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'The closer you are to a conjurer," Salman bitterly replied, "the easier to spot the 
Irick." (363) 

So there I was, actually writing the Book, or re-writing anyway, polluting the 
word of God with my own profane language. (367) 

When the Aga Sahib (Hyder Hussein) in his Islamic Religion classes 
called out attendance in that erstwhile institution, the Nizam College, he al
ways found a proverbial phrase to modify each name. Hence, each day, 
calling upon Muslim lore, and wanting to know whether Suleiman or 
Salman were present or absent, he would call out, "Suleiman (Solomon], 
are you wise? Salman, are you otherwise [as in unwise]?" "The Aga," his 
French granddaughter would quip years later, "has a pun on a bit of historic 
trivia for every occasion." In the above case, of course he was referring to 
Solomon, who by all three religions of the book - Judaism, Christianity, 
and Islam - was considered 'wise'. Salman, the drunken 'Farsi', was 
'otherwise', infamous as he was for the 'satanic verses'. Simon Rushton, 
a.k.a. Salman Rushdie, 1 has proved to be foolish in both incarnations of his 
name - a foolish simple Simon and Salman who is otherwise, here meant to 
be the opposite of the word wise. The point of this anecdote is simply that 
one has to be steeped in the lore of Muslim cultures to really understand the 
jokes and absorb the full import of the abusiveness of our latter-day 
Salman's The Satanic Verses. 

Salman Rushdie seems to have miscalculated his audience by assuming 
that his only audience would be one steeped in post-modernism and as such 
one likely to gloss over the full import of the culturally coded abuses and 
jokes in his novel. Instead he has found himself with an offended and 
offending Muslim audience - an audience altogether too familiar with the 
context of situation and one not likely to mistake his hordes of butterflies in 
Titlipur (Butterfly Village) as magical realism derived from Garcia Marquez, 
but fully able to identify the butterflies of the Hindi film song "Titli Udi" 
from the ever-popular film Sura}. To an audience familiar with this cultur
ally coded 'sign', pairing the visionary Ayesha with this cheap Hindi film 
song is a blasphemous act. Hiding behind the guise of Modernism, Rushdie 
announced that the Ayatollah and the world's Islamic community had pro
claimed a 'jihad against modernism' ('Bonfire of the Certainties') and that 

1 See Faruqi 12 & "Anti-Islam's New Find: 'Simon Rushton' a.k.a. Salman Rushdie" 
15. 
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for him 'the Joycean option' had been denied. Yet the familiar paradigms of 
what Peter Widdowson, the editor of Literature and History, labeled 
critiography in his introductory editorial - modernism, post-modernism, 
deconstruction and new leftism, in general - do not provide clues to his 
culturally embedded signifiers and need to be altered if we are really to see 
how meaning rests with the reader in cross-cultural situations. What is it 
that a reader - altogether too familiar with the context of a work - brings to 
the process of creating meaning? And how does this affect the under
standing of the work? Rushdie has become a victim not of the Muslim 
world so much as of the indeterminacy, which is the condition of post
modernism, whereby authority has been completely wrested from the author 
and in his absence has been placed in the hands of warring factions of read
ers. 

US reviewers have frequently noted that fundamentalist Muslims, who 
have not read The Satanic Verses, find it abusive. But imagine the chagrin 
of a not-too-religious Muslim casually opening the book to the section enti
tled 'Ayesha' and finding an Imam referred to as 'The Grand Panjandrum' 
or 'the great haramzada in person' (SV 207).2 To a Western Islamic scholar 
in a faraway university in New York, the word haramzada itself may seem 
harmless; haram may simply mean 'canonically forbidden' or even worse 
may simply be confused with haram, the hallowed area around the monu
ments of Mecca. Only the Indian audience knows the full import of the 
abuse. In rickshawallah parlance it simply means 'bastard'. Thus through 
stylistic wordplay - through his chosen narrative technique of breaking off 
in mid-narrative and turning to another narrative - Rushdie attempts to es
cape the responsibilities of the monstrosities he perpetrates. For example, he 
does not need to take responsibility for the character Gibreel Farishta's 
(notice the name, which translates literally as Gabriel Angel) dream se
quences. Also take, for example, the name of one of the two main heroes of 
the novel: Saladin Chamcha, variously called Salahuddin Chamcha or 
Chamchawala Saladin and Salad Baba. An Islamic audience would identify 
Saladin as the Saladin of the Holy Wars, Saladin the medieval founder of 
Palestine, Saladin, the only Muslim to draw praise from Dante. It must be 
remembered that Dante contrasted Saladin with Mahound or Mohammed 
who is portrayed as a degenerate. Again Rushdie hopes that his Joycean 
wordplay will obscure the implied references. But Gibreel Farishta calls 
Salahuddin Spoono, the English equivalent of chamcha, which in Bombay 
street slang can be understood as groupie, camp follower, gutless, and even 
sometimes as homosexual: a salah chamcha! [a bastard homosexual]. Abu
sive? "Of course not," Mr. Rushdie would say. Salah is only ritual prayer3, 
or this is only a 'mutation' of Salad Baba (SV 53)! Note also how the two 

