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SUMMARY

A central technique in Rushdie’'s Shame is the use of
incongruous cross-cultural perspectives as a means of shaking
readers loose from their unconscious social or political assump-
tions. One obvious example of the technique is the character
Sufiya Zinobia, a creature clearly more suited to ancient fairy tale
or myth but displaced in Rushdie’s novel into “the heart of the
respectable world.” A symbol particularly of the burden of guilt
and shame imposed on women by traditional societies, Sufiya
comes to represent everything that is “consigned to peripheries”
for the sake of propriety or appearance. Because of this concern
with repression or marginalization, a central theme in Shame is
that of the frontier or border, of cultural transition or adaptation.
Though he acknowledges the drawbacks, Rushdie seems to
regard cultural displacement or “off-centring” as basically a
positive experience because it helps to free people of repressive
traditional concepts like that of honor and shame. In fact,
Rushdie’s own work is an excellent demonstration of some of
the moral and imaginative benefits that can accrue from having
been “borne-across or trans-lated.” One obvious result of his
cultural displacement is his unusual knack for metaphor or pun
for what Kenneth Burke refers to as “perspective by incongruity.”
Another result is the playful irreverence with which he treats
“established literary.conventions,-including those governing linear
narration and - distinctions of reality and fiction. Particularly
effective as “off-centring” devices are those passages in which
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Rushdie reflects “metafictionally” on the reai-life sources of his
novel, on the ways in which, as they are incorporated into a
work of art, the materials of real life are imaginatively displaced

or “refracted.”
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Shortly after introducing his three half-mythical Shakil
sisters, locked fanatically away by their father in the family’s
“labyrinthine mansion” of Nishapur, Salman Rushdie intrudes
for the first time in his own voice in Shame in order to
explain, first, that “all this happened in the fourteenth
century” and then, with a slight but nevertheless distinct
disorientative jolt, that--“naturally”--he is using the “Hegiran”
instead of the Christian calendar: “don’t imagine that stories
of this type always take place longlong ago. Time cannot be
homogenized as easily as milk, and in those parts, until quite
recently, the thirteen hundreds were still in full swing” (6).!

Brief as it is, this passage provides the first good example
of a method used repeatedly in Rushdie’s novel: the use of
cross-cultural perspective (of that Rushdie refers to as “off-
centring”) as a means of jolting us loose from our ingrained
cultural assumptions.? “Time cannot be homogenized as easily
2s mwilk,” Rushdie asserts, and as if to prove his point, he
proceeds not only to make continuing use of the Hegiran
calendar but also to fill his pages with characters and themes
that really would make more sense in the fourteenth century
than modern times: with a beautiful young girl transformed by
shame into a monster that brutally decapitates her lovers (234-
492), a young boy transformed gradually into an angel (142-43),
three old sisters who crumble to dust and are swept away by
the wind the first time after forty years that they are exposed
to the outside world (315), a ruler haunted one in each ear by
the whispering voices of his murdered predecessor and a
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demented old Muslim holy man (272-74), a woman who
produces children in exact mathematical progression: twins
the first year, triplets the next, then quadruplets, quintuplets,
and so on (227-28), a house so ancient and vast that in its “far-
flung infinities” can be found “painted neolithic pottery in the
Kotdiji style”-“bronze implements of utterly fabulous age;
or . . . the quake-exposed intricacies of brick drainage
systems that had been out of date for centuries” (26).

