhubala,
Nargis, and Dev Anand, making a huge impact on the style and aesthetics of post-
independence Hindi cinema. In this section, I will delineate Rushdie’s relationship with
the Bombay film, how it features in his writing and to what ends it is deployed. I will
focus on Bombay cinema’s melodramatic mode of story-telling in relation to Rushdie’s
fiction, the question of realism in the context of both Rushdie’s fiction and Bombay
cinema, and the role of Bombay cinema as a cinema of attractions, providing spectacle
for its spectator. I will conclude this delineation with a discussion of Bombay cinema as
a postcolonial cinema and how this relates to Rushdie as a postcolonial author.
Rushdie’s engagement with Bombay cinema needs to be read against one
quintessentially American filmic text, which is central to understanding Rushdie’s
visual aesthetic in relation to Bombay cinema — the MGM film version of Frank Baum’s
children’s novel The Wizard of Oz (1939). The film has had a huge impact on Rushdie
as a child and is a reference point throughout his fiction. In his monograph on the film
for the British Film Institute, Rushdie writes how the film inspired him to write his first
short story at the age of ten. The story was lost, but Rushdie states: ‘I remember that
The Wizard of Oz (the film, not the book, which I didn’t read as a child) was my very
first literary influence’ (Rushdie 1992b, 9). His fiction is littered with references to the
iconic film — Indira Gandhi appearing green and black and black and green, transmuting
into the Wicked Witch of the movie in Saleem Sinai’s dreams in Midnight’s Children,
the 420 ruby slippers of Hind, yellowbricklane in London in The Satanic Verses, the Tin
Man in The Moor’s Last Sigh, to name but a few. It is clear that the film has a special
place in Rushdie’s imagination and he claims: “When 1 first saw The Wizard of Oz it
made a writer of me’ (Rushdie 1992b, 18). For Rushdie, when it came to writing
Haroun and the Sea of Stories, The Wizard of Oz more than any other film helped him
to find the right voice and idiom for the story (see Rushdie 1992b, 18). The monograph
that Rushdie wrote for the BFI Film Classics series is interesting for other reasons. It
establishes well Rushdie’s relationship with cinema and its importance in his work. The

book was published in 1992, three years after the fatwa and it enabled Rushdie to reflect
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differently on his altered relationship with ‘home” as well as to clarify his thoughts
about India’s commercial cinema.

The plot of The Wizard of Oz has resonances in Rushdie’s fiction, especially the
relationship between parents and their children and their dramatisation in the novels.
For Rushdie, the film’s main narrative thrust revolves around the inadequacy of adults
and their world:

The Wizard of Oz is a film [about] [...] how the weakness of grown-ups forces
children to take control of their own destinies, and so, ironically, grow up
themselves. The journey from Kansas to Oz is a rite of passage from a world in
which Dorothy’s parent-substitutes, Auntie Em and Uncle Henry, are powerless
to help her save her dog Toto from the marauding Miss Gulch, into a world
where the people are her own size, and in which she is never, ever treated as a
child, but as a heroine.

(Rushdie 1992b, 10)

Dorothy’s status as a heroine is accidental, when her house crushes the Wicked Witch
of the East as it lands in Oz. Many of Rushdie’s heroes, too, seem like accidental or
reluctant heroes. The pattern of a rite of passage is often repeated or inverted in
Rushdie’s plots. Saleem’s ejection from his house and his journey to his uncle’s house
that prefigures a more permanent and harsher exile after the destruction of his family by
a bomb takes up this notion. Salahuddin Chamchawala’s uneasy relationship with his
father, his journey, transmutation and his reconciliation with his father at the end also
has echoes of Dorothy’s journey to Oz and features similarly in Rai’s journey in 7he
Ground Beneath Her Feet and Moraes’s relationship with his family in 7The Moor’s Last
Sigh. The reconciliation between Moraes and his father, now an underworld don, seems
like an odd recognition of the father’s power. For the most part of the novel he appears
to be an inconsequential figure. Thus, he could be read as an inversion of the figure of
the Wizard, who is revealed to be not powerful but an incompetent bumbling fool with
no powers at all. Rushdie’s novels are distinctive in how often the hero’s journey
concludes with a reconciliation with the parents, especially the father figure. This rite of
passage plotline is familiar from many epics as well as the nineteenth century
Bildungsroman, and is often staged melodramatically and, as this thesis will argue, is
influenced in Rushdie’s fiction by filmic texts from the Hollywood and Bollywood
canon.

The Wizard of Oz is important to understand Rushdie’s argument about home
and homelessness, journeying and the discovery and reconfiguration of selthood. After
her journey and adventures in the Technicolor world of Oz and her return to black-and-

white Kansas it is revealed that Oz was just a dream, despite Dorothy’s protestations.
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Ironically, for the viewer, as much as for Dorothy, Kansas cannot compete with Oz and
the latter seems more real, rather than surreal, which Rushdie links not only to the
transition from childhood to adulthood, but also to the idea of home and homelessness:

the truth is that once we have left our childhood places and started out to make
up our own lives, armed only with what we have and are, we understand that the
real secret of the ruby slippers is not that ‘there’s no place like home’, but rather
that there is no longer any such place as home: except, of course, for the home
we make, or the homes that are made for us, in Oz: which is anywhere and
everywhere, except the place from which we began.

(Rushdie 1992b, 57)

Rushdie’s view of the film’s conclusion very clearly aligns with the journeys of his
characters, in particular his transglobal migrants. These deliberations are important for
practically all of Rushdie’s heroes, for Saleem Sinai who after his journey finds respite
in the arms of his ayah in the Braganza pickle factory, for Salahuddin who after his
reconfiguration of selthood rediscovers a different version of home through the love of
Zenat Vakil, or for Rai who remakes home together with Mira and Tara in New York.
The reconfiguration of home enshrined in Dorothy’s exclamation ‘There’s no place like
home” is reworked in Rushdie’s use of the maudlin chaplinesque tramp as he was
played by Raj Kapoor in films such as Awaara, Shree 420 and Jagte Raho. Thus I argue
that in the conceptualisation of homelessness and dislocation, which features so
prominently in Rushdie’s writing, two film songs intersect: ‘Somewhere over the
Rainbow’ and ‘Mera Joota Hai Japani’, the opening song from Shree 420, which is the
anthem of Rushdie’s transglobally migrating hero, belted out in mid-air by Gibreel
Farishta as he tumbles down to England.

Dorothy’s message in relation to Rushdie’s heroes unmasks the fragmentary
nature of identity and the possibility of infinite rearrangements. It also points to the
transient nature of home and how the creation of any sense of home relies on a physical
and metaphoric journey to the self. This often painful journey is closely related to the
birth of India as an independent nation and the partition of British India into the political
entities of India and Pakistan. This rupture along which Indian nationhood has been
defined is one of the reasons why one of the key features of 1950s Hindi cinema is the
image of the ‘fragmented Indian’. This image can be directly related to the formation of
a new national identity through cinematic representation. As Sumita S. Chakravarty
argues: “These mass audiences for Hindi films also constituted the new citizens of India
and as such faced the problems of developing some notions of social responsibility, of

building community and solidarity that went beyond the “traditional™ loyalties to family
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and caste groups’ (Chakravarty 1993, 133). Rushdie draws on this representation of the
Indian self in Midnight’s Children through the narrator-protagonist Saleem who is on
the verge of fragmenting and his grandfather Aadam Aziz, who discovers his national
identity after he sees his future wife completely for the first time, no longer in fragments
through the perforated sheet. In this respect I argue that Rushdie engages with the
question of national identity by using similar tropes to Hindi cinema. Rushdie then
further complicates this process by relating it directly to the reality of transglobal
migration of his urban middle-class Indians.

Rushdie speaks pejoratively of the Hindi film and likens its consumption to the
pleasure of eating fast food: ‘The classic Bombay talkie uses scripts of appalling
corniness, looks by turn tawdry and vulgar and often both at once, and relies on the
mass appeal of its stars and its musical numbers to provide a little zing” (Rushdie
1992b, 13). Rushdie contrasts The Wizard of Oz with Hindi cinema as the former takes
on its best elements: ‘It takes the fantasy of Bombay and adds high production values
and something more; something not often found in any cinema. Call it imaginative
truth® (Rushdie 1992b, 13). For the sake of argument Rushdie’s generalisation is
sweeping and reductive and shows his limited intellectual engagement with the genre.
Yet cinema and in particular the Indian commercial cinema features throughout
Rushdie’s fiction, either explicitly through direct references to films that provide
analogies with his own narratives or implicitly in his use of fade-ins and fade-outs,
montage, dissolves, superimpositions, the wide-angle shot and the song-and-dance
sequence, which are all part of the visual aesthetic and cinematic attractions directly
derived from Hindi cinema. Despite his protestations, his fiction, as I will delineate, is
actually much more intertwined with the world of Bombay cinema than Rushdie cares
to admit. I asked Rushdie to clarify the influence of cinema and especially Bombay
cinema on his writing at the Edinburgh International Book Festival in August 2005. He
responded as follows:

Yes, | was very affected by the movies. I was young and I was forming my ideas
about art and about writing at a time when the movies were unusually exciting. It
was very different from now. |[...]

[ have always thought that I got a lot of my education from people like Fellini,
Bunuel, Bergman, Godard and Orson Welles. [...] If you grow up in Bombay
you can’t avoid the Bombay cinema, but we all know that it’s junk. It’s the
equivalent of a McDonald’s burger.

[...] So, yes, I have been very influenced by the movies but not particularly by
Indian movies except in one regard. That is the regard—how shall I put this?—
in which the Indian commercial cinema is very like the plays of Shakespeare,
because it is everything at once. If you look at Hamlet, for example, the first
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scene is a ghost story. The second scene is political intrigue at court. The third
scene is a love story. The fourth scene is prat-falling clowning. The fifth scene is
back to the ghost story. He is telling you at least four different kinds of story at
the same time and he makes it work on account of the fact that he’s Shakespeare,
which helps. The Indian cinema does not have the benefit of Shakespeare but it
has the same idea, which is that a film can be everything at once. It can be an
adventure story, a love story, a comedy and a musical all at the same time. |
pinched that portmanteau idea of what a work can be, so in that sense I was
influenced by the Bombay movies.

(Rushdie/Koval 2005)

It is worth considering the ‘portmanteau idea’ of Hindi cinema in relation to Rushdie’s
novels further. Film critic Nasreen Munni Kabir explains that this intermingling of
genres developed gradually and became prominent in the 1970s with films such Amar
Akbar Anthony (Kabir 2001, 14-20). Rushdie first uses the ‘multi-genre” idea of the
Bombay film in Midnight’s Children and develops, reworks and manipulates it in his
other novels." I will analyse this process further in the discussion of the novels and will
argue that in Rushdie’s use of the blending of stories there is a sense of streams of
stories merging and diverging, which create the impression of interconnection between
his fictional worlds.

The syncretic portmanteau idea of Hindi cinema is directly linked to the
melodramatic mode of the Bombay film from which Rushdie extensively draws and
related to the treatment of realism and the surreal in his fiction. This is connected to
debates about aesthetics which Rushdie addresses in The Moor’s Last Sigh and in his
essay “Satyajit Ray’. Rushdie sees the discrepancy between the Indian art house cinema
and the commercial Bombay film as a clash between two different urban cultures: ‘the
cosmopolitan, brash bitch-city of Bombay versus the old intellectual traditions of
Calcutta” (Rushdie 1992a, 109). Bombay films, like Rushdie’s novels, allow for a
strong streak of fantasy and require the audience to suspend its disbeliefs. Thus, I argue
that in Rushdie’s fiction the ‘magical’ elements serve as intensifications of the real. The
treatment of realism in Rushdie’s fiction is intertwined with the question of postmodern
and postcolonial aesthetics. In a 1984 interview with Kumkum Sangari, Rushdie firmly
rejects the postmodernist label insofar as he believes that postmodernism refuses to
accept that literature is ‘referential’ and that literature only exists as a text that remains
unrelated to the outside world (Rushdie/Sangari 2001, 69). Rushdie also rejects realism
as a school of writing as it requires a level of consensus on what reality is. According to
Rushdie, this consensus has been eroded over the past century through political

processes and the advent of mass migration: ‘If you arrive in a society as a migrant,
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your position is automatically a dislocated one, and so you have to work out a literary
mode which can allow that kind of conflict of description to take place in it’
(Rushdie/Sangari 2001, 70). In this respect, Rushdie’s ‘realism” needs to be re-routed
through a different idiom and the idiom of the Hindi film is instrumental in this regard
as the syncretism of the Bombay film allows space for the debate and potential
resolution of this conflict of description. The escapist, fantastical elements of Rushdie’s
fiction underpin and intensify the impact of the socio-political argument he is making
and provide a response to India’s post-independence modernity and to trans-global
migration.'®

Hindi cinema’s form is a syncretistic intermingling of different cultural,
cinematic and aesthetic modes. 1 argue that these similarities in form make it a
necessary reference point for Rushdie’s own vision of syncretism and cultural
eclecticism. As Vijay Mishra states:

how and why Bollywood is to so many a signifier of the cultural logic of Indian
modernity are questions whose answers may be discovered in the Rushdie
corpus. For what Rushdie did was to read Bombay cinema as ‘Bollywood’ [...]
even before it acquired that meaning. In his treatment, Bombay cinema was both
film and a particular logic of culture. It was, finally, a form that mediated how
Indians, both homeland and diaspora, read quotidian life.

(Mishra 2007, 15)

For Mishra, the synchronicity of Bombay cinema’s form, which is capacious enough to
agglomerate different narrative modes, allows cinema in Rushdie’s fiction to fulfil the
role of India’s quintessential aesthetic as well as to become the prime marker of Indian
culture (Mishra 2007, 16). Thus Mishra sees in Rushdie’s ‘representational apparatus’ a
discourse that is intertwined with the country’s dominant cultural form (Mishra 2007,
16). According to Mishra, then, ‘Cinema, as text, provides Rushdie with both a context
(cinema as social fact) and a language (cinema as a particular discourse, a particular
representational technique) with which to write national allegory’ (Mishra 2007, 17).
My discussion takes up Mishra’s notion that in Rushdie’s fiction Bollywood cinema is
deployed towards a postmodern aesthetic by referencing a cinematic form that by its
very nature was postmodern before postmodernity, responding to a particular Indian
postcolonial modernity.

Rushdie’s concern with an Indian national identity in Midnight’s Children, The
Moor’s Last Sigh and The Ground Beneath Her Feet and Shalimar the Clown,
necessitates an engagement with Bombay cinema. As Rosie Thomas claims, ‘at a very

obvious level Hindi films are clearly important in establishing a sense of national
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identity’ (Thomas 1995, 161). The coalescence of realism, myth and the surreal as they
feature in both Rushdie’s novels and Bombay cinema reveals the process of how
national identity formations are constructed, questioned and subverted. Chakravarty
argues this point succinctly:

Realism and myth represent a dialectic tension: the pull of the everyday, the
normal, the contemporary against that of the imaginative, the unexpected, the
timeless. Each contains the other, for realism as a particular set of conventions
points always to the larger traditions and belief systems within which those
conventions are embedded, while a mythic structure or image often embodies
the most ‘real” though indirect expression of the ways of seeing and believing of
a society and its culture, what film critic Parker Tyler has called ‘imaginative
truth.’

(Chakravarty 1993, 119-120)

Chakravarty argues that myths produce ‘a dynamic textual process where meanings are
inherently unstable” (Chakravarty 1993, 121). Chakravarty shows how Bombay cinema
of the 1950s concerned itself with the production of a mythic tradition that reflected
contemporary issues and the secular ethos of the newly independent nation
(Chakravarty 1993, 125). The inherent instability of such myths similarly preoccupies
Rushdie in his fiction and marks the 1950s Bombay film as a particular intertext for
Rushdie’s novels. I thus argue that the three specific cinematic texts Rushdie uses —
Shree 420, Mother India and Mughal-e-Azam — interlink his texts directly with the
romantic-mythic tradition that Chakravarty outlines."’

This romantic-mythic tradition functions within melodramatic parameters that
can provide the drama of heightened emotions as intensifications of the real. This
interrelationship between melodrama, realism and an aesthetic of excess is filtered
through Hindi cinema in Rushdie’s fiction and aestheticises the visual as a mode of
storytelling that Rushdie’s narrators adopt. Rushdie’s narrators use a visual aesthetic
that is closely linked to the Bombay film. Saleem Sinai references the Bombay Talkie at
various stages in his story in order to further explain his current situation. For instance,
he explains his amnesia as a plot-device lifted from Bombay cinematic conventions.
Moraes Zogoiby, too, uses the aesthetics and idiom of Hindi cinema in order to make
sense of his relationship with his father, the underworld don, and his mother, the prolific
artist Aurora Zogoiby. The dream sequences of Gibreel Farishta also borrow the
cinematic visual aesthetic that is derived from the Bombay film’s song-and-dance
sequences. Rushdie’s narrators become spectators of their own stories. Marginalised
and sidelined they observe through the filmic idiom what has happened to them as

though it were a spectacle on a movie screen. In this respect, the role of a visual
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aesthetic requires some further definition, especially in relation to the position of the
spectator and spectacle. Defining such an aesthetic is difficult. As Rachel Dwyer notes,
‘there is no defined aesthetics of Hindi cinema. But Hindi cinema shares noticeable
features such as the use of melodrama and heightened emotion, especially around the
family, an engaging narrative, stars, a certain mise en scéne, usually one of glamour,
grandiloquent dialogues and the all-important songs’ (Dwyer 2005, 1)."® Throughout the
discussion of the novels, I will be focussing on these elements that shape Hindi
cinema’s visual aesthetics and how they feature in Rushdie’s fiction.

The melodramatic mode in Rushdie’s fiction and Bombay cinema is an
important aesthetic marker."” Peter Brooks in The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac,
Henry James, Melodrama, and the Mode of Excess associates melodrama with the
fundamental desire to express all as the characters, cast in primary psychic roles, such as
father, mother, son or daughter, reveal their deepest feelings in heightened and
polarising dialogue, which leads to the subsuming of the world that is split into binaries
(Brooks 1995, 4). In this respect, Brooks argues, ‘the narrative creates the excitement of
its drama by putting us in touch with the conflict of good and evil played out under the
surface of things’ (Brooks 1995, 4). According to Brooks, it is important to note that
melodrama is rooted in the real where the reality of the everyday becomes an important
reference point. Yet, there is a clear instrumentalisation of reality in the melodramatic
mode. According to Brooks, melodrama ‘is using the things and gestures of the real
world, of social life, as kinds of metaphors that refer us to the realm of spiritual reality
and latent moral meanings’ (Brooks 1995, 9). In this respect, I argue that melodrama
produces a heightened sense of reality and allows for the projection of the surreal in
Rushdie’s fiction.