2 Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses (New York: Viking, 1989). Page references 
have been included in the text, after the letters SV. 

3 Caesar Farah's Islam provides the meanings of some of these technical Islamic terms 
and myths (See Farah: 295). 
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names come together in the sentence, "Gibreelsaladin Farishtachamcha 
condemned to this endless but also ending angelicdevilish fall" (SV 5). This 
quick Joycean trick of wordplay to the Western audience implies to the non
Western audience that the archangel was a chamcha (SV 37). 

With such wordplay and technical variation, Rushdie attempts to escape 
the political consequences of his writing by justifying his narrative tech
nique as post-modernist imagism -vignette after vignette unconnected by a 
narrative thread and therefore not vindictively vicious.4 In The Observer 
(January 29, 1989), Rushdie attempted to justify his work: "The art of the 
novel is a thing I cherish as dearly as the book burners of Bradford value 
their brand of militant Islam" (quoted in "Burning Bestseller" 1989: 88). In 
Rushdie's case, his chosen technique of the novel - imitative Joycean 
wordplay and choppy stream-of-consciousness narrative - is less an ex
ploration of artistic techniques than a cover for his political or racial at
titudes. Hindus, Blacks and South Africans who sing "Nkosi Sikelile i 
Africa," and the Quakers or Friends of Brickhall (presumably Brick Lane) 
are all mercilessly satirized by these techniques. The Muslims of Bradford 
and Brick Lane, who are the victims of neo-Nazi skinheads, now find 
themselves further victimized by someone, who, to compound matters, is 
one of their own. These people read a more dire meaning into every fiction
alized incident than the Western audiences who have chosen to tout the 
work as satire. '"The closer you are to the conjurer,' Salman bitterly 
replied, 'the easier to spot the trick"' (SV 363). Of course, The New York 
Times can't find anything abusive here!5 

Here the failure of paradigmatic readings is most deeply underscored. 
For years, Mr. Rushdie has been seen as the champion of the 'other' in our 
current critique of Orientalism. He has been portrayed and touted as 
(re)making the image of India supposedly unmade by Paul Scott. But let us 
just look at the fictionalized cosmology of The Satanic Verses to see how 
this paradigm is overturned. 

First, we must question the adoption of a Christian cosmology in the 
interpretation of Islam. It is not just that Mohammed has become Dante or 
Spenser's Mahound, though this in itself is testimony to the wordplay in 
which Rushdie engages as a cover for his views. The choice of the name 
Mahound for Mohammed may be meant to imply that this is the way the 
Christian world has viewed Mohammed and that Mr. Rushdie himself does 
not mean to do so. Yet the Oxford English Dictionary clearly equates the 
word with the meaning, 'the false prophet Mohammed', and refers us to 
Spenser's Faerie Queene (VI.vii). Rushdie attempts further to exonerate 
himself by not using Dante's 'Maometto' of Canto 28 of the Inferno. By 
narrative manipulation Rushdie again distances himself; it is Salman, 'the 

4 For a very interesting treatment of wordplay as an indigenous Indian art form that 
permeates the language of tour guides and the common man in the street as well as intel
lectuals, see Siegel (1989). 