Though Shame is remarkable simply for its stylistic
ingenuity-for its violation of our cultural norms, of our formal
literary expectations, of our verbal or conceptual catego-
ries-its ultimate purpose is obviously to expose the political
and social attitudes on which these are based: the repressive
sexism, the stifling rationalist psychology.? Thematically as
well as imaginatively,' the most remarkable achievement in the
novel is probably the character of Sufiya Zinobia Hyder, the
mentally retarded daughter of General Raza (“Razor Guts”)
Hyder who “[turns] out to be, in reality, one of those
supernatural beings, those exterminating or avenging angels,
or werewolves, or vampires, about whom we are happy to read
in stories” but which we are thankful, Rushdie reminds us,
“are no more than abstractions or figments . . . ” (216-17). A
symbol first of all of the burden of “madequacy, guilt, shame”
inflicted on women by a patriarchal society obsessed with the
pursuit of honor and status, Sufiya is intended, more broadly,
as a challenge to our entire rationalistic world-view--“because
we know (but do not say) that the mere likelihood of such
beings’ existence would utterly subvert the laws by which we
live, the process by which we understand the world” (217).
Monsters like Sufiya are out of place in modern civilized
society, and if her parents try so desperately to 1gnore the
truth about her-if they are willing to lock her away finally,
doped and chained, in the attic-that is because, as a beast
born “in the heart of the respectable world,” she is living proof
“that barbarism could grow in cultured soil, that savagery
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could lie concealed beneath decency’s well-pressed shirt”: “To
comprehend Sufiya Zinobia would be to shatter, as if it were a
crystal, these people’s sense of themselves; and so of course
they would not do it, they did not, not for years” (219-20).*
~ Shamed to begin with simply because she was not born a
boy, Sufiya becomes the vessel eventually of all the shame and
humiliation in the world (131-32), of everything that for the
sake of propriety and decorum is repressed or hushed up--that
is “consigned to peripheries by conventions of disbe-
lief . . . ” (219). The fact that she turns into a monster,
ripping the heads off young men with whom she has had
intercourse-that she explodes finally in a nuclear fireball,
“rolling outwards to the horizon like the sea” (317)-is a
warning of the violent consequences, in Salman Rushdie’s
view, of social and psychological repression. “Humiliate people
for long enough,” he observes of the rioters on his television
screen, rampaging through the streets of smoking cities, “and
a wildness bursts out of them” (125). Sufiya Zinobia is the
embodiment of that wildness: “Swelling slowly, feeding on
inadequacy, guilt, shame, bloating towards the surface” (241).
It’s no surprise, considering its concern with the peripher-
al or repressed, that one of the main themes in Shame is that
of the frontier or border-the “Rim of Things.” Omar Khayyam
Shakil is described as “a periperal man” or “a creature of the
edge,”
fesses-“other persons have been the principal actors in my life
story” (313) but also because he was born and raised (and
returns at the end to die) in a town (“not really Quetta”) along
the remote Afghan border of “Peccavistan”-a region known
not only for its frequent earthquakes but also, according to the
local “tribals,” for the flights of angels that are believed to
emerge with each tremor from fissures in the rocks (17).
Brought up with the feeling not only “that he was living at
the edge of the world, so close that he might fall off at any
moment” but also, as an illegitimate (and probably inter-

for example, not only because-as he himself con-
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racial) child, “that he deserved no better . . . ,” Omar is
afflicted from an early age by an “improbable vertigo”- “by a
sense of inversion, of a world turned upside-down” (15). A
product of what Rushdie refers to a few pages later as cultural
“off-centring (24), he is aware even as a boy, looking up at the
night sky through his “miraculously shiny brass telescope,”
that “any silicon creatures or gas monsters inhabiting the
stars of the Milky Way . . . would never have recognized
their homes by the names in his much-thumbed star charts”
(17). Different cultures have different names for things-they
read from opposite sides of the page (32); they locate heaven
and hell in exactly opposite direction: “Hell above, Paradise
below” (17).

Salman Rushdie himself is a product of cultural “off-
centring,” of course-“an emigrant from one country (India)
and a newcomer in two” (89-90)-and in the same metafictional
aside in which he recounts his family’s move from India to
Pakistan, he makes it clear that, while he has “never been
angrier” than he was when his father sold his childhood home
in Bombay, he nevertheless regards cross-culural migration as
essentially a positive experience, as morally and intellectually
liberating.® Anticipating a later reference to Milan Kundera,
in fact, he compares the act of migration to the “conquest of
the force of gravity”: “The anti-myths of gravity and of
belonging bear the same name: flight” (80). Migrants are
people who have “come unstuck from their native land,” who
“have floated upwards from history, from memory, from Time,”
and though he hints in this passage and later ones at some of
the dangers associated with “the emptiness of [their] baggage”
(91), Rushdie seems considerably more suspicious of the
pretense that we are trees, that we can put down roots. “Look
under your feet,” he scoffs: “You will not find gnarled growths
sprouting through the soles. Roots, I sometimes think, are a
conservative myth, designed to keep us in our places” (90).
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Though the effects of such “headstandings” are obviously
“harder to measure than earthquakes”--“for what inventor has
patented a seismograph of the soul?” (17)-it is obviously better
in Salman Rushdie’s view to have suffered the shock of ¢
world turned upside-down” than to have remained rooted one’s
whole life in the same narrow culture. For to migrate, to grow
up like Omar “between twin eternities,” is to begin to free
oneself of the “diet of honour and shame,” the codes of family
honor and ethnic distinction, that lead in Rushdie’s novel to
the chaining of Sufiya Zinobia, to the suicide of Naveed
(“Good News”) Hyder, to the murder and mutilation of Little
Mir Harappa, to the stabbing death of Sindbad Mengal, to the
sexual betrayal and humiliation of Rani Harappa-to the ritual
sacrifice by her own father of Anahita Muhammad, “because
by making love to a white boy she had brought such dishonour
upon her family that only her blood could wash away the
stain” (123).f To people who have “come unstuck” from their
native cultures-“peoples living in the aftermath of the death
of God and of tragedy”-it is inconceivable, in Rushdie’s view,
that men (“and not only men”) could commit such atrocities:
that, like Abraham, they could “sacrifice their dearest love on
the implacable altars of their pride” (124). One purpose of
Rushdie’s novel, of his technique of cultural “off-centring,” is
obviously to jar us loose from the attitudes and values on
which such deeds are based-to provide the “anti-gravity pill”
that will enable us all to come unstuck (90-91).