The relationship between Rushdie’s fiction and melodrama is not only inflected
by the use of the melodramatic mode in Bombay cinema. It finds its literary antecedent
in the novels of Charles Dickens. Rushdie has mentioned that his fascination stems from
how Dickens manages to combine a hyper-realist background in which his surrealist
foreground, like the Circumlocution Office in Little Dorrit or the Jarndyce and Jarndyce
court case in Bleak House, is embedded in the narrative.”’ This applies equally to
Dickens’s larger-than-life characters, such as Fagin in Oliver Twist or Jaggers in Great
Expectations. Rushdie is influenced by Dickens in the way in which he grounds
character and surreal imagery in this sharply observed background. As Rushdie claims,

out of this background, ‘the comic and fantastic elements of his work seemed to grow
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organically, becoming intensifications of, and not escapes from, the real world’
(Rushdie 2006a, xii). Rushdie’s use of melodrama, then, finds in Dickens a literary
antecedent and in Hindi cinema a filmic antecedent.

The connection between melodrama, its relationship with the epic and the way in
which it becomes a marker for a postcolonial Indian modernity interests Rushdie
because it has a particular impact on urban mass culture. Rushdie’s protagonists are all
drawn from a middle-class urban background. These middle-class protagonists draw
from the urban mass culture as it is produced in the dream factories of Bombay and in
this respect, these narrators have no time for the more high-brow, serious and realist
auteur cinema. Rushdie’s protagonists reject a certain realism and instead opt for what
Moraes Zogoiby calls ‘unnaturalism’, which becomes inflected through the
melodramatic mode of Bombay cinema (see Rushdie 1996b, 5). Ashish Rajadhyaksha
argues that Hindi cinema uses a form of epic melodrama in its discussion of themes of
Indian nationality (Rajadhyaksha 1993). Rajadhyaksha observes that ‘realism was one
of the key sites of a major cultural hegemony in cinema, as various approaches to it
defined state policy on film after independence’ (Rajadhyaksha 1993, 56). This debate
was shaped by Satyajit Ray and the Indian People’s theatre association. This battle,
Rajadhyaksha claims,

was assimilated at a secondary level by most of India’s commercial cinemas,
who in equating realism with certain objectified values and symbols [...] also
wrought what in retrospect would be the far more significant change in Indian
film: the shift from the reformist social [...] into an idiom of melodrama.
(Rajadhyaksha 1993, 56)

The Bombay film subverts what Rajadhyaksha terms ‘a realism of perception’ that
undermines the camera’s objectivity. This is Rushdie’s prime concern in The Ground
Beneath Her Feet. The photographer-narrator works as a news photographer picturises
the reality of the conflict zones of the world and delves into fashion and celebrity
photography to counter the excessive realism he is exposed to in the war zones of the
world. This is also countered by Bombay cinema, which uses the voyeuristic gaze as an
oppositional strategy to realism. As Rajadhyaksha with reference to Fernando Solanas
and Octavio Gettino argues, ‘the cinema becomes a “spectacle aimed at a digesting
object” in which man is accepted “only as a passive and consuming object™
(Rajadhyaksha 1993, 57). In this instance the visual becomes a particular aesthetic.
Vijay Mishra explores this further in his reading of Raj Kapoor as auteur and
voyeur (Mishra 2002, 98-112). Mishra defines the genre of Bombay cinema as

‘sentimental melodramatic romance linked to dharmic codes’ (Mishra 2002, 99). This is
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reflected in the cinema of Raj Kapoor and the representation of the hero in his films.
Kapoor works within the melodramatic mode, but, according to Mishra, ‘manipulates
the politics of desire and the subject/self/spectator’s insertion into that desire’ (Mishra
2002, 99). Rushdie extrapolates this for his own heroes/narrators who all are spectators
and voyeurs and use this paradigm for their visual aesthetic. Kapoor implicates the
viewer/reader in a viewing pleasure of excessive and heightened drama that is structured
around the image of “Woman’ and I argue that this deployment of what M. Madhava
Prasad has discussed as the “absolutist gaze’ is intrinsic to the melodramatic staging of
family and romance in Rushdie’s novels.?!

For Mishra, melodrama is a reworking of a female agenda into the filmic text
that 1s achieved through the destabilising effect of emotional excess that can confront a
patriarchally conditioned rigid worldview that allows for a degree of female spectatorial
engagement (Mishra 2002, 110). In this respect, the spectatorial desire of a male
voyeuristic gaze plays an important part in how women are read in Bombay cinema.
Rushdie parodies this in his own fiction. Saleem’s accident in a washing chest where he
becomes privy to his mother masturbating or his illicit viewing of his mother’s
blossoming love affair with Nadir Khan are only two examples. This is further
accentuated by the Peeping Tom Omar Khayyam Shakil gazing on Farah Zoroaster
through his telescope pre-empting his career as a doctor, a profession that he describes
as legitimised voyeurism. Gibreel Farishta too becomes a voyeur in his filmically
realised dreams in which he features as the archangel Gabriel. Through the prism of
Bombay cinema, then, “Woman’ in Rushdie’s fiction becomes not only a sexual object
upon whom a particular body politics is enacted but also the point where a social
politics is debated in the coding of women as grandmothers, mothers, wives, daughters,
sisters, sister-in-law and courtesan.

In “Melodrama, Body, Revolution’ Peter Brooks remarks that ‘the melodramatic
body is a body seized by meaning’ (Brooks 1994, 18). In this respect, the body politics
of a text become the text’s central defining feature insofar as melodrama is concerned
with acting out what otherwise might be repressed. Brooks thus argues that in the
context of melodrama there is a ‘constant recourse to acting out, to the body as the most
important signifier of meanings’ (Brooks 1994, 19). This is reflected in Rushdie’s
fiction, for instance, in the fragmenting female bodies and Saleem’s own disintegrating
body as he writes his life-story in Midnight's Children, obsessed with finding meaning

in his story to counter his fear of meaninglessness and absurdity. Thus the male/female
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body becomes the site upon which/through which meaning is defined and where the
identity politics of Rushdie’s narratives converge.

Rajadhyaksha associates the emergence of ‘epic melodrama’ in Hindi cinema
with the context of India’s nationalist movement insofar as both make recourse to the
trope of family as a stand-in for the nation (Rajadhyaksha 1993, 59). Thus the family
becomes a site in Hindi cinema where the formation of subjectivities is shaped by the
historical moment and conflicting attitudes. In this respect, Rajadhyaksha argues that
‘film puts the scale up to the entire question of indigenous modernism in India, racked
as it has been by the question whether/if/how it relates/should relate to the “tradition”
even as each constantly perceives the other in its image’ (Rajadhyaksha 1993, 59). The
films then debate a dialectic of modernity and tradition on the site of the family through
‘epic melodrama’ and thus become an important intervention in the imagination of India
(Rajadhyaksha 1993, 59). Rajadhyaksha argues:

Much of this melodrama had a developed idea about both realism and
modernism, very much in its own terms, with both concepts emerging directly
from allegories of either nation, the national struggle, or in less defined terms, of
freedom and oppression. Their realism was entirely symbolic: in which certain
symbols of the contemporary — of Science, for example or Knowledge. which
then merged with the symbols of actual reality — were used to stand in for
psychoanalytic associations of ‘desire’ or ‘apprehension’, of collective memory
or the tragedy of the loss of memory, of tradition as the unifier and/or the
betrayer.

(Rajadhyaksha 1993, 59)

This emerges clearly in the films Rushdie chooses as direct intertexts for his fiction and
is realised by the staging of the patriarchal family by his narrators. As Rajadhyaksha
remarks, this heightened form of realism that becomes melodramatic and epic is a
subterfuge that allowed for the reconfiguration of earlier genres, such as the
mythological and the historical, as they are retold and become ‘a major cultural
hegemony within a broader ideological container of the nationalist allegory and its
several more abstracted metaphors’ (Rajadhyaksha 1993, 60). It is in this context that
Rushdie’s use of the idiom of Hindi cinema needs to be read. This is exemplified, for
instance, by the Sabarmati case in Midnight’s Children, the feudal landowning Shakil
family in Shame, the Zogoiby-da Gama clan in The Moor’s Last Sigh and the Camas in
The Ground Beneath Her Feet, which all present a particular engagement with Indian
modernity shaped by India’s and Pakistan’s experience of colonialism and its
postcolonial reality. In this respect, I read the interaction between Hindi cinema’s

aesthetic and Rushdie’s literary productions as disruptions of realism.
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In Hindi cinema, the relationship between realism and melodrama functions as a
way of creating a postcolonial consensus in postcolonial India (Jaikumar 2006, 196).
Rushdie uses filmic texts from the 1950s and 60s when Indian cinema still took on and
reworked the narrative themes of the colonial era through the genres of the historical,
mythological and social film, responding to the issues how India as an independent
nation might be imagined and what Indian self-governance may entail, what issues the
new independent nation will have to tackle. The historical allowed for a depiction of an
imaginary past, the mythological retold the epics and often narrated them as allegories
for Indian society, while the social films deployed a contemporary setting for their
melodramatic narratives about family and community, often reformulating a realist
aesthetic to a melodramatic template (see Jaikumar 2006, 205).

Within the melodramatic staging in Hindi cinema a particular moral universe is
articulated and upheld, which Rushdie uses and subverts in his narratives. Rosie
Thomas argues that Hindi cinema explores this moral universe within a framework that
debates tradition, modernity and Indianness (Thomas 1995, 157). Hindi cinema serves
as a site of contestation where notions of tradition and modernity are debated and
renegotiated. According to Thomas, ‘[t]his operates on the level both of form and of
structuring content’ (Thomas 1995, 158). Thomas’s suggestion is a pertinent
observation:

film should be seen as an arena within which a number of discourses about
female chastity, modern nationalism, and morality intersect and feed upon each
other, with significant political effects, and that this broader text offers fissured,
contradictory, and partial representations and identifications.

(Thomas 1995, 159)

Thomas argues that the construction of an Indian identity in commercial Hindi cinema
is achieved through a series of conventions that deploy strategically nationalist and
patriotic themes and feature an ‘ideal moral universe’ (Thomas 1995, 159). Similarly,
the notion of the novel as an arena for discourses becomes so crucially evident when
discussing Rushdie’s fiction, and [ argue that the manner in which this discussion is
played out emulates the space set up by the Bombay film. Rushdie often makes recourse
to this in the melodramatic staging of the family. Aurora Zogoiby, for instance, is unlike
the traditional mother of Hindi cinema. She is an adulteress, foul-mouthed, a drinker
and leads a bohemian lifestyle. However, she still maintains a distinctive moral code
that leads to the expulsion of Moraes from the family home. Similarly, Saleem Sinai is
exiled from home after doubts about his parentage emerge and his mother is accused of

adultery. Rushdie distorts the boundaries between good and evil, especially where the
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discourse on motherhood is concerned, and in that respect this moral code is put into
question. While Rushdie blurs these boundaries, the moral universe of his novels
becomes markedly bound up with a discourse of nationalism, modernity and tradition
that clearly demarcates between the villain and the hero, those who seek to destroy the
nation and those who want to uphold its values.

However, the role and function of the hero particularly in Midnight’s Children
and The Moor’s Last Sigh is ambivalent, considering that more often than not he is a
victim, rather than proactive participant. I read them as a subversion of the function of
the hero in Hindi cinema. Ravi S. Vasudevan argues that ‘a melodramatic routing’ is
important in the way in which it complicates the hero’s identity in Hindi cinema’s
‘social’ films:

It is the hero’s very mobility between spaces, spaces of virtue (the ‘mother’s’
domain), villainy and respectability (the ‘father’s’ domain) which problematizes
social identity. Often the street, the space of physical and social mobility, is also
the space of the dissolution of social identity, or the marking out of an identity
which is unstable.

(Vasudevan 2000b, 110)

A film like Shree 420 plays out this drama very intricately and perhaps this is the reason
why it is such an important text for Rushdie. The journeys of Rushdie’s heroes are very
much encapsulated in Vasudevan’s description, for instance, Saleem’s journey across
India and up and down the social ladder, from middle-class respectability into the slum.
Similarly, Salahuddin Chamchawala, the respectable voice-over artist, becomes a
refugee after the loss of his passport and ends up in the shady immigrant world in
London. He is vilified as an alien and transmutes into a devilish creature. Thus the
reader is confronted with what Vasudevan calls ‘a drama of downward social mobility”
(Vasudevan 2000b, 110). However, as Vasudevan suggests, the social slide that the hero
faces is not irreversible but allows room for social renewal and the recovery of his
virtues (Vasudevan 2000b, 111). Following on from Vasudevan’s observation | argue
that Rushdie subverts in his novels the moral universe of the Bombay film by
undermining it with characters that are recognisable as a type, but act against type. In
this respect, his novels push the boundaries of a moral framework that is directly related
to quintessential debates and questions about a society in transition. As my discussion
suggests, Rushdie’s narrative more often than not needs to be viewed through the prism
of the Bombay film and this becomes most obvious in the melodramatic staging of the
family, but also in his narratives’ use of Hindu mythology, which is also filtered

through the filmic parameters of the Bombay film.**
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The mapping of a national consciousness in Rushdie’s fiction, too, can be linked
to similar attempts in the Bombay ‘social’ film of the 1950s. Vasudevan analyses the
genre of the ‘social’ in the context of an emerging national cinema for post-
Independence India and how Hindi cinema maps a ‘nation space’. In Midnight's
Children this is reflected in the career of Saleem’s uncle Hanif, who tries unsuccessfully
to blend a socially conscious cinema with the commercial.”® Vasudevan argues that the
Bombay ‘social” film played an important role in identity negotiations for its spectators:
‘the mass audiences earlier conceived of as being attracted only by sensation and
themes of moral affirmation were now being solicited by an omnibus form which also
included a rationalist discourse as part of its “attractions™ (Vasudevan 2000a, 387).
Vasudevan observes that the Bombay film combined a rhetoric of morality and identity
in its discourse of social transformation (Vasudevan 2000a, 387-388). In this respect,
Bombay cinema had to involve itself in the construction of overarching cultural norms.
According to Vasudevan, these norms ‘suppressed the representation of marginal
currents in Indian narrative and aesthetic traditions’ (Vasudevan 2000a, 394).
Vasudevan argues that through cinema, culture is reformulated within a nationalist
context, and that cinema is involved in undermining ‘space for marginal discourses’ by
exercising control over the ambiguity between the relationship of gender and power
(Vasudevan 2000a, 395). Midnight’s Children, Shame and The Moor’s Last Sigh in
particular, are concerned with similar negotiations and I will return to this point in my
analysis in subsequent chapters. Vasudevan’s argument illustrates how the Bombay
‘social’ film of the 1950s became the prime vehicle with which the Bombay film
industry engaged with the challenges of modernity and modern life in post-
independence India, which seems to me a powerful link with similar preoccupations in
Rushdie’s fiction (Vasudevan 2000b 105).

As has been established, Bombay Cinema is marked by its heterogeneity, which
Rushdie likens to the portmanteau, where the form itself can be loosely defined as ‘epic
melodrama’ (Rajadhyaksha 1993), ‘feudal family romance’ (Prasad 1998) and
‘sentimental melodramatic romance’ (Mishra 2002). For Mishra, the role of dharma is
central in Bombay Cinema: ‘A transcendental principle of dharma (the ultimate Hindu
law), a decentred notion of genre, and a mode of heterogeneous manufacture combine to
create the sentimental melodramatic romance that is Bombay cinema’ (Mishra 2002,
14). This is emblematic of Hindi cinema’s aesthetics and Rushdie uses it for his own

narratives in the staging of his urban upper middle-class families and through characters
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directly linked to the film industry such as Saleem’s uncle Hanif, his aunt Pia, Homi
Catrack, Whisky Sissodia, Gibreel Farishta and Pimple Billimoria. Rushdie taps into
key paradigms of Bombay cinema, such as the conflict between tradition and modernity
within a nationalist project, which was prevalent in the films of the 1940s and 1950s. In
its highly stylised way Bombay cinema addresses social and political issues which
become split into oppositional forces. Mishra defines them as ‘good and bad, sanctity
and scandal, dharma and adharma, indeed [...] a Manichean world order’ (Mishra 2002,
16). The body becomes the site upon which this drama is enacted and becomes a marker
of this discourse: ‘the melodramatic body is the site where the lifting of repression takes
place and the socially and morally disavowed (censored) is momentarily avowed or
scripted back into the alternative (but real) narrative of the text’ (Mishra 2002, 38). In
this respect I argue that Rushdie’s fiction through the idiom of Hindi cinema presents
that discourse through the melodramatic and the sentimental to articulate a particular
moral universe.

Hindi cinema plays a role in the manner in which ‘nation” is narrated and here
most obviously one can trace the intertextual relationship to Rushdie’s fiction. Nation in
the cinematic as well as Rushdie’s text becomes a discursive formation that is
articulated as a site where a national imaginary as allegory is expressed. Thus as Mishra
remarks, Bombay cinema harnesses an imperialist mode of production towards
specifically nationalist goals (Mishra 2002, 10). Bombay cinema became an indigenised
form of story-telling that found its antecedent in India’s oral story-telling tradition, a
tradition in which Rushdie’s idiom also finds a precursor. This allowed first Indian film-
maker Dadasaheb Phalke, who directed the first mythological film Raja Harishchandra
in 1913, to argue that his films were swadeshi, home-grown indigenous entities where
their content and mode of production were concerned (see Mishra 2002, 13). In many
ways post-Independence Hindi cinema engaged with a concept of Indian nationhood
that was based on the Nehruvian vision of the nation — secular, democratic and socialist
in outlook. Films like Mother India and Awaara also engage with questions about an
Indian modernity and the conflict between progress and tradition. These debates have
been shaped by the colonial moment and Hindi cinema’s productions of the 1930s and
1940s already develop the themes that have so distinctively shaped post-independence
Hindi cinema. Thus 1950s and 1960s Hindi cinema concerned itself with the ideas of

nationhood and citizenship for newly independent India and strived in its melodramatic
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routing to create a sense of belonging by championing through Nehruvian ideals a
particular idea of Indianness.

Priya Jaikumar argues in Cinema at the End of Empire: A Politics of Transition
in Britain and India that in the period preceding independence ‘films became
figurations of the internal polarizations of India’s nationalist discourse when they
attempted to reach for multiple and potentially contradictory nationalist appeals to
create a cinematic vision” (Jaikumar 2006, 234). The Nehruvian vision of the nation
defined itself against Imperialism. However it is important to note that it developed in
conjunction with other forms of nationalisms that took account of region, caste and
language. In this respect, as Jaikumar argues, there existed ‘multiple self-determining
agendas [...] [which] could not be solved within the framework of a nation-state’
(Jaikumar 2006, 235). Commercial Hindi cinema resolved this issue in the use of the
multi-genre of the social film by adopting a ‘moralizing tone of social instruction’
(Jaikumar 2006, 235). Mythologicals and historicals also adapted their narrative forms,
on the one hand idolising a pre-modern past with shared values and on the other
distinguishing the enlightened and reformist ruler from the evil feudal landowners.
Thus, as Jaikumar observes, ‘each genre provided a template for the uneven assimilation
of modernity within the colony. Melodramatic socials were to become independent
India’s dominant cinematic form for manufacturing an imaginary civic society’
(Jaikumar 2006, 235).