5 Two reviews appeared in The New York Times of January 29, 1989. 
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Farsi', who sees Mohammed as Mahound. Yet it is Salman, our contempo
rary author, who has himself espoused an 'Orientalist' schema. In 
Rushdie's arrangement, Mahound is juxtaposed with Saladin because Ma
hound is the villain of the historical section of the novel and Saladin is the 
hero of the contemporary section of the novel. As a result of this juxtaposi
tion, Saladin comes off considerably better than Mahound and seems the 
more virtuous. Saladin, of course, is one of Dante's virtuous heathens 
whom Dante admires but must condemn also lo hell (Said 1979: 69). This 
Dantesque metaphor is extended into the modem world as we look at the 
ultimate fate of the contemporary Saladin Chamcha. He remains in limbo in 
a lighter hell and in a sense triumphs as good, versus the evil Farishta, who 
is destroyed. Thus we see that Rushdie is applying - to quote from Said -
"Western geographical, historical and above all moral apprehension" (ibid.) 
to the Orient. All his characters in their migrations and metamorphoses are 
morally shady womanizers and whores of whom Mr. Rushdie, the author, 
clearly disapproves. 

What is even more interesting is that Mr. Rushdie, through the voice of 
Saladin Chamcha, seems to disapprove of the Black British rallying around 
their leaders and in so doing creating a governance problem in Britain. 
Thus, while Mr. Rushdie himself is 'together with the Campden Cabinet' 
said to be plotting the downfall of the Thatcherite government ("Tale of a 
Kipper" 1988: 101), he is really expressing a rather conservative disap
proval of Britain's ethnic minorities. From his high moral stance, Rushdie's 
character Saladin criticizes the debauchery of Indians and Caribbeans like 
Hanief Johnson (another minor character), while he himself drinks and 
womanizes whenever the opportunity presents itself. 

Thus the fictional Saladin seems to imply a line of immorality that ex
tends from Mahound to the present-day Muslim. Edward Said tells us that 
in the Inferno, Dante implies a parallel between Father Dolcino, the rene
gade priest, and Mohammed based on their "revolting sensuality, and also 
between their pretensions to theological eminence" (Said 1979: 69). 
Rushdie seems to be implying this same continuity. Let us look at what Said 
has to say about Orientalism: 

Oriemalism is a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological 
distinction made between "the Orient" and (most of the time) "the Occident." 
Thus a very large mass of writers, among whom are poets, novelists, philoso
phers, political theorists, economists and imperial administrators, have accepted 
the basic distinction between East and West as the starting point for elaborate 
theories, epics, novels, social descriptions, and political accounts concerning the 
Orient, its people, customs, "mind," destiny and so on. (ibid.: 2-3) 

Among these poets, novelists and philosophers, we roust, of course, now 
number Rushdie not only as one who writes about the Orient, but as some
one who writes about Oriental people, their "customs, 'mind', destiny and 
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so on" from the vantage point of a successful mainstream Westernized im
migrant. 

Let us look at how Rushdie, like Dante, establishes himself as an Ori
entalist. The treatment of the annexation of 'Medina' (Yathrib) is viewed by 
Rushdie through the Western interpretation of forced 'submission'. Rushdie 
sees both Medina and Mecca, 'the place of the black stone', as originally 
being pre-Islamic holy sites. He chooses then to play up the three original 
female deities of the region, al-Lat, al-Uzzah and Manah (Farah 1970: 45). 
Now Mohammed mentioned these three deities, Farah tells us, at "a prayer 
session at the Ka'bah" "in a moment of weakness," hoping for their 
intercession (ibid.). This mention apparently constituted the satanic verses; 
Mohammed is supposed to have been rebuked by Gabriel for including in 
the revelation these words that were not transmitted directly from Allah. 
However, Rushdie plays several narrative and stylistic tricks in portraying 
the recording and mentioning of these prohibited verses. 

First, it is the film star Gibreel Farishta (presumably a metamorphosis of 
the film star N. T. Rama Rao, famous for portraying various anthropo
morphic beings in Hindi films), who dreamt this incident with Mahound at 
the temple of Uzza: Khalid, sent in to cleanse the temple, asks the goddess 
Uzza to protect herself. When she is unable to do so, he strikes down the 
idol. No sooner is the idol knocked down than she emerges but is struck 
down again as the devil's daughters (SV 373). The Mohammedans are then 
seen as possessing the city of Jahilia in "the Name of the Most High, the 
Destroyer of Men" (ibid.). Here we have no loving or forgiving God, but a 
God who is a Destroyer of Men. Even someone who is not a Muslim must 
admit that this is a rather harsh label to hang on 'Al-lah', for although one 
does become a Muslim by 'submission' (Islam) to Allah (Farah 1970: 103), 
the submission really does not include destruction. Perhaps this entails a 
false comparison with Christianity? 