In support of his belief that there is something to be
gained from translation as well as lost, Rushdie refers to the
“curious position” of Omar Khayyam as a poet--to the fact that
he has proved more popular in Fitzgerald’s English translation
than he ever was in his native Persia (24). Rushdie himself is
“5 translated man,” however, and while he grumbles at one
point about the impossibility of translating a word like
sharam, for example, into “this Angrezi in which I am forced
to write” (“and so for ever alter what is written . . . "
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(34-35), it seems to me that, stylistically as well as ethically, he
is an even more persuasive example of the benefits that can
accrue from' cross-cultural translation-from having been
“borne-across or trans-lated” (91). Having been culturally “off-
centered” himself, he has a marvelous talent for what Kenneth
Burke refers to as “perspective by incongruity”: the ability to
approach things “at a slight angle to reality,” to perceive
“relationships between objects which our customary rational
vocabulary has ignored.”®

One obvious result of this talent is the wonderful
metaphors and puns that one encounters on almost every page
of Shame: the description of the opening that Omar finds as a
boy, somewhere deep in the “time-eroded labyrinth” of
Nishapur, like a “minotaur of forbidden sunlight” (27); the
description of Babar’s body, brought down from the mountains
after his “angeling,” “as insubstantial and feathery as an
abandoned snakeskin . . . ” (143); the description of Omar,
standing with “his mouth open like asphyxiating fishlips,” as
he gazes for the first time into the blazing eyes of the Beast of
. shame (260). Many of these metaphors, like Omar’s “asphyxia-
ting fishlips” or Babar’s snakeskin body or the “fragments of
broken mirrors” in which Rushdie claims he is forced to
“reflect” Pakistan, are part of complex clusters or chains
connecting richly disparate characters and themes and events.
Omar’s “asphyxiating fishlips,” for example, echo not only
Bilquis’ description of man as a “sea creature” who, in order
to live, must “drown” himself “in the tides of [woman’s] secret
flesh” (218), or her earlier comparison of sex to “having a fish
up your fundament, an eel that spits at your insides” (158)--but
also, on the other side, the “asphyxiating fist of shame” through
which the dying father gasps out his last imprecations at the
beginning of the novel (6) or the “hot wind” of the mother’s
love for Omar which, as we discover towards the end, nearly
“asphyxiated” Babar as a boy (308).°

Even more remarkable as a symptom of cultural “off-
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centring” are some of Rushdie’s figurative “headstandings.”
His description of Iskander Harappa’s death-cell as “an inverse
womb,” for example, “dark mirror of a birthplace”--from which
he can escape only as “death’s baby, travelling down the death
canal” until the hangman’s noose tightens like an umbilical
cord around his neck and “he hangs foetal in his own waters”
(254). Or his description of what happens to all the “unfelt
shame” in the world, all the “unquaffed cups of pop” from his
metaphoric vending machine: how the “fluid of shame spills,
spreading in a frothy lake across the floor” and how “it is
siphoned off by the unfortunate few, janitors of the unseen,
their souls the buckets into which squeegees drip what-was-
spilled. We keep such buckets in special cupboards. Nor do we
think much of them, although they clean up our dirty waters”
(131-32).

Another indication of Rushdie’s “off-centring” ability is
the playful irreverence with which he treats literary conven-
tion—-with which, having given away the end of his novel
almost at the beginning, for example, he orders the offending
scene “back into the wings at once: shazam!” (16)--or, having
described the execution of Iskander Harappa, he blithely
decides “to turn back the clock, so that Iskander rises from the
graves, but recedes, as well, into the background of the tale”
(215).°

Like other postmodern writers, Rushdie especially enjoys
playing with the distinction between fiction and reality,
interrupting his novel not only to comment “metafictionally”
on its meaning or form but also to talk about the real-life
counterpart of Raza Hyder or Isky Harappa or Sufiya Zinobia.”
“All stories are haunted by the ghosts of the stories they might
have been” (125), Rushdie assures us, and to illustrate “his
point, he proceeds in one off-centring metafictional passage to
describe some of the “real-life material” that he would have
felt compelled to include in his book if he had decided to make
it a realistic novel-the subterranean water pumps installed in
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his parents’ Karachi suburb to steal water from their
neighbors’ mains, the sign in front of the Sind Club in Karachi
that reads “Women and Dogs Not Allowed Beyond This
Point”--“the film censor who took his red pencil to each frame
of the scene in the film Night of the Generals in which General
Peter O’Toole visits an art gallery, and scratched out all the
paintings of naked ladies hanging on the wall . . . ” (71).
Unfortunately, Rushdie points out, such a book would
certainly have been banned in Pakistan-“banned, dumped in
the garbage bin, burned. All that effort for nothing!!”--and so
he has decided on writing a “sort of modern fairy-tale” instead:
“nobody need get upset, or take anything I say too seriously.
No drastic action need be taken either. What a relief! 7 (72).