Rushdie’s deep questioning of India’s civic society makes Hindi cinema an
obvious site of engagement for his fictional world as it offers alternative ways of
imagining society through its representational apparatus. In this respect, Rushdie
subverts the idiom of the Hindi film. Nationhood and in particular the imagining of the
unified nation is thematically central to Indian popular cinema and of equal relevance to
Rushdie’s fiction. The intersection of discourses of nationhood in relation to identity
formation of the individual in Rushdie’s fiction, Bombay cinema and postcolonial
discourse provides in this thesis a space for analysis that will open up an original way of
reading Rushdie’s novels. My analysis will further elaborate and analyse Mishra’s
observation that ‘[...] the Rushdie aesthetic uses the archive of Bollywood to negotiate
India itself. What is significant is that there is a cinematic point-of-view, a cinematic
organisation of the magical, of hybrid lives, that Rushdie uses for his own project’
(Mishra 2007, 25-26). I will concentrate on this process and will detail how Hindi

cinema becomes in Rushdie’s fiction a signifier for the state of postcoloniality itself. I
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thus argue that Rushdie deploys the aesthetic elements of Bombay cinema as plot
devices that highlight his own political and philosophical arguments.

This thesis will offer a detailed analysis of Rushdie’s distinctive style of visual
story-telling from Midnight’s Children to Shalimar the Clown in relation to the aesthetic
conventions of Bombay cinema. However, the thesis will not consider his debut novel
Grimus as the novel does not feature the visual narrative elements that it is concerned
with. Furthermore, the novel has been rejected as a failure by its author.”* Grimus will
feature briefly in the discussion of The Ground Beneath Her Feet, as both novels share
an intertextual relationship with Farid ud-Din Attar’s The Conference of the Birds. 1
discuss Rushdie’s shorter fiction, such as East, West and Haroun and the Sea of Stories,
as and when it is relevant but it will not feature in a separate chapter either.

Chapter 2 on Midnight’s Children will discuss how cinema is instrumental in
debunking myths of the nation. The discussion will place a particular emphasis on the
representation of women and nation. Midnight's Children first introduces Rushdie’s
idea of multiplicity, pluralism and hybridity with which he associates India and to
which communalism is diametrically opposed, which he develops further in subsequent
novels. Midnight’s Children is informed by Bombay cinema and reflects and parodies it
in its use of stock narrative devices, such as children switched at birth, or characters like
the good ayah and in the transformation of Indira Gandhi into the Widow, the wicked
witch of the East. The novel also introduces characters associated with the film industry
such as Saleem’s uncle Hanif and his starlet wife and the film producer Homi Catrack
through whom Rushdie develops an aesthetic argument about realism and fantasy in
relation to the idiom of Bombay cinema. The chapter also includes a close reading of
Rushdie’s Screenplay of Midnight’s Children to further highlight the filmic elements of
the novel. The chapter will argue that the use of Bombay cinema in Midnight's Children
reveals the feminine as a trope in how nationhood is imagined and will further argue
that representations of Bombay through cinematic visuals, which Rushdie extends to the
whole of India, allow him to deconstruct India’s myth of nation in the wake of the
Emergency.

Chapter 3 will discuss Shame in relation to Midnight’s Children and will
examine the role of women and nation in both novels. It will focus on how Karachi and
Pakistan become in Shame the antithesis to Bombay and India and will show how the
notion of non-stop inventiveness and the potential of non-stop regeneration that Rushdie

associates with India are portrayed as non-existent in Pakistan. Rushdie stresses
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Pakistan’s singularity rather than its multiplicity and argues that the threat of religious
extremism brings with it a closure of possibilities. This chapter will analyse the central
role of “Woman’ in Rushdie’s exploration of the theme of shame, sharam and honour.
Women attain mythic stature through their suffering and this chapter will explore how
these ‘larger-than-life’ characters are constructed in filmic parameters and shape the
narrative. This chapter will also explore the narrative of partition and its cinematic
representation in the novel and different modes of representation and narrative forms of
story-telling.

Chapter 4 on The Satanic Verses discusses how Rushdie deploys cinematic
aesthetics on all levels of the narrative and how he uses them in his argument for
hybridity in his negotiation of migrancy. The chapter will discuss the theme of
migration by comparing the filmic intertext Shree 420 and its engagement with
migrancy, dislocation and identity in relation to Bombay with similar concerns in The
Satanic Verses and trans-global migration to London. It will argue that Rushdie here
extends the preoccupations of Midnight’s Children to the global arena and will examine
how Hindi cinema functions in different ways in the novel: as memory trigger, a way of
imagining home and of portraying the effects of alienation for the characters in an epic
story of good versus evil. By dislocating his narrative away from the subcontinent to the
metropolitan centre of the former Empire, Rushdie can further interrogate the notion of
the Imaginary Homeland and contrast it with ideas developed in Midnight's Children
and through the narrator/author in Shame. The chapter analyses further how the novel
uses elements of Hindi cinema, such as the song sequences to structure Hindi film
superstar Gibreel Farishta’s dream sequences. This strategy has been first introduced in
Midnight’s Children in the form of the fragmented body of Reverend Mother seen only
through the perforated sheet, but Rushdie has refined this technique in Shame and uses
it to even greater effect in The Satanic Verses by directly referencing song picturisation
in Hindi cinema. Thus the chapter will argue that The Satanic Verses illustrates how
cinema plays a role in the way the novel is structured and that this structure loosely
resembles that of the Hindi film.

Chapter 5 will examine The Moor’s Last Sigh as a companion volume to
Midnight’s Children and will pay particular attention to the way in which Rushdie
revisits Bombay and perceives the recent changes that have transformed the city after
the 1992/93 riots and bomb blasts. Two filmic intertexts Mother India and Mr India

(1987) will be discussed to show how Rushdie constructs his alternative version of




Mother India and a different way of imagining India as a postcolonial nation. The
chapter focuses on Rushdie’s use of the conventions of Hindi cinema, specifically in the
construction of the ‘larger-than-life’ artist Aurora Zogoiby and the important role of
gossip and hearsay in this process. The chapter will interrogate how Rushdie develops
the notion of *Woman’ from Midnight'’s Children as a trope with which nationhood is
imagined after the dream of an eclectic, secular India goes up in flames after several
bomb explosions in Bombay. The construction of the character of Aurora amalgamates
Rushdie’s experimentation in writing women and therefore merits particular attention.
This chapter will also explore how Bombay is portrayed as a metaphor for modern
India, which connects the novel thematically to Rushdie’s previous novels. After being
sidelined in The Satanic Verses, Bombay takes centre stage again. Thus the chapter will
explore the novel as an intertext to Midnight’s Children and The Satanic Verses and will
show how Rushdie constructs an arc between the novels that he concludes in the first
third of The Ground Beneath Her Feet.

Chapter 6 will focus on how Rushdie is moving away from cinemascope
storytelling to a more polyphonic style. It will discuss how Rushdie constructs a
postmodern reworking of myth in an age of globalisation and trans-global migrancy and
how Rushdie uses the trope of discontinuous personalities that he has explored in The
Satanic Verses in his retelling of the Orpheus myth. The chapter will examine how 7he
Ground Beneath Her Feet reworks material from Midnight's Children, The Satanic
Verses and The Moor’s Last Sigh through the minority of the Parsees and how the novel
negotiates the shifting ground beneath its protagonists’ feet in three metropolitan centres
— Bombay, LLondon and New York. While The Ground Beneath Her Feet focuses on
music, it is also obsessed with picture-making — the narrator Rai is a free-lance
photographer. The notion of picture-making as a form of art and its implications for
memory and remembering shall therefore be a main focal point in a discussion of the
novel. Furthermore the chapter discusses The Ground Beneath Her Feet in conjunction
with Fury. Both novels are concerned with diaspora, rather than the homeland and this
chapter will make comparisons to a number of recent Bollywood movies that have also
taken up this issue. The chapter also discusses the issue of superstardom and celebrity
and how the star becomes a screen upon which the public projects its own aspirations,
comparing the VTO phenomenon in The Ground Beneath Her Feet to the star system in

Bollywood cinema and the superstar intellectual in Fury.
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Chapter 7 will explore Shalimar the Clown in the context of 1960s Hindi film
Mughal-e-Azam and highlight how the film works in the novel as an important intertext.
Rushdie uses the genre of the historical to make a wider argument about Kashmiri
tolerance through allusions to Mughal rule in India. The chapter will also focus on the
cinematic nature of writing and its intertextual relationship to the genre of the
Hollywood thriller through filmic intertexts Vertigo and The Manchurian Candidate.
The novel engages with conceptualisations of terror and terrorism in a globalised world
and this chapter will demonstrate how Rushdie examines this in different localities, time
periods and through the eyes of different individuals with vastly different experiences
that lead to the reframing of discourses of citizenship, loyalty and nationhood. In
Shalimar the Clown Rushdie once again demonstrates how cinematic strategies allow
him to create a panoramic screen within his novels that shows itself to be capacious
enough to explore and to deeply question the politics of globalisation, nationhood and
terrorism.

The Conclusion delineates Rushdie’s fiction’s and Hindi cinema’s relationship
with the city and will focus on the trajectory Bombay-London-New York that this thesis
has charted and will briefly outline the role of different genres of Hindi films — ‘social’,
‘mythological’ and ‘historical” — in Rushdie’s narratives and how they influence and

direct his political and philosophical arguments in his novels.

Notes:

' My discussion refers to what is commonly know as ‘Bollywood’ as either Indian popular cinema,
Bombay cinema or Hindi cinema, partly to escape the controversial debates about the term. ‘Bollywood’,
a composite taking the ‘Bo-’ in Bombay and grafting it onto the ‘-llywood’ of Hollywood, has become
the standard designation for the Indian film industry as a whole, and is often used as a blanket over-
generalisation, that throws together the various regional cinemas of India and often now even includes
India’s art house or new cinema. The term itself is contentious. It is not quite clear where it originated
from, although it has been suggested that it has been coined by a journalist writing for the film magazine
Cineblitz. In her excellent introduction to Indian popular cinema Nasreen Munni Kabir explains: “The
Bollywood name has divided critics, filmmakers and stars, many of whom refuse to use it. They believe it
sets up Hindi cinema against Hollywood movies in an overly simplified and patronizing way, and blithely
implies that conventions that work for Tom Cruise will work equally well for Aamir Khan, or that Kajol
can change places with Julia Roberts. But despite such valid protests, the term has become common
currency in both India and elsewhere. Most people find it a useful way of identifying Bombay
productions’ (Kabir 2001, 21).

> While Rushdie remains a controversial novelist in India, there is admiration for the way in which his
novels manage to encapsulate the spirit of Bombay’s Golden Age. Jerry Pinto and Naresh Fernandes in
their collection Bombay, Meri Jaan: writings on Mumbai call Rushdie ‘the storyteller of Bombay’
(Pinto/Fernandes 2003, 112).

¥ For an interesting discussion see the essays in Kaarsholm, Preben, ed. 2004. City Flicks: Indian Cinema
and the Urban Experience. Calcutta and New Delhi: Seagull Books.
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* Rushdie, like these other great Indian writers writing in English, faces a similar artistic problem. Rao in
particular was concerned to find a way of expressing the Indian reality of village life in a language that
was not ‘native’ to India, but a colonial export. In his Foreword to Kanthapura, Raja Rao describes the
challenges and predicaments for Indian writers writing in English: ‘One has to convey in a language that
is not one’s own the spirit that is one’s own. One has to convey the various shades and omissions of a
certain thought-movement that looks maltreated in an alien language. [...] We are all instinctively
bilingual. [...] Our method of expression therefore has to be a dialectic which will some day prove to be
as distinctive and colourful as the Irish or the American’ (Rao 1989, i). Furthermore, Rao addresses the
problem of style and the difficulty of expressing the Indian tempo of life that needs to be infused into
English expressions and needs to reflect the style of Indian storytelling. Rushdie, although not a fan of
Rao, is faced with the same predicament. He was inspired by Desani’s undertakings in A/l About H.
Hatterr, which, in his article ‘The Empire writes Back with a vengeance’, he describes as ‘the first great
stroke of the decolonising pen’, and looked to India’s oral story-telling tradition, the Indian religious epics
the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, as well as the Arabian Nights.

* Vilayet, literally meaning “foreign land’ in Hindi, is used as a name for England. The term is used in 7he
Satanic Verses and sets England up as the promised land that falls short of expectations. Thus the story of
the migrants in their fight against racist attacks becomes not the Mahabharata but Mahavilayet, the epic
of the great foreign country (Rushdie 1998, 283).

° By contrast, Vikram Chandra’s novel Sacred Games as well as his short story collection Love and
Longing in Bombay give a much more rounded picture of the fabric of Bombay by engaging with people
from different social spheres as well as incorporating more detailed descriptions of the different locations
of the city.

7 This period of transformation in Bombay culminated in the advent of independence and paved the way
for Bombay’s boom in the following decade. Rushdie’s treatment of Bombay in his novels needs to be
read as an engagement with, even a response to, this changing cultural landscape of the city. In this
context it is worth considering Raymond Williams’s argument in his 1989 book Politics of Modernism:
Against the New Conformists. Williams analyses the specific location of the artist in relation to the
changing cultural milieu of the metropolis. Although Williams writes about the western metropolis, there
are some correlations with Bombay, a city that, although situated in India has always been looking to the
West. Williams argues: ‘It [the metropolis] was the place where new social and economic and cultural
relations, beyond both city and nation in their older senses, were beginning to be formed: a distinct
historical phase which was in fact to be extended, in the second half of the twentieth century, at least
potentially, to the whole world” (Williams 2007, 44). The advent of Art Deco, its adaptation in Bombay,
is perhaps an example how this process impacted on a colonial city like Bombay.

® The 1930s and early 1940s in particular saw an unprecedented building boom, economic growth and
accelerated activity in the move towards independence, which paved the way for the city’s prosperity.
The emblem of this move to modernity was the adoption and adaptation of the Art Deco style to build the
city’s apartment blocks, cinemas and department stores. According to Dwivedi and Mehrotra in Bombay:
the Cities Within, from 1933 to 1942 the building boom climaxed as the population of Bombay increased
to 1.49 million with the need for space and land escalating (2001, 242). This building boom coincided
with Art Deco becoming the prevalent style. Dwivedi and Mehrotra note: ‘In many ways this unique style
became symbolic of the last burst of westernisation that engulfed the city before India gained
independence in the following decade’ (2001, 246). Part of the successful adoption of Art Deco and its
representation in interiors and architecture was due to Bombay’s social and cultural scene frequented by
Bombay’s business and upper-class community. Art Deco was highly influential in the transformation of
the old Fort Area of the city as well as the Back Bay reclamation scheme between Marine Drive and
Churchgate. Its application was consistent with the original style, although less elaborate than in New
York. As Dwivedi and Mehrotra observe, the style was readily adapted to local needs and to the available
technology in Bombay (Dwivedi/Mehrotra 2001, 247). The development of Art Deco into a Bombay style
impacted greatly on the design and look of the city. According to Dwivedi and Mehrotra, ‘the
development of Art Deco rapidly replaced Bombay’s image from a Victorian to a cosmopolitan and
modern city’ (Dwivedi/Mehrotra 2001, 247).

? Homi Bhabha concerns himself with Rushdie’s conceptualisation of hybridity in relation to The Satanic

Verses, which he discusses in ‘DissemiNation: Time, narrative and the margins of the modern nation’
(Bhabha 1994, 139-170) and ‘How newness enters the world: postmodern space, postcolonial times and
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trials of cultural translation” (Bhabha 1994, 212-235). Rushdie writes back to this by making fun of the
title in The Moor’s Last Sigh. The tile of Zeenat Vakil’s thesis is ‘Imperso-Nation and Dis/Semi/Nation:
Dialogics of Eclecticism and Interrogations of Authenticity in A.Z." (Rushdie 1996b, 329).

' Vijay Mishra and Douglas Hodge have demonstrated this in their reading of Midnight’s Children: ‘For
postmodernism, Rushdie’s questioning of historical certainties is exemplary of its own project; for the
post-colonial what is important is the way in which another, lost master-narrative recalled through the
creative power of maya, of illusion, is used to free the colonized. [...] Whereas a postmodern reading of
Midnight’s Children would emphasize play and deferral, a fully post-colonial reading will locate the
meaning of untranslated words and the special, culture-specific resonances of the text. It might even offer
a radical reshaping or rethinking of what Habermas has called our “communicative rationality”’
(Mishra/Hodge 1993, 282). For an interesting reading of The Satanic Verses as a text that is at the same
time postmodern and postcolonial see Aravamudan 1989, 3-20.

' Rushdie elaborates on this in “The Empire writes back with a vengeance’ (Rushdie 1982, 8).

"> According to Rachel Dwyer in A/l You Want is Money, All You Need is Love: Sex and Romance in
Modern India, the rise of the middle classes is closely intertwined with the growth and development of
Bombay. According to Dwyer, ‘the bourgeoisie was not a single community, but included a wide
spectrum of castes and also of social class from the small shopkeeper to the rich merchant, who might
aspire to the highest social status and could certainly dominate the commercial, and to some extent the
political, life of the city’ (Dwyer 2000, 65). The city saw the emergence of a mercantile middle class, and
an intellectual and professional middle class, which became prominent with the introduction of a new
education system in the mid-nineteenth century (Dwyer 2000, 69). The most significant change to the
structure of the Bombay middle classes came with Independence. The partition of British India in 1947
significantly altered the social fabric of the city, as many of the Muslim elite left Bombay while some
200,000 migrants arrived in the city (Dwyer 2000, 73). Dwyer describes the first decade of independence
as ‘by and large a middle-class rule and is looked back to as a golden age for the professional and
intellectual middle classes, a time of high morality, ending with the defeat by China in 1962’ (Dwyer
2000, 74).

" For an interesting discussion see Young, Robert. 1990. White Mythologies: Writing History and the
West. London: Routledge.

'Y Bhabha argues: ‘Such art does not merely recall the past as social cause or aesthetic precedent; it
renews the past, refiguring it as a contingent “in-between” space, that innovates and interrupts the
performance of the present” (Bhabha 1994, 7).

"* The formulaic nature of the Bombay film is often cited as one of its defining features. However, it
should not be accepted as a given. It seems an incredibly reductive way of looking at Bombay cinema. If
there were only a set formula to follow, every film would be a hit. There are certain elements that the film
audience will require, but it is how these elements are modulated, expanded and reworked that will
determine the success or failure of a film. This process is likened to the blending of spices, the masala
mix.

'® This will be discussed in further detail in relation to the magical gifts of the Midnight’s Children as a
symbol of hope and possibility that is destroyed, Sufiya Zinobia’s transformation into a violent beastly
figure as the avatar of shame and shamelessness, indicting a corrupt political elite, and Salahuddin
Chamchawala’s transformation into the devil that mirrors the demonisation of the immigrant community
in Britain in the early 1980s.