But Rushdie escapes facing this issue with another narrative play. He 
switches to the Farsi scribe, Salman, to claim that it is Salman, the Farsi, 
who perverted the word of God, not Mohammed. Thus Rushdie hopes to 
escape Islamic ire. By analogy again, it is Salman the scribe who is 
committing blasphemy and not Salman Rushdie, the modem-day secular 
Muslim. Salman reflects in the section entitled "Return to Jahilia": 

So there I was actually writing the Book, or re-writing anyway, polluting the 
word of God with my own profane language. But, good heavens, if my poor 
words could not be distinguished from the Revelation by God's own Messenger, 
then what did that mean? (SV 367) 

American Islamic scholars - working very hard to justify Mr. Rushdie's 
book - seem to feel that this passage exonerates Mr. Rushdie from the 
charge of blasphemy, that he is in fact creating a warm and loving portrait of 

--
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the Prophet as a human being.6 This passage, however, is only a device 
through which Mr. Rushdie chooses to hide behind the figure of Salman, 
whom he portrays as a diabolical but drunken and weak shaitan. 

Salman also becomes a metaphor for our modem-day Salman, who 
himself is (re)writing 'the book'. And, surely like the latter-day Salman, 
Mr. Rushdie knew that his own rewrite of the book would cause more than 
a furor. 

In this entire section of The Satanic Verses, Rushdie writes with a multi
edged sword. Mohammed is human; he is not to be blamed. Yet, when he is 
portrayed as a businessman, a drunkard and a womanizer, he must be con
sidered by Islamic standards an infidel (haramzada); and as the unforgiving, 
destroying prophet, by Christian standards also the infidel. In this, Mr. 
Rushdie's statement clearly takes a Western view. For, like the Church 
Fathers, he portrays Mohammed as essentially an impostor (see Farah 1970: 
4). This raises the all-too-important question, is Mr. Rushdie, the prophet 
of anti-colonialism, guilty of the Oriental ism of colonialist discourse? Like 
that of other Orientalists, Mr. Rushdie's position seems to depend on his 
positional superiority,? not only in having studied Islam at Cambridge 
("Tale of a Kipper" 1988: 101) but, as can be inferred from the contempo
rary narrative of The Satanic Verses (i.e., not the historical narrative of Mo
hammed's life), in being the 'assimilated British immigrant'. Rushdie 
simply underscores what Said has called an "ineradicable distinction be
tween Western superiority and Oriental inferiority" (Said 1979: 42). Thus, 
we see the failure of paradigmatic approaches: the anti-Orientalist has turned 
into an Orientalist! 

What is most interesting is the author's and the narrative voice's posi
tional superiority. According to this voice, no Oriental, whether angel or 
man, is to be trusted; Gibreel Farishta abandons Saladin to the British im
migration officials, who so dehumanize Saladin that he turns into a goat and 
sprouts horns - possibly a metaphoric representation of Dante's Saladin at 
one of the levels of hell. Various and sundry unassimilated immigrant Indi
ans come to his assistance, all in various degrees of degradation, and yet it 
is the Indians who cause him to metamorphose back to his human self. The 
portrait of each one of these characters is viciously satirical. Take for in
stance the Sufyan family. Abu-Sufyan, it must be remembered, was the 
Qurayshite head who submitted to Mohammed. The modem-day Sufyans 
are to be seen as a parallel to these early occupants of Medina who, in the 
narrative, patronize a brothel in Jahilia. The modem-day Sufyan who runs 
'Shandaar Cafe' in London is ineffectual, the mother Hind (named after the 
mother of one of Mohammed's wives) has a double standard. They live in 

6 See Marzorati 1989. 
7 "Positional superiority" is Said's term, which he defines in this way: "Orientalism 

depends for its strategy on ... positional superiority, which puts the Westerner in a whole 
series of possible relationships with the Orient without ever losing him the relative upper 
hand" (1979: 7). 
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the ghettoized squalor typical of most Asians in Britain. But it is Mishal 
(previously incorporated in the narrative as the pilgrim from Titlipur), who 
is credited with saving Saladin. Yet Saladin is contemptuous of all their 
ways of being and of the causes they espouse: "'I'm not your kind,' he said 
distinctly into the night. 'You're not my people. I've spent half my life 
trying to get away from you'" (SV 253). 