In a later passage, Rushdie interrupts his fictional account
in order to tell the story of “Anahita Muhammad” and of the
other real-life characters, from “Proper London” instead of
“spectral ‘Peccavistan’,” with whom she has been merged to
produce the fictional character of Sufiya Zinobia: the boy
found burning in a parking lot one day, who, the experts were
forced to conclude, must have “simply ignited of his own
accord, without dousing himself in petrol or applying any
external flame” (126); the “Asian” girl, “set upon” in a late
night subway by a gang of white boys, whom Rushdie gleefully
imagines lashing back at her tormentors, “breaking arms legs
noses balls, without knowing whence the violence came,
without seeing how she, so slight a figure, could command
such awesome strength” (125-25). The interesting thing about
these stories, of course, and about others that Rushdie
tells--about his poet friend “hung upside-down and beaten” in
one of Zia’s prisons, for instance (22)-is the way the reality
has been “off-centered” slightly to fit into the fiction: the way
the rioters’ rage has been displaced from Rushdie’s television
screen, first, to the “Asian” girl humiliated in the subway and
then, through her, to Sufiya Zinobia as “shame’s avatar’--the
way Anahita’s ignominious dedth by stabbing has been
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deflected, first, to victims like Sindbad Mengal or Little Mir
Harappa and then, in one of the climactic ironies of the novel,
pack to the tyrannical father who originally perpetrated
it-who, in the fictional guise of Raza Hyder, is finally sliced to
ribbons by the spring-release stiletto blades concealed in the
Shakil sisters’ dumb-waiter (312).

One obvious purpose of passages like these is to goad us
into re-examining our central cultural assumptions, including
especially the distinction between reality and fiction. Rushdie
reminds us repeatedly, of course, that the country described in
his novel is “not quite” Pakistan, that it is a “palimpsest
country,” existing “at a slight angle to reality” (24), and that
he is therefore “writing universally, not only about Pakistan”
(72).2 In one crucial passage, however, he raises the question
whether the real Pakistan is perhaps not more of a “peeling,
fragmenting palimpsest” than his fictional one-whether it
could not in fact be described as “a fajlure of the dreaming
mind” (92). ‘

Every migrant is a “fantasist,” Rushdie argues, for they
have all “floated upwards from history, from memory, from
Time.” The Muslim immigrants who created Pakistan were no
different in this respect from the writer who makes up
imaginary countries and tries “to impose them on the ones
that exist,” for in laying the foundations for Pakistan, they
found it necessary “to cover up Indian history, to deny that
Indian centuries lay just beneath the surface of Pakistani
Standard Time. The past was rewritten; there was nothing else
to be done.” According to Rushdie, even the word “Pakistan”
is an acronym made up by a group of Muslim intellectuals
living in London: “a word born in exile which then went East,
was borne-across or trans-lated, and imposed itself on history;
a returning migrant, settling down on partitioned land,
forming a palimpsest on the past.” It is hardly surprising to
learn, therefore, that, just as in the case of Shame itself, “the
obscured world” in Pakistan keeps “forcing its way back
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through what-had-been-imposed”--that the country is a
“peeling, fragmenting palimpsest, increasingly at war with
itself” (91-92). After all, one of Rushdie’s central points, about
novels and people as well as countries, is that, surface
appearances notwithstanding, they are always full of
irreconcilable elements--“midriffbaring immigrant saris versus
demure, indigenous Sindhi shalwar-jurtas, Urdu versus Pun-
jabi, now versus then . . . ” (92). Instead of being like
Robespierre or Danton from Bhner’s play, a puritan or an
epicure, we are always internally divided: a “Robeston” or a
“Danpierre.” “I myself manage to hold large numbers of wholly
irreconcilable views simultaneously, without the least diffi-
culty,” Rushdie boasts: “I do not think others are less
versatile” (267). It is in order to mirror the complexity of
reality-in order “not to falsify [it] with patterns too neat, too
inclusive”®-that Rushdie has infused his book with an
element of the same complexity, that he has turned it, in fact,
into the same kind of “peeling, fragmenting palimpsest” as the
country that it deseribes.
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