' For a synopsis of these films and film-stills see the Appendix, 298-304.

'® According to Vasudevan, nineteenth century Victorian melodrama had a considerable influence on the
development of the melodramatic mode in Bombay cinema. Rosie Thomas further elaborates on this:
‘Thus, traditional entertainment forms, notably village dramatizations of the mythological epics and also,
more directly, the urban nineteenth- and twentieth-century Parsee theater with its adaptations of
Shakespeare and Victorian melodrama, inflected this development, interacting, of course, with many
other developments’ (Thomas 1995, 161). Many writers, directors and performers made the transition
from stage to screen and worked in the film industry. Rachel Dwyer notes the influence of Parsi theatre
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companies that were largely responsible for the promotion of a new urban theatre that was superseded by
cinema in the twentieth century (Dwyer/Patel 2002, 14). This theatre is marked by its eclecticism,
drawing on Shakespeare, Victorian melodrama, modern versions of Sanskrit drama as well as original
work (Dwyer/Patel 2002, 14). According to Dwyer, ‘the plays included songs and dance set between long
dialogues and displayed many features that we later find in Hindi films, notably the presentation of a
series of attractions [...] such as miracles, which interrupted the narrative, and the use of song and dance’
(Dwyer/Patel 2002, 14).

" Vijay Mishra in his analysis of Bombay Cinema’s melodramatic staging argues that ‘in Bombay
Cinema (which began as a colonial form) one of the great borrowed literary forms has been melodrama’
where its “expressive possibilities [...] are taken up in a highly localized manner’ (Mishra 2002, 35).
Although there are some similarities, there is no simple transposition of the melodramatic mode of
Western literary tradition or the Hollywood film. As Mishra argues, melodrama is used selectively.
Furthermore in its construction of archetypal figures Bombay cinema is directly related to the great Indian
epics the Mahabharata and the Ramayana. These epic pretexts have been mediated through the crucible
of Parsi theatre. As Mishra claims, the Parsi theatrical traditions in its cultural hybridity became a
repository of stories, themes and dialogues for cinema in India (Mishra 2002, 9).

*" See Rushdie/Ball 2000,106-107 and Rushdie/Pattanayak 1983, 20

' M Madhava Prasad discusses the Indian star system in the context of the Hindu practice of darsana.
According to Prasad, ‘darsana refers to the relation of perception within public traditions of Hindu
worship, especially in the temples, but also in public appearances of monarchs and other elevated figures.
Typically this structure is constituted by the combination of three elements : the divine image, the
worshipper and the mediating priest. [...]the act of going to the temple is perceived as involving the
“taking of darsana (drasana lena) by the devotee and the “giving” of darasana (darsana dena) by the
divinity in question. [...] The practice signifies a mediated bringing to (god’s) presence of the subject,
who, by being seen by the divine image, comes to be included in the order instituted and supported by
that divinity’ (Prasad 1998, 74-75). In this respect, Jaikumar argues that because of these different notions
of visuality that is based on a sense of interaction across distance and ‘of an explicitly hierarchical
structuring of the image that intrudes into the film’s mimetic capabilities’, it is different from the
voyeurism that defines the relationship between viewer and filmic text in Hollywood film theory
(Jaikumar 2006, 197)

** For a detailed analysis of the mythological film see Dwyer, Rachel. 2006. Filming the Gods: Religion
and Indian cinema. London: Routledge.

** This seems to articulate the debate between the commercial sector of film-making and the Calcutta film
society in the 1950s, a debate that was shaped largely by Satyajit Ray, who was deeply critical of the
commercial cinema. See for instance his 1948 essay ‘What is Wrong with Indian films’ and his 1967
essay ‘Those Songs’ in Ray, Satyajit. 1976. Our Films, Their Films. Hyderabad: Orient Longman.

**In an Interview with Ginny Dougary Rushdie admits: Although other people have liked it [...] I think
Martin [Amis] likes it but, as I say, it embarrasses me’ (Rushdie/Dougary 2005). In a 1984 interview with
Kumkum Sangari Rushdie elaborates on this: ‘I’ve said before that I don’t hear my voice in Grimus. [...]
The most important lesson I taught myself, by looking into why Grimus was a bad book, was that the
fantasy was not connected to any observable reality, that these elements of fantasy must grow out of
something I know and people can recognise’ (Rushdie/Sangari 2001, 72). In Grimus, Rushdie claims, he
had not yet found his voice as an author. In this respect, he sees it as an apprentice piece: ‘So perhaps |
had to write Grimus in order to understand how to write the others. At the time it was very painful
because it involved rejecting, more or less completely, one’s entire intellectual framework’
(Rushdie/Sangari 2001, 72).
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Chapter 2
Midnight’s Children: Unravelling the Riddle of Midnight

Midnight’s Children is Rushdie’s first novel set in India and his first where he uses
cinematic storytelling. The novel won Rushdie the Booker prize and established his
reputation as a novelist. Furthermore, the novel paved the way for a younger generation
of novelists from the subcontinent who often emulated Rushdie’s style of storytelling.
Rushdie has remained a distinctive literary voice for more than three decades and
Midnight’s Children remains his most widely acclaimed work. The idea for the novel
lay initially with Rushdie’s preoccupation of restoring his childhood Bombay to
himself. According to Liz Calder, his former editor at Jonathan Cape, after his debut
novel Grimus, Rushdie worked on an unpublished novel titled Madam Rama, which
was about the movie industry. Liz Calder states, however: ‘I read it and I said I didn’t
think it worked as it stood, though it had absolutely marvelous material in it. He agreed,
as did other publishers. So he put it to one side’ (Weatherby 1990, 38). Midnight's
Children’s central character, Saleem Sinai, comes from another still-born novel, The
Antagonist (Rushdie 2006a, ix/x). In Midnight’s Children Rushdie develops his hall-
mark style of multi-layered storytelling, teeming, turbulent and ever-digressing, first
signs of which can be seen in his debut novel Grimus.

Midnight’s Children has been influenced by many writers, literary styles and
other novels. Western literary scholars have traced many of the influences to Western
literature, such as Giinter Grass’s The Tin Drum, Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy as
well as Charles Dickens, while Rushdie has volunteered other influences on his writing
such as Gogol, Cervantes, Kafka, Melville and Machado de Assis.' Rushdie’s fiction
has also been linked to the South American Magical Realist tradition, most notably
Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude.” While my discussion
acknowledges these influences, I will privilege Rushdie’s subcontinental heritage and
will emphasise the influence of India’s storytelling tradition on the novel, a tradition
that bridges different media — oral storytelling, film, music, visual art, folklore.

Midnight’s Children draws on the conventions of Bombay cinema, reflected in
the way the novel uses stock narrative devices and often parodies them. This chapter
will read Midnight’s Children through the idiom of the Bombay film. It will look at how
cinema is instrumental in debunking myths of the nation with a particular emphasis on
the representation of women. I will argue that the use of Bombay cinema in Midnight’s

Children reveals the feminine as a trope in how nationhood is imagined and will further
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argue that representations of Bombay through cinematic visuals, which Rushdie extends
to the whole of India, allow him to deconstruct India’s myth of nation in the wake of the
Emergency. The novel first introduces Rushdie’s idea of multiplicity, pluralism and
hybridity with which he associates India and to which communalism is diametrically
opposed. Rushdie uses a distinctly visual and cinematic style to convey the main thrust
of his argument how the dream of a nation expressed by Nehru on the Eve of
Independence could turn into a nightmare through the despotic streak of his daughter
and her declaration of a state of internal emergency in 1975. Against the historical
backdrop of thirty years of Indian independence, Rushdie, through his narrator Saleem,

narrates an ever-digressive tale. At its centre lies the epic saga of the Sinai family.

Salman and the Sea of Stories

Midnight’s Children is a novel that agglomerates several streams of stories that are
interconnected through an array of leitmotifs, such as the silver spittoon, the pointed
finger, the Midnight’s Children, pickling, or the perforated sheet. The perforated sheet
is perhaps the sturdiest of these recurring motifs as it is linked with Rushdie’s narrative
method. The concrete object of the perforated sheet illustrates the method of storytelling
in the novel. Rushdie explains:

Well, having found the image of the sheet with the hole, it began immediately to
feel like a metaphor for the way in which the whole book was written, and it
became helpful to me as a way of understanding how to write the book. To fall
in love with something seen only in little bits and to make the composite figure
in your imagination, and then fall in love with it, seemed not unlike what I was
trying to do. So all those deliberate uses of phrases [the ‘partitioned” woman, the
‘sectioned’” woman, the ‘collage’], such as the ones you mentioned, were there to
steer the reader in that direction.

(Reynolds/Noakes 2003, 12)

Rushdie’s observations regarding this metaphor are striking insofar as they are not only
relevant to how women are imagined in the novel, but also to the functioning of
memory. Rushdie puzzles together the fragments of his memory of Bombay in an aim to
restore his Bombay childhood to himself. This leitmotif is stretched, perhaps overplayed
to excess, recurring over and over again in different guises. For example, the sheet’s
link to the partitioned woman is extended to the discovery and imagining of a national
consciousness. Through the perforated sheet, Saleem’s grandfather pieces together the
fragments that add up to an image of his future wife Naseem. The Heidelberg-educated
young doctor is called to the landowner Ghani’s House to examine his daughter who is

suffering from an upset stomach. However, because she is in purdah, her father cannot
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allow Aziz to see his daughter and comes up with the plan to seat his daughter behind a

sheet with a big hole in the middle. The doctor then has to specify which part of the
patient he needs to see to give his diagnosis.” Through this process, Aziz accumulates
an image of Naseem through the fragmented parts that become whole when she
develops the long sought-for headache.

The perforated sheet as an object mirrors Saleem’s shifting perspective as
narrator. His perspective switches back and forth from the panoramic and sweeping, to
the up-close and personal. As a narrative strategy, he deploys this throughout the novel.
However the shift in perspective is most crucial and noticeable in the third section of the
novel. Saleem’s focus becomes narrower and narrower the more he realises that he is
not central to the history of the country, but that this role of centrality belongs to Indira
Gandhi, fictionalised in Midnight's Children as the Widow, re-imagined in Saleem’s
nightmares as the Wicked Witch of the East in a nod to The Wizard of Oz (see Rushdie
1995a, 207-208)." By the end of the novel, Saleem has become marginal in his own
story, which is also his initial position of enunciation. The reader is made aware from
the beginning from which position he writes and tells his tale, which raises several
questions about his role as the narrator of the story. Does he try to reclaim his central
role in the story of his life, or is his act of writing his autobiography, a form of
confessional, his way of admitting defeat? Bearing these concerns in mind, what
strategies does Saleem use to keep his audience captivated, interested and on his side?
How believable is he, especially since he hints constantly at his own unreliability? He
creates this impression through his ever more elaborate attempts to maintain his
centrality in his story. Some answers to the above questions can be found in the way
cinema becomes an idiom through which Saleem tells his ever-digressing narrative.

The motif of the Midnight’s Children is intrinsically linked to Saleem’s
realisation of marginality and closely connected to the examination of the politics of the
novel in its firm and uncompromising critique of Indira Gandhi and her declaration of a
state of internal emergency. The novel charts, albeit loosely and in fragments, India’s
history, or, to be more precise, writes a version of Indian history, from the last years of
the Raj, beginning in 1915, to the lifting of the Emergency in 1977, ending with the
country’s thirtieth anniversary of Independence. Initially, the novel examines the
struggle for Independence, in which Saleem’s grandfather takes an active part, and
explores possible alternatives to the partition of the subcontinent. All these debates,

which dominate the first part of the novel, come to nothing, which is reflected in the
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name of the Rani of Cooch Naheen, Hindi for the Rani of ‘nothing at all’, under whose
patronage these discussions take place.

With an agreement on Partition, the countdown begins towards the Midnight
Hour of 14 August 1947, at which India makes its tryst with destiny and 1001
Midnight’s Children are born. They become a metaphor for the country’s hopes and
possibilities that Independence brings with it. Linked to the Midnight’s Children is also
the motif of the Midnight Hour and its association with magic. Yet the novel later also
plays on the Midnight Hour being the hour of nightmares. Thus the wicked witch of the
East, Indira Gandhi, and her declaration of the Emergency are linked to the witching
hour. Saleem parallels and diametrically opposes two Midnight Hours, India’s arrival at
Independence and the inception of the state of internal emergency in 1975 at which
point Indira Gandhi assumes autocratic rule over the country. The death of democracy
and the polarisation of society that it brings with it is presented in the novel as the death
of an idea of India as it is outlined by Nehru in his “Tryst with Destiny’ speech on the
Eve of Independence, which is intercut with Saleem’s birth.” Similarly, the birth of the
Emergency is intercut with the birth of Saleem’s wife’s child. The dismantling of the
rule of law and the assumption of autocratic rule brings with it heavy press censorship,
which is reflected in baby Aadam’s two-year refusal to utter a single word, slum
clearances as part of city beautification programs, and an extreme form of birth control.’
The forced sterilisation, the performance of a variety of ‘-ectomies’, draining out all
hope, transforms the metaphor of the Midnight’s Children into one of hope betrayed and
possibility denied.

Rushdie introduces into the novel a film vocabulary that he uses as a given. He
uses montages, close ups, fade outs, intercuts, dissolves, sometimes he portrays the
action in the style of a documentary, sometimes a Bombay film melodrama or action
movie. The novel teems with cinematic visuals and they produce a very striking effect.”
For example, a distinct documentary style allows for a more immediate portrayal of the
horrors of the Amritsar massacre, while Bombay-film-style melodrama works well in
portraying the larger-than-life characters in his own family and their often bizarre
family life. The action sequences in his confrontation with Shiva, too, bear traces of the
1970s action drama and seem like an indirect comment on the films that were produced
in Bombay at the time, reflecting the heightened tensions and aggressions during the
Emergency (see Rushdie 1995a, 347). Indeed the rebellious Shiva is an implicit
reminder of the hero of 1970s Bombay cinema, ‘the Angry Young Man’. In Midnight’s
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Children, Rushdie strategically deploys Bombay cinema’s stock narrative devices, such
as the good ayah, children switched at birth or the epic family saga, to melodramatic
and comedic effect. He deploys them always in view of underlining the vision of Nehru
and his ideal of postcolonial independent India.®

The eclecticism of Saleem’s legacy is achieved through the very popular
Bombay film device of switching children at birth. He becomes a motley agglomeration
of dubious and multiple parentage and ancestry, which mirrors that of the whole
country. Saleem is and is not his parents’ son. He is the bastard child of the departing
British colonialist William Methwold who has acquired a taste for lower-class Indian
women, namely the wife of the street-singer Wee Willie Winkie. Because of Mary
Pereira’s act of switching him and Amina Sinai’s child, spurred on by her crazed love
for the Marxist petty criminal Joe d’Acosta, Saleem leads the privileged life of the little
rich kid, while his rival Shiva, whose place Saleem has involuntarily usurped, has to
lead the tough life of a street beggar. Saleem’s identity is patched together and all these
elements are part of his fragmentary self. Rushdie notes that for Saleem, the hit song
‘Mera Joota Hai Japani’ from Shree 420 could also be his theme tune (Rushdie 1992a,
11).” The motley agglomeration of selthood acquires further thematic significance in
The Satanic Verses.

Saleem’s quest for identity is parallel to that of the country. Rushdie suggests
that India is made up of a patchwork of cultural signifiers — religious, popular cultural,
national — mirrored in the linguistic plurality of the country. Thus Saleem, Midnight’s
Child, switched at birth by the woman who was later to become his Christian ayah, is
raised a Muslim, not a Hindu. He is committed to secularism through his parents’
upbringing, yet his narrative swarms with references to the Mahabharata and the
Ramayana. The role given to the Sabarmati case in Midnight’s Children highlights this
well. The Sabarmati case as it is narrated could not be staged more melodramatically.
Here, the novel questions modernity and tradition, and the episode is a good example of
the interplay between the relationship of Bombay cinema’s moral code and Saleem’s
view of morality within his own narrative. Rosie Thomas underlines the relationship
between the Ramayana and Mahabharata and the moral universe of the Bombay film
from which Saleem also draws:

[t would appear that it was not simply the fact that the tales of the Ramayana and
Mahabharata were familiar throughout India that ensured their suitability but
the fact that [...] they offered the framework for melodrama, within which the
perennial battle between good and evil could become the arena in which the
‘modern’ can be constantly negotiated.

-43 -




(Thomas 1995, 180)
Rushdie’s reworking of the Nanavati case that held India spellbound in 1959/60
illustrates Thomas’s observation well.'’ The Nanavati case, which Rushdie adapts in the
novel as the Sabarmati case, was associated in the popular imagination with the
abduction of Sita by the evil demon king Ravana and her restitution to Rama."' Bombay
cinema often uses elements of these myths, and Saleem also infuses his story with these
references and transposes them on his characters. On the one hand, he stresses India’s
and his family’s secularism. On the other hand, he demonstrates how the mythology of
independent, secular, democratic India is reliant on the ancient religious mythology for
its new secular mythology. "

This connects the novel further with Bombay cinema, which also draws from the
old myths, reinventing them for a modern audience. For example, a film such as Amar
Akbar Anthony (1977)," one of the first proper masala films, accumulating a string of
episodic highlights edited to form a seemingly organic spectacle, tells the story of three
brothers separated from their mother and each other through a combination of fate and
villainy, after their father takes the blame for somebody else’s crime. The sons are
raised as Amar by a Hindu policeman, Akbar by a Muslim tailor and Anthony by a
Catholic priest. The brothers are separated and meet again under a statue of Mahatma
Gandhi, seemingly giving the film more gravitas in its portrayal of a secular society that
post-independence India is meant to be, arguing for religious tolerance. As Meenakshi
Mukherjee notes, the film could be seen as intertextual in the way in which it echoes
Rushdie’s imagining of India’s secular modernity in Midnight’s Children:

There may be an element of comic and parodic exaggeration in the rendition of
an easy co-existence of diversity in the land of his birth, encapsulated for
example in Amar-Akbar-Anthony fashion, in the varieties of mothers Saleem
has: biological, adoptive and nutrient — Vanita, Amina and Mary Pereira, and the
many fathers he acquires through life — British, Hindu, Muslim, Sikh — but this
playfulness does not go against the central project of the novel.

(Mukherjee, 2000, 177)

These parallels are also revealing with regard to the way in which Rushdie uses
cinematic storytelling as a narrative strategy in the novel. Cinema is intricately woven
into the plotline of Midnight’s Children, and the visual scope of the novel is further

highlighted when comparing and contrasting Rushdie’s screenplay with the novel.