It is Mishal Sufyan who drags Saladin into what he calls the 
'otherworld' 'undercity' 'whose existence he has so long denied' (SV 412). 
From here on we see Saladin espouse a very conservative position. Saladin 
can only summon up derision for any Black British solidarity. Saladin 
would like to see himself as a 'creature of selected discontinuities' (SV 
427), whereas Gibreel Farishta and the 'rest of the lot' 'wished to remain, 
to a large degree, continuous - that is, joined to and arising from his past' 
(ibid.). In other words, Saladin is better assimilated because he has made a 
break from his Indian past. In this there is an explicit Naipaulian sense of 
criticism of the excess baggage of an expatriate's Indianness. In fact, one 
reviewer concludes with Rushdie saying: "But most of the time, people will 
ask me - will ask anyone like me - are you Indian? Pakistani? English? .... 
We are increasingly becoming a world of migrants, made up of bits and 
fragments from here, there. We are here and we have never really left 
anywhere we have been" (Marzorati 1989: 100). Naipaul had said exactly 
this almost thirty years ago in A House/or Mr. Biswas (1961) and more 
recently, in the ending of The Enigma of Arrival (1987). For this, of 
course, Naipaul has been labeled a 'colonialist'. Yet Rushdie, "rising to the 
challenge of civis Brittanicus sum," is not seen as being racist towards sub
continentals whether Indian or Pakistani. 

Here we must refer to the Lacanian 'mimicry' that has been used by 
Homi Bhabha to argue that the 'colonial subject' employed mimicry as an 
adaptation strategy - a mimicry that at once imitated colonial models and yet 
was different because of 'a certain degree of slippage' (Bhabha 1988: 318). 
Presumably in attempting to 'normalize' itself - to fit in with the colonial 
power - the 'colonial subject' 'alienates its own language of liberty'. It is 
interesting to see how Rushdie - who until now has been considered out
side this paradigm, speaking in his own 'language of liberty' - can be seen 
as a model colonial subject. Raised in the British school system and desiring 
to transcend the 'marginalizing vision' of his contemporaries, Mr. Rushdie 
attempts to show himself as a 'reformed, recognizable other, as a subject of 
difference that is almost the same, but not quite', by criticizing and making 
fun of his fellow immigrants, but doing so in the lilt of Bombay Indian
English. He thus maintains the slippage as well as his bourgeois distance. 
Mr. Rushdie's mimicry of the conservative perspective on Britain's im
migrants "emerges as the representation of a difference that is itself a pro
cess of disavowal" - disavowal of any solidarity with these people of the 
Third World. 

His identification of himself with Gunter Grass and Garcfa Marquez and 
his deliberate identification of himself with Joyce as a decolonizer of the 
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English language, as also his conscious imitation of Joyce, is another mani
festation of his mimicry and his effort at adaptation within a European 
model. When Uma Parameswaran asked him ifhe saw himself in relation to 
other "English-speaking Indian writers like Anand, Narayan, and Rao," he 
said: 

Not at all really. The idea that there is a school of Indian-British fiction is a sort 
of mistake. Writers like Mulk Raj Anand and Narayan have many more affinities 
to Indian writers in Indian languages than they do to a writer like me who just 
happens to be writing in English. (1988: 13) 

This again is a process of disavowal, an attempt to separate himself from 
Indian authors and to identify himself with European ones, who would 
form the 'right sort' of clique. Of course, all these attitudes are encapsulated 
in the Westernization of his name, Simon Rushton, which seems to have 
been a recent development. Is this then the mimicry of "legendary 
psychasthenia": "depersonalization by assimilation to space" (Caillois 1988: 
70-72)? 