The screenplay of Midnight’s Children
After the novel won the Booker of Bookers in 1993, Salman Rushdie was approached

by the BBC and Channel Four to produce a TV miniseries of the novel."* The project
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was never completed due to a number of difficulties Rushdie recorded in his
introduction to the screenplay which was subsequently published by Vintage in 1999.
According to Rushdie, it was a mammoth project that involved ‘two writers, three
directors, at least four producers and a whole passionately dedicated production team
[...]. and which foundered for political reasons when everything was in place and the
beginning of principal photography was only a few weeks away’ (Rushdie 1999, 1).
Rushdie favoured the BBC because of its ability to fund and produce the serial itself as
well as the presence of Alan Yentob, a friend of Rushdie’s, as head of drama at the
BBC. The agreed format was a feature-length first episode followed by four fifty-
minute episodes, a running length of about five hours in total. After some drafting
difficulties Rushdie took over as scriptwriter, largely rewriting the original script. The
only thing Rushdie retained was the dialogue taken from the novel. Rushdie has been
ruthless in adapting the novel as a screenplay. Some characters have been cut, such as
Mian Abdullah or peripheral characters such as snake expert Dr Schaapsteker, Evie
Burns or the Narliker women, as well as long sequences such as the war in the Rann of
Kutch. This has simplified many of the storylines that digress in the novel, while still
retaining the essence of the novel and its arguments. Most striking is the way in which
Rushdie kills off his characters and readjusts the storyline and his characters” life stories
to fit into the narrative structure of a fifty minute episode, which is much more
successful than a later attempt at adapting the novel into a three hour version for the
stage.15

Rushdie as the adaptor of his own novel makes ruthless changes in order to
construct a dramatic arc within each episode as well as over the whole series, yet he is
careful enough with the original to maintain the essence of the novel, such as its
preoccupations with memory and childhood adolescence in Bombay, the pressures of
family life, unrequited love, as well as the politics of post-independence India. These
are not easy to juggle and condense, yet he is aware of what is effective on screen and
more effective on the page within the confines of a book.'® In his own words: ‘Books
and movies are different languages, and attempts at translation often fail’ (Rushdie
1999, 2). In an interview he sounds more optimistic: ‘I would think that there always is
a solution with film’ (Rushdie/Tripathi, Vakil 2000, 81).

Rushdie has made some tough choices. For example, the Amritsar massacre in
1919, the first instance in the novel where Saleem overtly uses cinematic visuals in his

descriptions, happens off-stage in the screenplay. It seems to be a reminder and makes
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concrete Saleem’s observation that ‘[m]ost of what matters in our lives takes place in
our absence” (Rushdie 1995a, 19). Perhaps it is also a statement against visualisations of
the massacre in films such as Richard Attenborough’s Gandhi (1982). Rushdie’s choice
has a great impact, much like the powerful suggestion of atrocities in Shakespearean
tragedy, where through suggestion rather than full visualisation the horror of the atrocity
is reinforced as it takes place in the viewer’s mind. Especially in times of over-
visualisation of horrific historical events this seems like an effective depiction.

In the novel, Saleem adopts a documentary style to narrate this incident and for
the first time uses technical terms of film production. Saleem describes his grandfather
watching a street scene in Amritsar on 7 April 1919, suffering from an olfactory attack
on his senses by the pungent smell of excrement, while his wife suffers from a
headache. One week before the actual massacre, Aziz has a sense of the tensions in the
air. The itch in his nose forewarns Aziz that ‘something was not right here’ (Rushdie
1995a, 32). Saleem then cuts to a close-up of his grandfather’s right hand. Between
thumb and forefinger he was holding a pamphlet. Saleem now cuts to a long-shot,
asserting ‘nobody from Bombay should be without a basic film vocabulary’ (Rushdie
1995a, 33)."” He goes on to describe the events of 13 April in the Jallianwala Bagh.
After Saleem cuts to his long-shot, he intercuts events in the hotel room with events
elsewhere. In the hotel room Aziz appeals to Naseem:

‘Start thinking about being a modern Indian woman.’
... While in the Cantonment area, at British Army H.Q., one Brigadier R.
E. Dyer is waxing his moustache.’
(Rushdie 1995a, 34)

Saleem shifting from one scene to another is denoted in the text by an ellipsis, but the
reader has been made aware by the narrator of the filmic connection, which has the
effect that the reader visualises the events as a film. Furthermore, through Saleem
adopting a camera gaze in Amritsar, his intrusive narratorial voice becomes detached
and allows for a seemingly neutral depiction of events, as the true horror unfolds. This
form of narration foreshadows that of later incidents, such as the events in the
Sundarbans and the forced sterilisations in the Widow’s Hostel in Benares. These
nuances do not translate easily, are lost in a visualisation on the screen and therefore
Rushdie’s bold choice seems to be the right one.

The screenplay needed to condense the action, while staying true to the original
and needed to translate the material imaginatively. This is largely achieved through

structure as well as adapting storylines to enhance some of the impact of events on
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screen. The longer first episode covers events from Aadam Aziz’s return from
Heidelberg to Saleem’s birth. The second episode is concerned with Saleem’s childhood
in Bombay and ends with the discovery that Saleem’s blood group does not match with
either of his parents. Episode three narrates Saleem’s exile in Pakistan and his return to
Bombay. his stay with his Uncle Hanif, as well as his revenge on his mother by sending
the anonymous letter to Commander Sabarmati. The episode ends with the death of
Hanif and Aadam Aziz and the family deciding to move from Bombay to Pakistan as
Methwold Estate is demolished to make way for high-rise developments. In the fourth
episode, Saleem discovers his sense of smell, falls in love with his ‘sister” who embarks
on her singing career, and the wiping out of his family in the 1965 Indo-Pakistan War.
The narrative then skips forward to the war of secession of Pakistan’s East Wing, where
Saleem, suffering from memory loss and becoming a man-dog, joins the Pakistani
Army’s canine unit. The episode ends with the independence celebrations of
Bangladesh, the defeat of the Pakistani Army by India and Saleem’s rediscovery of his
name through the chance meeting with Parvati the witch who takes him with her to
Delhi. The final episode deals mainly with the Emergency. Saleem arrives back in India,
marries Parvati the Witch and becomes aware of a plot to eliminate the Midnight’s
Children. Captured by Shiva during a slum clearance, he is abducted to Benares,
imprisoned in the Widow’s Hostel and tortured into betraying the whereabouts of all the
Midnight’s Children who are subsequently rounded up and forcefully sterilised and
drained of their magical gifts. The episode ends with Saleem’s return to Bombay as a
broken man with baby Aadam and after the competition in the Midnight’s Confidential
Club he seeks out the Braganza Pickle factory where he is reunited with his ayah.

Every single episode is structured around a climax: Episode one around India’s
arrival at independence, episode two around the first ten years of independence and
events such as Mahatma Gandhi’s assassination and the partition of the state of
Bombay, episode three around the coup in Pakistan, episode four around the Indo-
Pakistan War and the secession of Bangladesh. The final episode climaxes with the
Emergency and the perpetrated atrocities in the Widow’s Hostel in Benares. Rushdie
then arranges his narrative around these crucial events, thus ‘handcuffing’ Saleem to
history. Lifafa Das and his Peepshow machine play a more prominent role in the
screenplay effectively introducing each episode, giving a short preview of what the

viewer can expect in the episode as he is shown a series of black and white postcards.
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The first episode commences, unlike the novel, with Ramram Seth’s prophecy
and then cuts to Amina giving birth. As a voice-over Saleem explains his and the
Midnight’s Children’s unique position: “All over India, in that midnight hour, children
were born who were also children of the time: fathered, you understand, by history. It
can happen. Especially in a country which is itself a sort of dream’ (Rushdie 1999, 17).
In a montage, the faces of baby Saleem and Shiva and then of other babies are mixed
together in a composite, undulating like a flag behind which flies the saffron, white and
green flag of independent India. Then the scene shifts to the 30-year-old Saleem in the
Braganza Pickle Factory, writing his memoir and narrating his story to the intrusive
Padma. From the beginning, Rushdie highlights the centrality of Midnight’s Child and
the birth of independent India that is later paralleled with the birth of baby Aadam at the
inception of the Emergency. These flashbacks as well as skipping forward in time
become more obvious in the screenplay than in the novel, which is perhaps due to an
increased narrative drive and call for linearity within the structure of the screenplay.
These jumps, however, do seem organic and work in terms of keeping suspense and
interest.

Through visualisation, Rushdie’s critique of post-Independence India’s politics
becomes more pronounced. If anything, because of the death of Indira Gandhi in 1984
and the death of her son Sanjay in 1981, Rushdie can now be even more hard-hitting in
his criticism of the Emergency. Indira Gandhi sued Rushdie and his publisher
successfully over a passage in Midnight’s Children that Rushdie had to delete from
subsequent editions of the novel.'® In the screenplay, however, Rushdie increases his
criticism of Sanjay. Indira Gandhi hovers over the Emergency like an invisible
presence, while the perpetrators of the slum clearances and mass sterilisations all have a
resemblance to Sanjay Gandhi. Rushdie remains ambiguous about who is in control of
the proceedings, although it becomes clear that all the orders go back to the highest
government offices and ultimately Indira Gandhi is held responsible. Thus the
visualisation of the Emergency, of Indira Gandhi’s ultimate betrayal, can be handled
with even greater directness.

Rushdie has also made bold choices in partly rewriting characters’ lives and
plotlines to fit in better with the dramatic arcs of each episode. Rushdie has a knack for
ruthlessly dispensing with his characters when they have lost their apparent usefulness
in his narrative and the screenplay is no exception, where even characters who survive

in the novel, though their whereabouts remain unknown, are killed off to provide
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unambiguous closure to the narrative threads that are often left open in the novel. For
instance, his sister Jamila does not find refuge in a convent but is wiped out in the Indo-
Pakistan War of 1965 together with her aunt Pia and Reverend Mother inside their
petrol station. General Zulfikar, his aunt Emerald’s husband, has an extended lease of
life in the screenplay, commanding Pakistan’s troops in Bangladesh, only to be
assassinated when he surrenders to the Indian army. Most strikingly, Shiva dies in the
screenplay in a motorcycle accident, the only midnight’s child not subjected to the
‘-ectomies’ performed in the Widow’s Hostel, but one of the most loyal henchmen of
the government. The events in the Widow’s Hostel are played out like the final
showdown between Shiva and Saleem as Shiva wreaks his final revenge on the little
rich boy who took his place, which meant that he lived a life in poverty. In the end,
Shiva is crushed by a truck, while on the run, after Indira Gandhi has been
unceremoniously kicked out of office in the general election held after the Emergency.
Perhaps a screen adaptation needs a certain level of closure, but in the novel it is
significant that the whereabouts and fate of Shiva remain unknown to reinforce the
unresolved dualism between the two. Saleem imagines him to be dead, but he is not
certain. Indeed in the novel he admits that he made his demise up in order to lull himself
into a false sense of security, which is further proof of his unreliability in his role as
narrator.

The screenplay’s ending also diverges. The novel ends with Saleem disappearing
into the crowd on his own. In the screenplay, he walks into the crowd hand in hand with
Padma to celebrate India’s anniversary of independence. Yet they are separated by the
crowd and are swept in opposite directions as both disappear in a mass of humanity."’
The screenplay, too, does not necessarily pronounce on the future, but hints only at the
possibility of marriage between Saleem and Padma. The tone of both endings remains
the same.

Rushdie has effectively condensed his novel into a screenplay and has adhered
to what Walter Murch expressed in a conversation with Michael Ondaatje: “As a rule,
when you’re adapting a novel to film, you have to ask, What’s the short story of this
novel? And then make certain fateful decisions. The obvious truth about film is that it’s
highly redundant visually’ (Ondaatje 2003, 126). Thus in adapting the novel Rushdie
had to cut through the visual redundancy of film on top of the story abundance of the
novel, while staying true to the spirit of the novel. The screenplay is much more infused

with elements of Hindi cinema. There are song-and-dance sequences, over-powering
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larger-than-life villains, the melodrama of family life is further accentuated. the high
romance of star-crossed lovers is much more foregrounded, and the screenplay deploys
them to great effect. In the novel they form part of a whole series of streams of stories
that come together in Rushdie’s examination of India’s politics from the birth of the

nation at Independence to the Emergency.

Mythic nations, national myths
Midnight’s Children is not only concerned with the birth of a nation but also an ideal of

India that Nehru described in his ‘Tryst with Destiny’ speech on the Eve of
Independence: a country that is free, secular, democratic and socialist in outlook.*’
These principles are further developed in The Discovery of India, which Nehru wrote
during his five month imprisonment in 1944. Nehru seeks here to answer two specific
questions: ‘What is my inheritance? To what am I an heir?” (Nehru 2004, 25) By
looking at India’s past, he seeks to make sense of his position in relation to India so it
will allow him a better understanding of what it means to be ‘Indian’ and by extension
how India can build a better future for herself. Nehru likens this to a journey of
discovery. He finds a common mythic bond that all Indians share:

Whether there was such a thing as an Indian dream through the ages, vivid and
full of life or sometimes reduced to the murmurings of troubled sleep, I do not
know. Every people and every nation has some such belief or myth of national
destiny and perhaps it is partly true in each case. Being an Indian I am myself
influenced by this reality or myth about India, and I feel that anything that had
the power to mould hundreds of generations, without a break, must have drawn
its enduring vitality from some deep well of strength, and have had the capacity

to renew that vitality from age to age.
(Nehru 2004, 47).

For Nehru, this myth about India is enshrined in her diversity and her elusiveness:

India with all her infinite charm and variety began to grow upon me more and
more, and yet the more [ saw of her, the more I realized how very difficult it was
for me or anyone else to grasp the ideas she had embodied. It was not her wide
spaces that eluded me, or even her diversity, but some depth of soul which I

could not fathom
(Nehru 2004, 51)

Nehru describes a country held together by a strong age-old cultural background out of
which a common outlook emerges, which he calls ‘the spirit of India” (Nehru 2004, 52).
Nehru thus argues that India is a country that is, on the one hand, defined by its
diversity, but on the other, through a common cultural bond, a unity which shares a

national heritage as well as moral values derived from popular philosophy, tradition,
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history, myth and legend, especially the Mahabharata and Ramayana. Hence, Nehru
argues:

Some kind of a dream of unity has occupied the mind of India ever since the
dawn of civilization. That unity was not conceived as something imposed from
outside, a standardization of externals or even beliefs. It was something deeper
and, within its fold, the widest tolerance of belief and custom was practiced and
every variety acknowledged and even encouraged.

(Nehru 2004, 55)

Nehru thus maintains that despite variety and diversity amongst the people, there is a
quintessential Indian quality that bonds them together and gives rise to a dream of unity,
of cultural synthesis.”’

Midnight’s Children takes up Nehru’s rhetoric and themes, and creates a similar
argument about the idea of India as a collective dream that the Indian nation has decided
to dream, which becomes a reality at the arrival of independence in 1947. In Midnight's
Children, the birth of the nation is associated with the mythic events of the past to
highlight the magical hour of that birth, anticipated the night before in the dreams of the
residents of Methwold estate and the Sinai family. That night ‘myths, nightmares,
fantasies were in the air’ (Rushdie 1995a, 111). Thus the potential of nightmares
manifests itself at the birth of the nation long before the Emergency. This new myth is
the collective dream of independent India:

there was an extra festival on the calendar, a new myth to celebrate, because a
nation which had never previously existed was about to win its freedom,
catapulting us into a world which, although it had five thousand years of history,
although it had invented the game of chess and traded with Middle Kingdom
Egypt, was nevertheless quite imaginary; into a mythical land, a country which
could never exist except by the efforts of a phenomenal collective will — except
in a dream we all agreed to dream; it was a mass fantasy shared in varying
degrees by Bengali and Punjabi, Madrasi and Jat, and would periodically need
the sanctification and renewal which can only be provided by rituals of blood.
India, the new myth — a collective fiction in which anything was possible, a fable
rivalled only by the two other mighty fantasies: money and God.

(Rushdie 1995a, 112)

Saleem then turns away from these sweeping statements about the new nation back
towards the microcosm of his family and his birth, sidelining the blood sacrifice in the
Punjab and Bengal.

While Amina is in labour, Saleem surveys different locations, not only in
Bombay (the nursing home, Colaba Causeway), but also his grandparents in Agra and
returns to the violence in the Punjab: ‘And in all the cities all the towns all the villages
the little dia-lamps burn on window-sills porches verandahs, while trains burn in the

Punjab, with the green flames of blistering paint and the glaring saffron of fired fuel,
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like the biggest dias in the world’ (Rushdie 1995a, 115). Saleem contrasts sharply the
new optimism associated with the new myth of India with the many-headed monster of
the crowd, in one location celebrating, in another butchering each other. Thus, right at
its inception, the idea of India is likened to a dream as well as a nightmare. The use of
dreams in association with the Midnight Hour suggests from the very beginning the
fragility of the magical possibilities of that hour, and how easily dreams can lapse into
nightmares.

The novel elaborates a myth of nation and then examines how it is dismantled
and destroyed in the 1970s through the autocratic rule of Indira Gandhi during the
Emergency. What becomes clear from the outset is how frail the construction of this
new vision of India is and that not all its citizens can participate in it. In this respect, it is
interesting to note which historical events Rushdie chooses to include and to exclude
from his narrative. For instance, Rushdie marginalises the narrative of Partition, despite
it being one of the most traumatic and pivotal events in the subcontinent’s history. Yet
while these events may seem peripheral in the novel, Partition is woven intricately into
the fabric of the novel. Saleem tells the story of his grandfather’s survival of the
Amritsar massacre. At this moment, Saleem begins to shake as he discovers a thin crack
appearing on his wrist. Thus, fragmented bodies become the mirror of the fragmentation
of a country through multiple partitions.

The crack that Saleem sees developing on his wrist merits further scrutiny. The
recognition of the crack that triggers the story of the death of the boatman Tai can be
read as an example of how Saleem equates himself with India. Cracking and splitting,
then, are another leitmotif carefully woven into the novel. On one level, the notion is
deployed in connection with the construction of an idea of nation. As Meenakshi
Mukherjee explains, the novel is concerned with an idea of India ‘that is inclusive and
tolerant — and the novel is beset with an anxiety about the fragility of this concept of
India’ (Mukherjee 2000, 177). Saleem shows this concept of India, like himself, as
always on the verge of fragmentation. On another level, Rushdie uses splitting and
cracking as a narrative strategy in the novel. Midnight’s Children is an accumulation of
fragmented and digressing stories held together by a vast array of leitmotifs. Cracking
manifests itself overtly in Saleem, cracks developing on his body, as well as his volatile
mental state, always in danger of cracking up. In the course of the novel he becomes
more and more delusional, which links cracking to notions of memory discussed later in

this chapter.
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Splitting manifests itself in the fragmentation of a landmass, from British India,
which was itself fragmented, into India and Pakistan with its East and West Wing and
the later secession of the East Wing to form independent Bangladesh. Furthermore, this
fragmentation is, through the perforated sheet, mapped onto the imagining of women.
Saleem introduces Naseem in fragments as her body is puzzled together to form a
whole. Once fully assembled, after her marriage, she reinvents herself as the powerful
matriarch Reverend Mother. Ironically, she does not turn out to be the woman Aadam
expected her to be. Women’s bodies are fragmented, mutilated and puzzled together
throughout the novel. They are used as objects on which nationhood is mapped and are
objectified as fantasies of desire in patriarchal-sexual terms.”> This is later concretised
in the novel as the Burqa-clad Jamila Singer becomes the voice of the nation of
Pakistan. Her singing voice allows a nation to take flight, to project its hopes and
aspirations onto her disguised body, a self that has become a voice. Through the erasure
of her body and her self, that voice becomes the mythic embodiment of the nation.

As much as being concerned with the geographical entity of India, the novel also
argues about the political entity of India and the changes and partitions it has
undergone. Thus the arguments about India are territorial, philosophical and ultimately
political, which is exemplified in Mr Zagallo’s human geography lesson (Rushdie
1995a, 231-232). The insistence on India as an idea as much as a geographical entity is
rooted in the perception of the artificiality of political community on the subcontinent.
Thus notions of a myth of nation become a driving preoccupation of the novel.”
According to Sunil Khilnani in The Idea of India, modern India is undoubtedly a
product of the modern world, shaped by European colonial expansion, ideas of the state,
nationalism, democracy and economic development. Furthermore, the idea of India had
no clear definition during the independence struggle (see Khilnani 1999, 5). Rushdie
exploits this in Midnight's Children, allowing divergent ideas of nationhood and
religious pluralism to coexist side by side. Thus, Rushdie does not chronicle the
nationalist movement in the novel. Instead, he offers an alternative vision of India as a
free independent nation, undivided as one entity.**

From the Amritsar massacre Saleem’s narrative jumps forward to 1942, the year
of the “Quit India’ resolution, and Aadam Aziz’s affliction with the optimism disease
caused by Mian Abdullah, known as the Hummingbird, founder, chairman and moving
spirit of the Free Islam Convocation.”> Aadam Aziz is convinced by Mian Abdullah’s

politics, explaining his leanings to the Rani of Cooch Naheen: ‘I started off as a
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Kashmiri and not much of a Muslim. Then I got a bruise on the chest that turned me
into an Indian. I'm still not much of a Muslim, but I'm all for Abdullah. He’s fighting
my fight” (Rushdie 1995a, 40). By contrast, his wife has reinvented herself as Reverend
Mother, now a strong-willed woman with a set moral and religious code against which
Aadam has to fight for a secular education for his children. Within their family, Aadam
needs to defend his view of secularism.

The Rani of Cooch Naheen is presented in sharp contrast to Reverend Mother,
whose internationalist spirit and cross-cultural concerns express themselves in a skin
disease that makes her go white in blotches. This confession of hers is whispered to
Saleem in a fading photograph (Rushdie 1995a, 44-45). This alternative vision, then,
can either be read as a figment of Saleem’s imagination or as an explicit reminder of
how imagined a community India really is. The meetings at the Rani of Cooch Naheen’s
are an attempt to defy any form of categorisation. This is expressed in the game of hit-
the-spittoon as much as Nadir Khan’s poetry. Nadir Khan, Mian Abdullah, the Rani and
Aadam are united in their loathing for the Muslim League. Thus the Rani pronounces in
the year of the “Quit India’ resolution: ““And what’s more,” the Rani said with finality,
“they are mad. Otherwise why would they want to partition India?””” (Rushdie 1995a,
46) Yet all these musings end in failure and the Rani, after the assassination of
Abdullah, wastes away and fades literally into ‘nothing at all’.

John J. Su reads this as another critique. He argues that beneath Saleem’s story
lies a more general political critique of communities founded on the charisma and vision
of a single figure (Su 2001, 551). Hence the Free Islam Convocation, as much as the
Midnight’s Children Conference and Picture Singh’s magician’s ghetto, all promising to
bring a utopian ideal to fruition — an un-partitioned India, a community of leaders whose
magical powers symbolised 1001 possibilities, the true hope of freedom — are founded,
defined and sustained by a single figure, but fail because of their dependence on this
single leader (Su 2001, 552). Thus, Su argues that these failures of leadership,
especially Saleem’s, could ultimately be read as a dismissal of Indira Gandhi, who
intrinsically tried to make herself the embodiment of the nation. According to Su,
‘alternative communities and their visions for a more egalitarian India founder not on
their inability to envision a break with a history of sectarian violence but on their
inability to imagine an alternative political mechanism of leadership’ (Su 2001, 552).

From these concerns emerges a question Rushdie sought to answer in his

television documentary ‘The Riddle of Midnight: India, August 1987°, commissioned
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by Channel 4 to coincide with the fortieth anniversary of India’s Independence.”

Rushdie flew back to the subcontinent to interview a cross-section of people from
different walks of life, who were, like Rushdie himself, all born in 1947, looking as it
were for the ‘real-life counterparts of the imaginary beings’ he once invented (Rushdie
1992a, 26). The riddle Rushdie seeks to answer is ‘does India exist?’, which is linked to
the question *What is India?’. These two questions combined have an important bearing
on the novel, which is also reflected in Midnight’s Children’s use of elements of 1950s
Hindi cinema, especially when considering cinema’s role in building and authoring an
idea of nation in the early years of Independence. The question Rushdie poses makes
sense when thinking of India as a political entity, as these questions combined lead to
another question: ‘What kind of India do its citizens want?” There are no obvious
answers to these questions and Rushdie is far from imposing one view on his readers,
but what is emerging in his fiction and his non-fiction, especially in the teeming
multitudinous Midnight's Children, is a view of India as pluralistic, multiple and hybrid,
where many realities exist side by side. During the 1980s when communalism, or the
politics of religious hatred, grew ever stronger, this view was diametrically opposed to
these notions. In Rushdie’s words: ‘To my mind, the defining image of India is the
crowd, and a crowd is by its very nature superabundant, heterogeneous, many things at
once. But the India of the communalists is none of these things’ (Rushdie 1992a, 32).
Saleem at the end of the novel disappears into this crowd, the future uncertain.”’
However, the novel hints at the multiplicity of India, a multiplicity that Rushdie seeks to

reflect in the act of writing and is a sharp contrast to the pessimistic ending of the novel.

Filmi clichés and Midnight’s Children
This multiplicity is also reflected in the mixture of genres that Rushdie fuses in the

novel, bringing together different narrative forms and media. Thus, as Martin Zerlang
notes in “A Close-Up on Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children’, ‘Entertainment is key to the
understanding of Midnight’s Children’ (Zerlang 2004, 110). This is realised in the
filmic picturisation of the novel’s sweeping family melodrama, its panoramic landscape
of Kashmir, the Gangetic plains, the cityscapes of Amritsar, Delhi, Dhaka and Bombay,
the verbal entertainment of Saleem’s sheer word power and storytelling inventiveness.
Indeed, the increased role of Lifafa Das in the screenplay of the novel where his
introductions to each episode serve as a trailer of what is to come, a function that
Saleem as master of ceremonies fulfils in the novel with his constant summaries and

prospective outlooks, are all part of his organisation of the multitudes of tales that he
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agglomerates in his story. Thus the novel is concerned not only with telling the story but
with visualising the tale through the mass-medium of film, hinting at the importance of
cinema for the subcontinent, as well as creating a distinctive atmosphere and mood.
Saleem’s moral code is connected to Bombay cinema and is intricately tied to
his relationship with his mother and its oedipal undertones, and his Bombay film starlet
aunt, who provides for Saleem his moment of sexual awakening. Aunty Pia is married
to his uncle Hanif, who works as a film director and who tries to combine a commercial
aesthetics with social-realist subjects, a project in which he fails. He is the only

character free of Reverend Mother’s influence and follows his dream to make his name

in movies. Hanif, as a young director, devises the indirect kiss for his film The Lovers of

Kashmir, introducing the erotic into his films through suggestion to avoid censorship
(Rushdie 1995a, 142). Saleem replicates this device himself when he narrates the
meeting between his mother and Nadir Khan, her former husband, in the Pioneer Café.
The incident when Saleem discovers the ‘infidelity’ of his mother is one of the most
filmic moments in the novel.

Saleem follows his mother by hiding himself in the boot of her car and spies on
her, voyeuristically gazing through the windows of the Café as their love scene plays
out similarly to the one in his uncle’s film:

through the dirty, square, glassy cinema-screen of the Pioneer Café’s window, |
watched Amina Sinai and the no-longer-Nadir play out their love scene; they
performed with the ineptitude of genuine amateurs.

On the reccine-topped table, a packet of cigarettes: State Express 555.
[...] Unable to look into my mother’s face, I concentrate on the cigarette-packet,
cutting from two-shot of lovers to this extreme close-up of nicotine.

But now hands enter the frame - first the hands of Nadir-Quasim, [...]
next a woman’s hands [...] fingertips avoiding fingertips, because what I'm
watching here on my dirty glass cinema-screen is, after all, an Indian movie, in
which physical contact is forbidden lest it corrupt the watching flower of Indian
youth; and there are feet beneath the table and faces above it, feet advancing
towards feet, faces tumbling softly towards faces, but jerking away all of a

sudden in a cruel censor’s cut.
(Rushdie 1995a, 216/217)

Before Saleem slips back to the car, to stow away in the boot again, he witnesses this
‘movie’s’ climax as his mother passes a glass of lassi over to Nadir, imitating the
indirect kiss and the subliminal eroticism of Hanif’s film, and thus, as Saleem observes,
‘life imitated bad art’ (Rushdie 199a, 217).

The theatricality of the novel, its larger-than-life characters, are all rooted in the

popular cultural idiom of the Hindi film, which Rushdie translates into the plotline as

- 56 -




much as into the structure of the novel. It enters the novel again with the discovery that
Saleem’s blood group does not match with either of his parents:

And now I, Saleem Sinai, intend briefly to endow myself-then with the benefits
of hindsight; destroying the unities and conventions of fine writing, I make him
cognizant of what was to come, purely so that he can be permitted to think the
following thoughts: ‘O eternal opposition of inside and outside! Because a
human being, inside himself, is anything but a whole, anything but
homogeneous; all kinds of everywhichthing are jumbled up inside him, and he is
one person one minute and another the next. The body, on the other hand, is
homogeneous as anything. Indivisible, a one-piece suit, a sacred temple, if you
will. It is important to preserve this wholeness. [...] Uncork the body, and God
knows what you permit to come tumbling out. Suddenly you are forever other
than you were; and the world becomes such that parents can cease to be parents,
and love can turn to hate. And these, mark you, are only effects on private life.
The consequence on the sphere of public action, as will be shown, are — were —
will be no less profound.’

Finally, withdrawing my gift of foreknowledge, I leave you with the
image of a ten-year-old boy with a bandaged finger, sitting in a hospital bed,
musing about blood and noises-like-claps and the expression on his father’s face;
zooming out slowly into long-shot, I allow the sound-track music to drown my
words, because Tony Brent is reaching the end of his medley, and his finale, too,
is the same as Winkie’s: “‘Good Night, Ladies’ is the name of the song. Merrily it
rolls along, rolls along, rolls along...

(Fade-out)
(Rushdie 1995a, 236-237)

Saleem strategically deploys a filmic vocabulary (longshot and fade-out) here and gives
his audience a mixture of teaser trailer and summary of events, which he underscores
with a soundtrack, further accentuating the filmic nature of this passage. The choice of
song is perhaps unusual as this section is at first underscored by Tony Brent’s rendition
of ‘How Much is that Doggie in the Window’, before Saleem drowns himself out with
‘Good Night, Ladies’. Rushdie mixes here filmic visualisation with the story-telling
drive of the novel. What follows from this episode is Saleem being exiled from the
family home, staying with his film director uncle and movie star aunt. Important for
Saleem’s own story is his musing on mutilation and fragmentation. The cracks that are
appearing are after all a visual realisation. As he reminds us, they are not metaphorical
cracks that have also afflicted his grandfather, foreshadowing his mutilated, severed
finger and the loss of his hair and the ‘-ectomies’ in the Widow’s Hostel. Saleem’s
mutilations need to be understood in conjunction with the visualisation of his story
through the perforated sheet shifting between the full panorama and the intensely
private. Saleem relates the private and the public and stresses their bearing on past,
present and future. Thus in this passage. the narrative is suspended in time and becomes

rooted in the moment — a moment charged with the Bombay-film-style melodrama of a
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father rejecting his son, presuming his wife’s unfaithfulness, when she has been
virtuous all along. Time stands still in Saleem’s deliberations. The significance of
timelessness in a novel rooted in history is crucial as it breaks up the linearity of the
narrative, fragmenting history. The suspension of real-time allows Saleem to
mythologise his own family. This link allows Saleem to introduce elements of soap-
opera as well as lurid gossip in his tale (see particularly Rushdie 1995a, 241-260).

His stay with his aunt and uncle further heightens the filmi nature of the novel,
since deprived of starring roles, Pia Aziz has turned her real life into a feature film,
where Saleem is cast in bit parts opposite her, his favourite being that of son to her
mother (Rushdie 1995a 240-243). What is so important here is that Saleem details his
relationship with the women in his family, his mother, his aunt, and later his sister, with
whom he falls hopelessly in love, through the idiom of the Bombay film. However, this
is performed with irony considering, for example, that in Midnight’s Children, Saleem
is obsessed with wreaking revenge on his mother, rather than defending her honour.
Hanif and his aesthetics, too, serve to subvert the Bombay film idiom on which the
novel relies so much. He decides to dispense with fantasy and instead rework the idiom
of the Bombay film for realism:

Hanif was fond of railing against princes and demons, gods and heroes, against,
in fact, the entire iconography of the Bombay film; in the temple of illusions, he
had become the high priest of reality; while I, conscious of my miraculous
nature, which involved me beyond all mitigation in the (Hanif-despised) myth-
life of India, bit my lip and didn’t know where to look.

(Rushdie 1995a, 244)

This describes Saleem’s ambiguous relationship with Bombay cinema and the tension
between realism and fantasy, myth and reality, in which he sees his life and India caught
up.

The heightened emotions of these filmicly-narrated scenes are here deployed to
play out like a Bombay film. They serve the purpose of driving the narrative forward
and underpinning the novel’s tensions between the mythic and the real. In this respect
Bombay cinema develops into an important narrative strategy in the novel. For Saleem,
cinema is a metaphor for the negotiation of his perception of reality, truth and history:

Reality is a question of perspective; [...] Suppose yourself in a large cinema,
sitting at first in the back row, and gradually moving up, row by row, until your
nose is almost pressed against the screen. Gradually the stars’ faces dissolve into
dancing grain; tiny details assume grotesque proportions; the illusion dissolves —
or rather, it becomes clear that the illusion itself is reality...

(Rushdie 1995a, 165-166)
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The above point sums up Saleem’s narrative strategy in the novel especially his
deployment of cinema as an idiom through which he narrates his story. This movement
is further accentuated as Saleem’s story progresses and reaches its climax in the
Widow’s Hostel in Benares.

Saleem Sinai suffering from memory loss after his family is wiped out can be
read as the partial erasure of his self, thus becoming dissociated from history, just living
in the present moment. The only remaining link he maintains with his past is the silver
spittoon. The erasure of self is marked by the shift from a first-person narrative to the
third person. Thus the narrative becomes detached from Saleem as he becomes detached
from his self. Saleem connects his amnesia also with the Bombay talkie:

With some embarrassment, | am forced to admit that amnesia is the kind of
gimmick regularly used by our lurid film-makers. Bowing my head slightly, I
accept that my life has taken on, yet again, the tone of a Bombay talkie; but after
all, leaving to one side the vexed issue of reincarnation, there is only a finite
number of methods of achieving rebirth. So, apologizing for the melodrama, 1
must doggedly insist that I, he, had begun again; that after years of yearning for
importance, he (or I) had been cleansed of the whole business; that after my
vengeful abandonment by Jamila Singer, who wormed me into the Army to get
me out of her sight, I (or he) accepted the fate which was my repayment for love,
and sat uncomplaining under a chinar tree; that, emptied of history, the buddha
learned the arts of submission, and did only what was required of him. To sum
up: I became a citizen of Pakistan.

(Rushdie 1995a, 350)

In his amnesiac state, Saleem detaches his self from himself for his journey through
purgatory and hell — the war of secession of Bangladesh. The horrific events and
descriptions are reminiscent of the Vietnam War movies of directors like Oliver Stone
or Francis Ford Coppola. Saleem points out that amnesia might be a melodramatic
cliché, but it serves the purpose of his tale and so has no problem using it. What is more
interesting though is the statement that Saleem gives up his Indian citizenship to take up
Pakistani citizenship. Perhaps Rushdie plays on the irony of the meaning of the name
Pakistan, the ‘Land of the Pure’. Saleem has entered a state of impurity through his
sexual longings for his sister Jamila as well as through his search for sexual experience
elsewhere. His amnesia, his descent into hell, and his adoption of Pakistani citizenship
could be read as part of a cleansing process that Saleem needs to go through so that he
may reclaim his selthood. Therefore, the Bombay talkie cliché of amnesia is used with a
specific, ironised purpose and shows how in the absence of family his sense of self is
erased. Ultimately, Saleem needs to re-establish himself in a community and remake his

family beyond blood-ties to recuperate a sense of self.
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Family matters
In the novel family is a microcosm of the nation and plays a central role in the

imagining of nationhood. As much as being tied up with Indian history, Saleem also ties
his story to that of his family. He establishes the importance of the Aziz/Sinai clan early
on in the novel. The boatman Tai pronounces: ““That’s a nose to start a family on, my
princeling. There’d be no mistaking whose brood they were. Mughal Emperors would
have given their right hands for noses like that one. There are dynasties waiting inside
it” [...] “like snot™ (Rushdie 1995a, 14). Family is also an important part of any Hindi
film, reflecting the significance of family in the social fabric of the Indian nation. The
role of mothers and fathers, grandmothers and grandfathers, brothers and sisters and
daughters and sons have a bearing on the moral conceptualisations on which Saleem
pronounces, but their stories also introduce the melodramatic elements into the novel.
Furthermore, the family unit becomes a microcosm on which nationhood is mapped.
Saleem’s inclusion of Tai’s statement, however, has to be taken with a pinch of salt. He
leads his audience to believe that he is the natural son of Ahmed and Amina, because
he, too, has a very large nose. However, it later transpires that he is actually the son of
Wee Willie Winkie and Vanita the street-singer. This is then further complicated
because Vanita had an affair with the departing British colonialist William Methwold.
Thus Saleem’s parentage is put even more into question, although he sets himself up as
the rightful heir of the Aziz and Sinai clan.