Now all this is very ironic because we see here the failure of yet another 
paradigm. Said had taken Rushdie as paradigmatic of the 'right kind' of 
post-colonial intellectual: 

One way of getting hold of the commonest post-colonial debate is to analyze not 
its content, but its form, not what is said so much as how it is said, by whom, 
where and for whom ... Take as a recent instance Salman Rushdie's critique of the 
Raj revival - his diagnosis of the spate of recent films and articles about India 
that include Jewel in the Crown and Lean's Passage to India ... Rushdie's analysis 
argued that the nostalgia pressed into service by affectionate recollections of 
British rule in India coincided with the Falklands war and that "the rise of Raj 
revisionism, exemplified by the huge success of these fictions, is the artistic 
counterpart to the rise of conservative ideologies in modem Britain, ... " (1986: 
46) 

Said notes that as long as there are Third World intellectuals like Naipaul, 
who describe the Third World as declining after the end of colonialism, the 
West would maintain its continuing hegemony over the ex-colonial world. 
Contrarily, it is Mr. Rushdie who has portrayed the Third World as histori
cally debauched, and in extending this portrayal to the contemporary immi
grant, he poses no metamorphoses but instead extends the line of degener
acy from Mohammed to the present. Mr. Rushdie, in seeing himself as the 
anglicized immigrant who is 'Normalized', perhaps wants admittance to 
Naipaul's metaphoric "Jack's Garden" (i.e., The Enigma of Arrival). 
Bostan and Gulistan (the gardens of Paradise of Sheikh Saadi) lie then, not 
in Peristan (Persia or the Middle East) but in Inglistan (England). 

Said has quoted from Rushdie's essay, "Outside the Whale," written in 
response to the popularity of the Raj revival: 
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Outside the whale there is a genuine need for political fiction, for books that 
draw new and better ma:p5 of reality, and make new languages with which we can 
understand the world. Outside the whale we see that we are all irradiated by his
tory, we are radioactive with history and politics; we can see that it can be as 
false to create a politics-free fictional universe as to create one in which nobody 
needs to work or eat or hate or love or sleep. (Said 1986: 51-52) 

Does Mr. Rushdie, we must now ask, "draw a new and better map of real
ity?" Has he joined forces with those who have "affectionate recollections of 
India?" - those British ex-civil servants, who know the full meanings of 
haramzada, chamcha and salah, who have used these words against their 
Indian sepoys and subalterns, as Rushdie seems to use them against his 
fellow immigrants? Did he forget that the Muslims of Brick Lane and Brad
ford would be as much irradiated with history and politics as he is? Objec
tivity is exactly what Rushdie seems to have thrown overboard in his at
tempt to set himself up as superior - and as one who would interpret India 
and Indians for the world. Is this the counter-hegemonic discourse of the 
totally assimilated and assimilable, Westernized, British-educated Asian 
intellectual who must therefore satirize the residents of Brick Lane or Not
ting Hill? Note the discussions between Zeenat Vakil and Saladin Chamcha 
as Saladin bemoans the depreciation of his property on Notting Hill, now 
symbolic of the Black solidarity expressed in the Carnival there: 

"So tell, na. How you live, you and the Mame." In a five-storey mansion in 
Notting Hill. He had started feeling insecure there of late, because the most re
cent batch of burglars had taken not only the usual video and stereo but also the 
wolfhound guard dog. (SV 59) 

In criticizing the 'Black British' - the new synthetic term for non-whites 
(Rushdie lists them as follows: "African, Caribbean, Indian, Pakistani, 
Bangladeshi, Cypriot, Chinese" [414)) -Rushdie has become one of those 
Third World intellectuals from whom Said had wanted to exempt Rushdie, 
those intellectuals whom Said has described as "Not at all interested in the 
Third World, which they never address - but in the metropolitan intellectu
als whose twists and turns have gone on despite the Third World" (1986: 
53). Applying Said's criteria of Orientalism, we find the following: The 
question "how he says it" is answered by an analysis of Rushdie's Joycean 
wordplay and narrative tricks - the mimicry of modernism behind which 
Rushdie chooses to veil his real political affiliations; "who says it" can be 
answered with examples of Mr. Rushdie's 'ethos', which has always been 
a stance critical of the Third World;8 and the answers to the "where and for 

8 I have in previous articles shown that Mr. Rushdie has severely criticized and satirized 
Indians in Midnight's Children and in Shame. In the latter book, Benazir Bhutto is the 
bun of ugly jokes and is labeled "Virgin Iron Pants." In Family Quarrels, I've shown that 
Rushdie only means to make fun of Indian English in his stylistic variations, which are 
imitative of G. V. Desani's All About H. Hatterr. In "Decolonizing the Decolonizers," I've 
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whom" questions are to be found undoubtedly in the American publisher's 
$850,000 advance negotiated by a 'wiley' agent. With the Ayatollah's death 
sentence on Rushdie, the Third World has become for him - to use Said's 
phrase - a major nuisance. 