These twists and turns, a trickle of revelation that leads to further disclosures is
reminiscent of the best Hindi movies, and they serve a distinctive function in the novel.
While family is paramount for Saleem, collecting a string of father and mother figures,
he destabilises the conceptualisation of family as sacrosanct. Midnight's Children is not
only an historical epic, but also a family saga, and both are intricately interwoven.
Saleem’s conceptualisation of family is loose as he seeks to find new families in his
negotiation of belonging and home. Thus the novel sets up an idea of family as dynasty,
a theme Rushdie returns to in subsequent novels, especially in The Moor’s Last Sigh.”®
Family and dynasty figure prominently in Indian public life with Indira Gandhi stepping
into her father’s shoes and becoming prime minister, and her grooming of her son
Sanjay to succeed her. As Rushdie sees it, the close relationship between mother and
son is at the root of the autocratic policies of the Emergency and the free rein given to
Sanjay and the Congress Youth movement he was heading. In his introduction to Tariq
Ali’'s The Nehrus and the Gandhis: An Indian Dynasty, reprinted in Imaginary
Homelands, Rushdie states that by the time of Indira Gandhi’s assassination in 1984, the
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Nehru-Gandhi family had been completely mythologised, the trials and tribulations of
the family becoming an ever-engrossing saga and obsession: ‘we dreamed them, so
intensely that they came to life’ (Rushdie 1992a, 48). Rushdie states:

In this version — the dynasty as collective dream — Jawaharlal Nehru represents
the dream’s noblest part, its most idealistic phase. Indira Gandhi, always the
pragmatist, often unscrupulously so, becomes a figure of decline, and brutal
Sanjay is a further debasement of the currency.

(Rushdie 1992a, 48)

Rushdie suggests that the crucial relationships in the Nehru-Gandhi family have always
been between parents and their children — father and daughter, mother and son
respectively, and it is on this rock upon which the attraction of dynasty-as-myth relies
(Rushdie 1992a, 49).

Rumour and gossip have contributed to India’s first family transcending into
myth, aided by a number of real-life rumours and scandals.”” Sometimes the trials and
tribulations of the family read more like the ingredients of a soap opera fuelled by a
never-ending stream of gossip: ‘because myths, like soap-operas, which contain the
mythic in its most debased form, require a high level of spice’ (Rushdie 1992a, 49).
Rushdie further suggests “that the story of the Nehrus and the Gandhis has provided
more engrossing material than anything in the cinemas or on television: a real dynasty
better than Dynasty, a Delhi to rival Dallas’ (Rushdie 1992a, 50). The process has also
been one of self-mythologisation, reflected in Indira Gandhi’s election slogan India is
Indira and Indira is India, in which she sets herself up as the embodiment of the state
and the land, Mother Indira as Mother India. Through the election slogan Indira Gandhi
mythologises herself as a protean, nurturing Mother India, exploiting the image of the
Hindu Mother goddess and her symbols and the idea of shakti. Thus Midnight’s
Children can be read as a counter-myth to the self-mythologisation of the Nehru-Gandhi
dynasty.

Rushdie’s hard-hitting critique of Indira Gandhi as ‘Mother Indira’ (Rushdie
1995a, 421) is further highlighted when considering Rajeswari Sunder Rajan’s
observations in Real and Imagined Women: Gender, culture and postcolonialism. Her
argument focuses on two aspects — the conceptualisation of subjectivity and the issue of
power. She argues that in an identification such as ‘India is Indira’ ‘the female subject is
no longer perceived in metonymic relationship to the nation, as its leader, but as an
actual metaphor for it, its equal and its visible embodiment’ (Rajan 1993, 109). In this
representation as mother the woman leader, according to Rajan, can ‘reconcile aspects

of nurturing and service in opposition to the authority of the father, as well as to
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subsume both parental figures into a single complex authority figure’ (Rajan 1993,
109). Rajan identifies the acceptable face of leadership as service, denying power, but
stressing sacrifice, while positioning the hierarchy of public duty and private affections
by giving primacy to the first (Rajan 1993, 110). Rajan further points out that ‘[t]here
was no need for Indira Gandhi to draw conscious attention to the parallels — the mythic
resources of such symbolic transformation already existed” (Rajan 1993, 110). They
were already rooted in the people’s consciousness. The dynastic familial element is of
considerable importance here. Indira Gandhi herself used every opportunity to flaunt her
actual Nehru identity as daughter, as well as her symbolic maternal concern for the
people of the nation, and the two were not unrelated. Similarly, Rajiv Gandhi stressed
during the 1985 election campaign ‘I am her son, she was my mother’. Thus, Rajan
further argues that ‘gendered family identities — especially motherhood — are culturally
capable of sustaining metaphoric expansion to embrace dimensions of leadership’
(Rajan 1993, 110). Arguably, the “Mother India’ trope, which will be explored further in
chapter 5, became instrumental for Indira Gandhi in this regard. In this respect.
Midnight’s Children must be read as a hard-hitting critique of this image.

Rushdie portrays the Prime Minister Indira Gandhi as Saleem’s nemesis the
‘Widow” who seeks to be Devi, the mother-goddess. Rajan connects this presentation to
the image of widowhood in India:

The powerful negative connotations of Hindu widowhood, viewed in the popular
imagination not merely as the misfortune of women, but as their destruction of
the male, are associated with a (widowed) Prime Minister whose defining act is
the massive sterilization programme of the Emergency.

(Rajan 1993, 112)

Saleem states:

‘Women have made me; and also unmade. From Reverend Mother to the
Widow, and even beyond, I have been at the mercy of the so-called
(erroneously, in my opinion!) gentler sex. It is, perhaps, a matter of connection:
is not Mother India, Bharat Mata, commonly thought of as female? And, as you

know, there’s no escape from her.’
(Rushdie 1995a, 404)

Saleem goes on to summarise the encounter with all the women in his story that
prepares for the overbearing role of the Widow. He concludes:

How are we to understand my too-many women? As the multiple faces
of Bharat-Mata? Or as even more... as the dynamic aspect of maya, as cosmic
energy, which is represented as the female organ?

Maya, in its dynamic aspect, is called Shakti; perhaps it is no accident
that, in the Hindu pantheon, the active power of a deity is contained within his
queen! Maya-Shakti mothers, but also ‘muffles consciousness in its dream-web’.
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Too-many-women: are they all aspects of Devi, the goddess — who is Shakti,
who slew the buffalo-demon, who defeated the ogre Mahisha, who is Kali Durga
Chandi Chamunda Uma Sati and Parvati... and who, when active, is coloured
red?

(Rushdie 1995a, 406)

Saleem couples the destructive element of his too many women that is most strikingly
linked to Indira Gandhi with incidents of motherly betrayal, most overtly to that of
Leela Sabarmati and her affair with Homi Catrack, as well as that of his mother Amina
Sinai and his aunt Pia. These instances prepare for the ultimate betrayal of the idea and
model of India as an independent nation. Thus Saleem asks the question if Indira
Gandhi’s quest for meaning and his own equation of himself with the nation had
transmuted in her own mind into the slogan India is Indira and Indira is India.*" His
musings move to the influence of hairstyles on history, suggesting that if Indira
Gandhi’s hairstyle had been a coiffure of uniform pigment, the Emergency might have
lacked its darker side. By the time of the Emergency, Saleem melodramatically stresses:
‘the Prime Minister of India was, in 1975, fifteen years a widow. Or (because the capital
letter may be of use): a Widow’ (Rushdie 1995a, 421).

Rajan points towards the connection made between individual and historic
figures — Saleem Sinai as citizen and Indira Gandhi as Prime Minister, linking the image
of the male victim with the female principle of energy, “a midnight’s child and a woman
leader sharing a common national destiny’ (Rajan 1993, 113). According to Rajan,
Mother in its conflation with the role of Prime Minster wielding power becomes
ultimately ‘an abstract, metaphysical energy or evil, the feminine principle. Actual
power is explained or replaced by symbolic power, the woman by Woman, the widow
by the Widow, the individual by the type, the leader by the goddess, history by myth’
(Rajan 1993, 113). Midnight's Children is born out of the Emergency trauma. Thus,
Rajan contends that the “paradigm of motherhood-nationalism that represents leadership
as service also accommodates the representation of leadership as despotism by a simple
reversal of the female leader’s priorities’ (Rajan 1993, 113). Thus, the dream image of
independent India, imagined as Mother, turns into a nightmare, represented by the
Widow. Saleem loses the battle for centrality as he, the only possible competitor, is
rendered impotent:

“The people of India,” the Widow’s Hand explained, ‘worship our Lady like a
god. Indians are only capable of worshipping one God.” But I was brought up in
Bombay, where Shiva Vishnu Ganesh Ahuramazda Allah and countless others
had their flocks... “What about the pantheon,” I argued, [...] And now the
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answer: ‘Oh yes! My God, millions of gods, you are right! But all manifestations
of the same OM. [...] For the masses, our Lady is a manifestation of the OM.’
(Rushdie 1995a, 438)

This is followed by Saleem’s most hard-hitting criticism of Indira Gandhi:

But what I learned from the Widow’s Hand is that those who would be gods fear
no one so much as other potential deities; and that, that and that only, is why we,
the magical children of midnight, were hated feared destroyed by the Widow,
who was not only Prime Minister of India but also aspired to be Devi, the
Mother-goddess in her most terrible aspect, possessor of the shakti of the gods, a
multi-limbed divinity with a centre-parting and schizophrenic hair. ..

(Rushdie 1995a, 438)

The self-deception of memory, the consolation of memory
Saleem’s story is a narrative from memory, a memory that is affected by Saleem’s own

physical disintegration. Rushdie concretises the fragmentary nature of memory and its
inherent unreliability, raising further questions about Saleem’s method of writing and
why he feels the urgent need to write down his story. Is Saleem deceiving himself by
writing his story? Is he, through the act of writing his story, ultimately fighting only his
fear of meaning nothing? Or alternatively, does the act of writing provide consolation?
He can after all reconnect with his family, Parvati the Witch, the Midnight’s Children
and reclaim his lost home city Bombay.*' Reclaiming Bombay through narrative is an
equally important preoccupation for Saleem and Salman — for Rushdie, because of his
dislocation, for Saleem, because of his traumatic experiences. Especially in the sections
where he relives his childhood, Saleem wants to escape back to a state of innocence
from the horrific experience during the Emergency at the hands of the Widow, the
Bangladesh War and the Indo-Pakistan War. Arguably then, the process of writing and
the consolation it can provide are linked to memory and remembering as well as
forgetting. Bringing these processes together initially might seem paradoxical.
However, the act of writing can perhaps provide consolation, despite the pitfall of
unreliable memory and self-deception. Saleem defends his story before Padma as

follows:

‘I told you the truth,” I say yet again, ‘Memory’s truth, because memory has its
own special kind. It selects, eliminates, alters, exaggerates, minimizes, glorifies,
and vilifies also; but in the end it creates its own reality, its heterogeneous but
usually coherent version of events; and no sane human being ever trusts
someone else’s version more than his own.’

(Rushdie 1995a, 211)
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Saleem only offers a version of facts, his account of his family’s and his own life that is
bound together with the history of India through the accident of his birth. This strategy
is perhaps a safeguard for Rushdie so that the book is not read as a guidebook or history
book that pronounces on post-Independence Indian history.

Saleem makes mistakes, some of them are intentional, some of them are not only
those of Saleem but those of Rushdie as well, as he admits in *“Errata™: or Unreliable
Narration in Midnight’s Children’. One of those can be found in the description of the
Amritsar Massacre, where General Dyer enters the Jallianwala Bagh followed by ‘fifty
white troops’ — they weren’t white, but Indian (see Rushdie 1992a, 23). Yet Rushdie
admits that while he was initially upset at this error, with the passage of time Saleem’s
wrongness started to feel right. Rushdie further explains that at the outset his intentions
in writing the novel were Proustian, a reclamation of home through the process of
remembering, piecing it together on the printed page like a jigsaw puzzle. Yet Rushdie
concedes:

Time and migration had placed a double filter between me and my subject, and I
hoped that if I could only imagine vividly enough it might be possible to see
beyond those filters, to write as if the years had not passed, as if I had never left
India for the West. But as I worked I found that what interested me was the
process of filtration itself. So my subject changed, was no longer a search for
lost time, had become the way in which we remake the past to suit our present
purposes, using memory as our tool.

(Rushdie 1992a, 23-24)

What is Saleem’s purpose then? What drives him to write his story? Ultimately
it is his quest for meaning and his fear of absurdity, of making sense of what has
happened to him during his eventful life. Thus the act of writing needs to deliver for
Saleem, as Rushdie explains, ‘the significance that the events of his adulthood have
drained from him” (Rushdie 1992a, 24). Truth needs to be subservient to this desire, and
truth becomes memory truth, his version of events. These errors serve to make the
reader suspicious of Saleem as he is alerted to Saleem’s distortions to a greater or lesser
degree. Saleem plays with facts to fit his story. Saleem makes similar observations on
the discovery of the error in chronology regarding Mahatma Gandhi’s death:

The assassination of Mahatma Gandhi occurs, in these pages, on the wrong date.
But I cannot say, now, what the actual sequence of events might have been; in
my India, Gandhi will continue to die at the wrong time.

Does one error invalidate the entire fabric? Am I so far gone, in my
desperate need for meaning, that [ am prepared to distort everything — to re-write
the whole history of my times purely in order to place myself in a central role?
Today, in my confusion, [ can’t judge. I’ll have to leave it to others.

(Rushdie 1995a, 166)
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His exaggerations grow ever more elaborate the more he realises that he is peripheral
and not central to the events of his country. Thus writing history becomes an interesting
process in the novel.

The novel’s argument is that history is always ambiguous where facts are not
readily established and can be interpreted in many different ways. Rushdie states:
“Reality is built on our prejudices, misconceptions and ignorance as well as on our
perceptiveness and knowledge’ (Rushdie 1992a, 25). Rushdie proposes that Saleem’s
unreliable narration might be a useful analogy, a reflection, of our own attempts to
‘read” the world. Whether Rushdie’s argument is convincing and persuasive is up for
debate. Harish Trivedi has accused Rushdie of not having done his homework properly
and many of his Indian readers have pointed out to Rushdie many of the mistakes he
made.”> However, the serious questioning of the pitfalls of memory and the process of
remembering in conjunction with arguments about historiography politicise his
argument and significantly complicate it. Thus, Saleem’s unreliability undermines the
official version of history through a process of constant contestation. So while history
might be the scaffolding around which the narrative of Midnight’s Children is built,
Saleem plays with established facts to offer his personalised version of history, each
chapter dealing with a significant episode in Indian history.

Saleem likens the process of writing to pickling, giving further meaning to the
framing narrative, where we encounter Saleem writing his life story in the Braganza
pickle factory under the auspices of Padma. Padma and Saleem both disrupt the
linearity of the narrative and through their interruptions further upset the flow of the
story. This is ironic insofar as Padma continually insists on Saleem telling a
straightforward story, rather than constantly digressing, over-cramming his story with,
in her view, unnecessary details. How then must we understand the process of writing?
Beyond Rushdie’s own admission of factual errors lies a deeper engagement with not
only historiography and memory but also a process of reclamation, similar to the one
that Dr Narliker and Ahmed Sinai engage in. The land Rushdie tries to reclaim through
the process of writing is not only a version of Indian history, but also his childhood
years in Bombay, an imaginary homeland, his version of India that through his own
dislocated position can only be part of ‘Indias of the mind’ (Rushdie 1992a, 10).

Midnight’s Children is Rushdie’s first novel anchored in the urban environment
of Bombay. While the city is a meticulously observed backdrop to large sections of the

narrative, Bombay is also reflected in the story-telling energy of the novel.”* Saleem’s
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tale is marked by its excess, a multitude of stories jostled together side by side. Rushdie
explains:

when | wrote Midnight’s Children, one of the ideas I had about it was that... the
first thing to think about India is its multitude, its crowd and I thought: ‘how do
you tell a crowd of stories?” “What is the literary equivalent of that multitude?”
One strategy that was adopted in that book was deliberately to tell, as it were,
too many stories, so that there was a jostle of stories in the novel. Your main
narration, your main storyline, had to kind of force its way through the crowd as
if you were outside Churchgate Station trying to catch a train; and you had to
really do some work.

(Rushdie/Niven 2004, 129-130)

The reader has to carve out a space for himself within this multitude of stories and the
process of reclamation of memories. The reclamation often happens through the idiom
of Hindi cinema, for example, photographs coming to life and talking to Saleem or big
swooping wide-angle shots of the city. This shift from the close-up to the panoramic
wide-angle shot becomes apparent in Saleem’s lavish distribution of the factual and the
remembered, further highlighting that Saleem has a tendency to privilege memory over
facts.

Thus, because of the partiality of memory, Rushdie’s story must also be
fragmented, linking the storytelling techniques with the physical fragmentations and
partitions of a geographical entity and of various characters in the novel. Saleem
describes the process of pickling and the connection to his longwinded autobiography as
every chapter resembling a pickle-jar. Every jar ‘contains, therefore, the most exalted of
possibilities: the feasibility of the chutnification of history; the grand hope of the
pickling of time!” (Rushdie 1995a, 459) The jars contain Saleem’s special blend of the
truths as well as half-truths, recollected from memory, a process, where distortions are
inevitable. Saleem states:

[ reconcile myself to the inevitable distortions of the pickling process. To
pickle is to give immortality, after all [...] The art is to change the flavour in
degree, but not in kind; and above all (in my thirty jars and a jar) to give it shape
and form — that is to say, meaning. (I have mentioned my fear of absurdity.)

One day, perhaps, the world may taste the pickles of history. They may
be too strong for some palates, their smell may be overpowering, tears may rise
to eyes; | hope nevertheless that it will be possible to say of them that they
possess the authentic taste of truth... that they are, despite everything, acts of
love.

(Rushdie 1995a, 461)

Before writing down the events in the Widow’s Hostel, Saleem states that
‘Scraps of memory: this is not how a climax should be written’ (Rushdie 1995a, 426).

But these scraps make this section of the novel so evocative as out of the scraps a whole
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emerges that unravels the full horror of what happens to Saleem and the Midnight’s
Children at the hands of the Widow — the physical destruction of what they
symbolically stand for — hope and possibility. As the realisation of being peripheral
registers with Saleem, the sweeping panoramic view of events narrows down to these
scraps. It is also striking that the events in Varanasi in the Widow’s Hostel are devoid of
irony and tongue-in-cheek humour. Saleem has to force himself to narrate the horrific
tortures he endures under which he breaks, leading to the forced sterilisation of the
Midnight’s Children as all hope is drained and they are robbed of their magical
capabilities.* Subsequently Saleem has to face the question of guilt. He concedes:

I refuse absolutely to take the larger view; we are too close to what-is-
happening, perspective is impossible, later perhaps analysts will say why and
wherefore, will adduce underlying economic trends and political developments,
but right now we’re too close to the cinema-screen, the picture is breaking up
into dots, only subjective judgements are possible. Subjectively, then, I hang my
head in shame.

(Rushdie 1995a, 435)

Thus Saleem has moved to the most personal and most close-up and immediate,
confronted with his own shame, addressing the Midnight’s Children directly, asking for
forgiveness that he knows cannot be granted. The only option he has is to continue with
his narrative. Cinema serves here as an analogy of what effect Saleem as narrator is
trying to produce. Saleem provides us with the most immediate indictment of Indira
Gandhi’s Emergency rule, which is clearly embedded in the direct and indirect
treatment of history in the novel as a whole and its critique of India’s political elite. By
the end of the novel, when in its climax Saleem is confronted with the figure of Indira
Gandhi, the Midnight’s Children are invested with meaning through their destruction at
the hand of the Widow. Saleem loses the fight for centrality and brings about the
destruction of the Midnight’s Children and their magic gifts, but at the same time allows
them to become an evocative symbol of hope betrayed and possibility denied, thus
preventing them from becoming an absurd, meaningless group. For Saleem, the
Emergency essentially destroyed what modern India according to its founding fathers
should have been. It is the antithesis to the hopes expressed by Nehru on the birth of the
Nation. Ironically, it is Nehru’s own daughter, now, through marriage, also holding the
name of the man associated with bringing India its independence, who is the destroyer
of that dream of diversity.

Shiva’s force of destruction, dominating the latter half of the book, raises the

question in how far Rushdie presents a pessimistic view of history. Rushdie rejects this
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criticism. In his essay ‘Imaginary Homelands’ he does not regard the book as
despairingly nihilistic. While the story does lead Saleem to despair, the story is also
meant to echo the Indian talent for non-stop regeneration: ‘The form — multitudinous,
hinting at the infinite possibilities of the country — is the optimistic counterweight to
Saleem’s personal tragedy’ (Rushdie 1992a, 16). This ability for regeneration and
multiple possibilities is inherently present in the novel, such as Ahmed Sinai recovering
his love for his wife, Reverend Mother’s transformation from devout Muslim to
businesswoman, and Pia’s transformation from Bollywood starlet to proud owner of a
petrol pump.

In “The Riddle of Midnight: India, August 1987" Rushdie points out that, if
anything, the book’s last pages, with their suggestion of a more pragmatic generation
rising up to take the place of the Midnight’s Children, ‘now (1987) seems absurdly
romantically optimistic’ (Rushdie 1992a, 33). Still, Rushdie’s indictment of the
Emergency and Indira Gandhi remains stark: ‘It has seemed to me [...] that the
imposition of the Emergency was an act of folly [...]; and that many of the evils
besetting India today — notably the resurgence of religious extremism — can be traced
back to those days of dictatorship and State violence’ (Rushdie 1992a, 52). In this
respect Rushdie holds Indira Gandhi responsible for damaging the structure of Indian
democracy. Rushdie has remarked that her call for a general election in 1977 and her
removal from power has given his novel a happy ending, which during the time of
writing was not evident. Rushdie maintains that the decision to declare a state of
internal emergency seriously threatened the balance of power of the working of the
Indian state and the ideal of nation envisioned by her father. Saleem’s tale is a challenge
to that episode in history, turning historiography inside out by simply narrating his

story.

Notes

"In an interview Rushdie has commented: ‘Writing nowadays is very international. For instance, Latin
American writers all talk about, as influences, people like William Faulkner. My own writing contains
very visible influences from all over the world. And that kind of international fraternity is responsible for
all the better writing being done now.

I think I have benefited from gaining a knowledge of western culture, western artistic
developments, but obviously if it hadn’t been for the Indian half, none of that would have been much use.
...” (Rushdie/Dube 2001, 17).

* Rushdie states that while Midnight's Children and One Hundred Years of Solitude are in the same area
of fiction, they are different in vision. Rushdie’s point of departure is the urban vision of Bombay as an

idea, as well as a place. Thus Bombay is the spirit of the book. Marquez’s vision in One Hundred Years
of Solitude by contrast is essentially not urban by taking what seems normal and natural in a village and
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very strange and wonderful outside the village. Rushdie’s point of departure is exactly opposite to that
(see Rushdie/Kumar 2001, 34).

Magical Realism is a term invented by German photographer, art historian and art critic Franz
Roh in 1925 in his book Nach Expressionismus: Magischer Realismus (After Expressionism: Magic
Realism). Magical Realism describes modern realist paintings with fantasy or dream-like subjects. In
Central Europe, Magical Realism was part of the reaction against avant-garde art, known as the return to
order, that took place generally after the First World War. In 1955 the critic Angel Flores used Magical
Realism to describe the writing of Jorge Luis Borges and Gabriel Garcia Marquez, and it has since
become a significant if disputed literary term. For a good overview see Zamora and Faris 1995.

* This rather peculiar way of examining a patient is based on a true story that Rushdie’s grandfather told
him: ‘My grandfather once told me — when [ was still quite young — much later when he actually was in
India, no longer in Kashmir, he had been called as a doctor to the house of a woman who was in purdah
and her normal lady doctor was not available for some reason and he had been asked to examine her
through a hole in a sheet, which he told me as a comedy story — he said this is a completely bizarre thing
to be asked to do if you're a doctor, to put a stethoscope through a hole in a sheet and feel somebody’s
heart” (Reynold/Noakes 2003, 14).

*«...the nightmare of Indira Gandhi is fused with the equally nightmarish figure of Margaret Hamilton
[the actress who played the witch]: a coming-together of the Wicked Witches of the East and West’
(Rushdie 1992b, 33).

° At the stroke of the midnight hour, when the world sleeps, India will awake to life and freedom. A
moment comes but rarely in history, when we step out from the old to the new, when an age ends, and
when the soul of a nation, long suppressed, finds utterance. [...] We have to build the noble mansion of
free India where all her children may dwell” (Nehru 1997, 1-2).

% In the short story ‘A Free Radio’ in East, West Rushdie also comments on the forced sterilisation
programs and the promise of a free radio that never arrives.

7 In a 1982 interview Rushdie states: ‘I am very interested in movies, and I think they probably have
influenced the writing quite a lot. Bombay, as the book makes clear, is very much a movie city, apart
from anything else, so you grow up there with the feeling of being in a film capital. And I did have
relatives who were involved in the movies, although not quite in the way the characters in the book are, so
I’ve had movies in my blood from an early age.

And I think there’s one thing particularly which the development of film since the New Wave
has done for audiences and even for readers: It has made people much more sophisticated about accepting
what might once have been thought to be very strange techniques. For instance, if you want to intercut
two scenes in prose now, people know what you’re doing and don’t think of it as being confusing. The
whole experience of montage technique, split screens, dissolves, and so on, has become a film language
which translates quite easily into fiction and gives you an extra vocabulary that traditionally has not been
part of the vocabulary of literature” (Rushdie/Ross 2000, 6-7).

¥ Rushdie notes: ‘And originally I thought there’d be only one child — the idea of having the exchange of
children came later. That was partly because | thought of a sort of dualism between the children — they
represent wealth and poverty, reason and unreason, peace and war and so forth. But also I wanted them to
be not children of their parents; | wanted them to be the children of the times. And the exchange, by
divorcing them from their actual bloodlines, was a way of achieving that. And also it’s a nice Bombay
talkie idea; I liked it because of its melodrama and its cheapness’ (Rushdie/Pattanayak 1983, 21).

? The song’s importance for Rushdie’s fictional characters will be discussed in further detail in the
chapter 4 in the context of The Satanic Verses.

' In the Nanavati case, Parsee Indian naval commander Kawas Manekshaw Nanavati was tried for the
murder of his wife Sylvia’s lover Prem Ahuja, who he shot three times after confronting him about his
affair with his wife. After the shooting Nanavati immediately gave himself up to the police. In the
subsequent jury trial the jury had to deliberate whether the gun went off by accident for which under the
Indian Penal Code he would face a sentence of 10 years for accidental homicide or whether the murder
was premeditated for which he could be sentenced to death or to life imprisonment for murder. His
defence argued for the former, the prosecution for the latter. In the event, the jury acquitted Nanavati 8:1,
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upon which the judge, calling the verdict perverse, referred the case to the Bombay High Court for a
retrial. The massive media attention and public support had influenced the jury. This led to the abolition
of trial-by-jury in the Indian penal system. At the retrial, Nanavati was sentenced to life imprisonment,
but after continuous lobbying by the media and the public, Nanavati was pardoned by the Governor of
Maharashtra and was released after serving only three years of his prison term. He, his wife and three
children subsequently migrated to Canada, where Nanavati died in 2003.

""'In an interview, T. Vijay Kumar asked Rushdie: ‘What was the special objective in bringing in
mythological characters like Rama, Ravana, or Ganesh into the modern setting of Midnight’s Children?’
He answers: “You see, Rama [shows] up in the book in connection with the Nanavati case. I think in
India, more than anywhere else that I know, the past is still with us. Those legends have not lost their
power, they haven’t just become fairy stories. They still are actual. So there are going to be parallels
between living legends and untrue facts. The Nanavati case seemed to my mind to be the 20™ century
reenactment of the Ramayana. I think it is because the case had such a close connection with the living
legend that it had such a hold on people’s mind. Although, in the end, he went to jail as the President
refused to pardon him, there was no doubt in the people’s minds. As I said in the book, India found itself
having to choose between the rule of heroism and rule of law, between its mythical past and present’
(Rushdie/Kumar 2001, 34). It is also a question of shame and honour, which is the preoccupation of his
next novel Shame.

"> Some characters are named after gods, Shiva fathers a child with Parvati, and although he is not named
Ganesh he has Elephantine ears, thus hinting at that God’s Elephant head. Thus the narrative plays with
mythological elements in its own aim to become mythic and epic.

" The film was a major star vehicle for Amitabh Bachchan, whose accident on the set of the film Coolie
Rushdie fictionalises in The Satanic Verses. Amitabh Bachchan is also the major real-life parallel to
Gibreel Farishta. Rachel Dwyer notes: ‘Manmohan Desai made several films about families separated and
reunited (almost constituting a separate genre called ‘lost and found’), and one of the earliest films was
about a Partition separation. His films showed characters from different religions, his most famous being
Amar, Akbar, Anthony, which is now a byword in religious plurality’ (Dwyer 2006, 143-144).

'Y When the book was first published, a few directors were interested in turning Midnight s Children into
a film, among them renowned Indian filmmaker Shyam Benegal (see Rushdie/Dube 2001, 10). Satyajit
Ray, by contrast, thought the book was un-filmable, because the amount of simplification needed would
mean the book would no longer be itself. Rushdie has commented: ‘My feeling is that it’s very hard to get
it into a feature film and that, if it is at all possible, it would have to be something longer, like a television
series’ (Rushdie/Tripathi,Vakil 2000, 81).

" However, despite the stage adaptation’s unevenness, it proved that it was possible to condense and
adapt the novel, to visualise and bring to life in full 3D the characters, narrative and arguments of the
novel, capturing its spirit and translating it for the stage. The problematics in the three hour version were
that the story had to move too fast and there was not enough time to engage with the characters, in order
to actually care what happened to them. Thus, a significant poignancy to Saleem’s story was lost on stage.
It proves that the novel is perhaps better suited to be adapted as a TV miniseries than a feature film.
However, the play adaptation showed that it was not impossible to adapt the novel and might provide the
necessary impetus for a producer to finally film Rushdie’s screenplay.

'® Rushdie’s old career as an advertising copywriter was useful in teaching him how to condense material,
while experience in drama and documentary filmmaking were helpful in creating the episodic dramatic
structure of the screenplay.

'” Saleem, like Salman, is a big movie fan, breathing and living film. Perhaps that is one of the reasons
why he has such a passion for gossip. Cricket and films, it seems, are the nine year-old Saleem main
preoccupations: © With the eclectic spirit of my nine years spurring me on, I leaped into the heads of film
stars and cricketers — [ learned the truth behind the Filmfare gossip about the dancer Vijayantimala, and |
was at the crease with Polly Umrigar at the Brabourne Stadium; | was Lata Mangeshkar the playback
singer and Bubu the clown at the circus behind Civil Lines ... and inevitably, through the random
processes of my mind-hopping, I discovered politics” (Rushdie 1995a, 174).
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¥ Rushdie had to delete the following sentence from subsequent editions of Midnight’s Children, over
which Indira Gandhi sued him: ‘It has often been said that Mrs Gandhi’s younger son Sanjay accused his
mother of being responsible, through her neglect, for his father’s death; and that this gave him an
unbreakable hold over her, so that she became incapable of denying him anything’ (Rushdie 1981, 406).
See also Rushdie 2006a, xv-xvi.

" This seems almost reminiscent of the ending of 4 Passage to India.
** See Nehru, Jawaharlal. “Tryst with Destiny’. In Rushdie/West 1997, 1-2. Nehru elaborates on his vision
of a free India in chapter 10 ‘Ahmadnagar Fort Again’ in The Discovery of India. See Nehru 2004, 532-
632.

*! The notion of cultural synthesis and India as a palimpsest is significant to the narrative argument of
Rushdie’s The Moor’s Last Sigh and will be discussed in further detail in chapter 5.

** This is echoed in the song and dance sequences of Hindi films, especially of the 1950s and 60s. In
many song picturisations women’s bodies are mapped by the camera gaze, puzzled together to form a
whole on which the main protagonist projects his desire.

*¥ Brennan points out that the myth of the nation essentially has multiple meanings. It can mean either
‘[m]yth as distortion or lie; myth as mythology, legend or oral tradition; myth as literature per se; myth as
shibboleth — all of these meanings are present at different times in the writing of modern political culture’
(Brennan 1989, 1-2). This new concern with the nation is especially apparent in postcolonial writing after
the Second World War. Brennan goes on to state that the nation ‘is precisely what Foucault has called a
“discursive formation” — not simply an allegory or imaginative vision, but a gestative political structure,
which the Third-World artist is very often either consciously building or suffering the lack of® (Brennan
1989, 4).

** Perhaps Rushdie is explicitly highlighting that Partition was not seen as a viable and natural option.
Indeed, the call for a separate Muslim homeland on the subcontinent really did not take hold until 1946,
one year before independence. According to Vijay Mishra, the two nation theory of the Muslim League
used an absolutist ethnic definition of the Muslim, seeking to define the Muslims of the subcontinent in
terms of an exclusive category with a shared world-view, a common outlook, and a structure of
consciousness in accord with the fundamental tenets of Islam (Mishra 2002, 210). Yet there were many
other groups like the Jam’iyyat-i ‘Ulama-i-Hind collective of Indian Muslims opposed to both Partition
and the two-nation theory (Mishra 2002, 210).

> In The Moor’s Last Sigh. a novel very much preoccupied with the idea of India, Rushdie spends more
time looking at the conceptualisation of India as a nation during the Independence struggle. He then
moves on to chronicle the decline of the idea of independent India as multi-religious and multi-ethnic
with a specific focus on Bombay and the 1992/93 riots and bomb blasts.

*® The transcript was subsequently published as an essay titled ‘The Riddle of Midnight, August 1987
(Rushdie 1992a, 26-33).

*7 Rushdie ties up many of the loose ends in The Moor's Last Sigh, where Adam Braganza is adopted by
Abraham Zogoiby and introduced to the family business. He turns out to be a spectacular failure.

¥ In Shame, the reader encounters the family feud between two Pakistani political dynasties, the Hyders
and the Harappas. In The Moor’s Last Sigh, the reader is introduced to the life and death stories of the
business dynasty of the Zogoibys, the wife an artist-celebrity, the father an underworld don.

* For instance, during the Emergency, there were suggestions that the relationship between Indira and
Sanjay was incestuous, the Oedipal ambiguities being wildly exaggerated, a theme Rushdie takes up in
The Moor’s Last Sigh. There have been public confrontations between Jawaharlal Nehru and his son-in-
law Feroze Gandhi, Indira Gandhi has been ousted and disgraced post-Emergency and Sanjay, in what
some have called a moment of divine retribution, was killed in a plane crash. Furthermore there have been
the confrontations between Indira Gandhi and her daughter-in-law Maneka, Sanjay’s wife.
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% Arguably, Saleem marginalises the women in his narrative as he is convinced of his centrality. This
conviction is destabilised by Indira Gandhi as he muses: ‘Was my lifelong belief in the equation between
the State and myself transmuted, in “the Madam’s” mind, into that in-those-days-famous phrase: /ndia is
Indira and Indira is India? Were we competitors for centrality — was she gripped by a lust for meaning as
profound as my own — and was that, was that why...?” (Rushdie 1995b, 420)

*! Rushdie has commented on the role of Bombay in the novel in various interviews: ‘I think the kind of
sensibility in the book is basically urban. Although half of the novel takes place in Bombay, the other half
doesn’t. But to my mind it all takes place in Bombay, because Bombay is the spirit of the book. Bombay
is an idea as well as a place’ (Rushdie/Kumar 2001, 34). In another interview Rushdie has commented
how writing about Bombay was the original motivation for writing Midnight s Children. ‘Bombay in the
fifties and sixties was a remarkable city, and | remembered a lot of it. In a way my memory was frozen at
the time that [ left, so it was as though the city which no longer existed continued to exist inside my head.
I thought I’d better write it down before I forgot” (Rushdie/Ross 2000, 6). When Saleem’s family finally
arrives in Bombay, he spends some time tracing the city’s history and its mythic past. Reclaiming an ur-
Bombay, when there were still seven islands, before the East India Company and the British Raj through
land reclamation turned Bombay into one big peninsula connected to the subcontinent. Saleem then
proceeds to describe the microcosmic world of Methwold Estate (see Rushdie 1995b, 92-99).

*? In ‘Salman the Funtoosh: Magic Bilingualism in Midnight'’s Children’ Harish Trivedi argues that in
appearance as in speech Rushdie’s sense of cultural hybridity is more dramatic and performative and not
fully meditated and realized. Taking the word funtoosh, its origin and meaning, Trivedi goes to great
lengths to deconstruct Rushdie’s position as the ‘native informant” for his western readership and in the
process attempts to prove that Rushdie’s knowledge of Hindi and Urdu words is so faulty that he cannot
be called bilingual (see Trivedi 2003, 69-94).

* In a 1983 interview with Literary Criterion Rushdie states: ‘The writers I was much more conscious
while writing are Sterne and Dickens and Swift. For instance, there is a technique that Dickens used that |
thought was very remarkable. He uses a kind of background or setting for his works which is completely
naturalistic, down to the tiniest details. And on top of this completely naturalistic background he imposes
totally surrealistic images — like the Circumlocution office, which is a civil service department designed
to do nothing, or like many of the characters, who are much larger than life. [...] What I tried to do —
though not quite in the Dickensian way - was to make sure that the background, the bedrock of the book,
was right — that Bombay was like Bombay, the cities were like the cities, the different dates were
recognisably correct so that the fantasy could be rooted in that kind of reality’ (Rushdie/Pattanayak 1983,
20).

** These events are already described very vividly in the novel, but are visualised even more strikingly,
horrifically and poignantly in the screenplay.
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Chapter 3

Shame - Filmic representations of migrancy, women, shame and the Islamic

postcolonial nation state

In Shame, Rushdie shifts his attention to Pakistan and he presents the country at an
angle to reality, describing a fictionalised version of the country as a bleak dystopia of
the postcolonial state. Like Midnight’s Children, Shame engages with ideas of
nationhood, history and historiography, society and the individual and the role of
women in a patriarchal system. Central to the novel is the rivalry between a prime
minister and a military leader, closely paralleling the rise and fall of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto
and Zia-ul-Haq. Rushdie directly attacks both leaders’ style of government and. more
broadly, Pakistani politics of the 1970s. Rushdie engages directly with the theme of
migration here and debates more incisively notions of home and homelessness, which
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