We must then question yet another paradigm: is art free from 
responsibilities? We have entered an era in which issues of censorship, First 
Amendment rights and questions of the morality of a writer/artist have been 
thrust to the forefront. In India, Muslims went to court to get a stay order 
against the televised serial of Bhisham Sahni's Tamas which portrays 
fundamentalist Muslims as being the main instigators of violence and also of 
partition. Muslims were afraid that new violence would break out against 
them if they were perceived as the perpetrators of the violence that sur
rounded partition. Specifically, the plot depicted a fundamentalist Muslim 
(named Murad Ali) who pays Nathu (an untouchable) five rupees to kill a 
pig, ostensibly on behalf of a British veterinarian. Instead of going to the 
veterinarian, the pig shows up on the steps of the mosque. When Nathu at
tempts to report to Murad Ali that he has killed the pig, Murad Ali acts as 
though he knew nothing of the incident. The implication is clearly that the 
dissembling Murad Ali had the pig placed on the steps of the mosque. This 
causes the city of Lahore to burst into flames and thwarts Congress's at
tempts to come to terms with the Muslim League. In the Bombay courts last 
year, the Justices Bakhtawar Lentin and Sujata Manohar, in refusing to 
censor Tamas, felt that "the lesson of history should point to new directions 
in communal accord" (Sahni 1988: 6). Contrarily, in the United States, Elie 
Wiesel, in "Art and the Holocaust-Trivializing Memory" (The New York 
Times, June 11, 1989), asks that we put an end to the digging of old graves 
and to catering to voyeuristic instincts, which create more strife against 
victimized peoples. In a subsequent issue, Wiesel clarifies his point: 
"Ultimately we are all witnesses," he writes: 

But I plead for some measure of sensitivity and respect.... Vulgarization is not 
the answer. Is it better to say something - anything - so the public knows at 
least that? No. If the public is shown a distorted image, what it will retain is 
that distorted image. Is the choice then only between distortion and nothing? I 
reject that choice. (Response to Joshua Sobol, H3) 

This question needs to be posed to Rushdie: "Is the choice then only 
between distortion and nothing?" What are the limits of fiction and art? Re
cently with the issue of the National Endowment of the Arts' support for 
Robert Mapplethorpe's photographs or the US' commissioning of Richard 
Serra's Tilted Arc, the limits of what constitutes public culture have been 

shown that Mr. Rushdie's English education makes h.im condescending towards all things 
Indian. See also my treatment of Shame in "Rushdie's Shame: Problems in Communica
tion." 



116 Public Culture 

widely debated. As Hilton Kramer put it, "Not all forms of art are socially 
benign in either their intentions or their effects" (H7). And this un
fortunately is the case with Rushdie's book. It is unfortunately a novel that 
will cause further victimization of immigrants in Britain and elsewhere. 
(Farrukh Dhondy's Come to Mecca [1978] and East End at Your Feet 
[1976] show just what dire racial conditions prevail in Bradford and Brick 
Lane.) And in this, to use Hilton Kramer in a slightly different context, 
"What we are being asked to support and embrace in the name of art is an 
attitude towards life" (H7), an attitude towards life that is manifest as 
racism. In the name of art, we have long deprecated John Gardner's idea of 
a moral fiction. But as one of Rushdie's younger colleagues, the British 
writer Martin Amis, has pointed out in a different context, we need to raise 
the issue of "the accountability of the author in fiction." "What does it mean 
morally?" "Is one accountable for it?" (McGrath 1987: 28). Thus, we need 
to come to terms with a new paradigm of accountability in the interpretation 
of public culture. 

Feroza Jussawalla is Assistant Professor of English at the University of Texas at El Paso. In 
addition to other publications, she guest co-edited the Zulfikar Ghose section of The Review of 
Contemporary Fiction published the Summer of 1989. 
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