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Salman Rushdie

'l am Pessimistic about the Changes Occurring in India”

Salman Rushdie has come
a long way from the time
Ayatollah Khomeini's fatwa
compelled him to live In
strict confinement. These
days, Rushdie travels abroad
much more, goes out for din-
ner, shops for his own
clothes and has, at least,
some semblance of a social
life. Now he's back in the
news with his new novel The
Moor's Last Sigh. It's vintage
Rushdie : set against the
backdrop of contemporary
India, the novel (s a dazzling
mix of satire and sadness,
history and humour. And in
what has become all too pre-
dictable, the applause has
been accompanied by the
fears of a ban.

Al the centre of the con-
troversy is the beok’s unspar-
ing portrayal of right-wing
Hindu zealots in Bombay and
a brilliantly etched caricature
that many believe to be of
Shiv Sena chief Bal
Thackeray. Even before he
had seen the cover,
‘Thackeray gave his verdict.
"He has no motherland,” he
said last fortnight. And,
therefore, he had "no busi-
- ness” writing about people he
had little knowledge of. As
for a ban, Thackeray said he
would defer his decision until
he had read the book.

Foresight and ill-fortune
intervened. The distributors,
Rupa & Co., withheld the

situation, we are exer-
voluntary restraint.”
death of Thackeray's
wife last fortnight put the

sure of how much the secu-
fity strait-jacket around
Rushdie has been relaxed
all it took for Copy
Editor AMRIT DHILLON to
reach him was to take a short
taxi ride from the office of
bis publishers, Jonathan
Cape. to the elegant Halkin
Hotel just off London’'s Hyde
Park Corner. Rushdie,
5 attired, was waiting
in the room with two po-
tieemen in tow.
-. He spoke on a range of is-

i the “"controversial”
?eu of his latest novel;
Juture of secularism in

Idia and how it feels to be
exiled from his beloved
Bombay. Asked what was the

first thing he would do if the
Jatwa against him was lifted,
Rushdie said: "Catch the first
plane to India.”

Excerpts from the inter-
view:

@. It's ironical that first,

The Satanic Verses was
banned to appease Muslim
sentiments and now your lat-
est novel has been restricted
to appease a section of Hindu
sentiments.

A. As | understand it,
there are two kinds of prob-
lems. First, 1 hear this ru-
mour about Sonia Gandhi be-
ing upset about the naming of
a dog in the novel. And I
gather that there is some at-
tempt to have the book
banned in the rest of India
because there is a dog called
Jawaharlal in the novel. I find
it a rather ridiculous issue.

This is not a novel that
sets out to ridicule the India
that Nehru brought into be-
ing, but actually to lament the
damage done to that vision of
India in the succeeding
years. Most of the leading
characters in the novel are
passionately in favour of the
In nce movement ex-
cept for one who is pro-
British — an Indian character
who is pro-British — and it is
this figure. in order to annoy
his family who are national-
ists, who names his dog
Jawaharlal.

It has to be seen in this
context. It is the one anti-na-
tional character who does
this to annoy and all the
other major characters in
the novel are annoyed by this.
Given this background, it
would be tragically ironic if
people who claim to be pro-
tecting the flame of Nehru's
memory should see this novel
as hostile to it. This is a
point 1 wanted to make be-
cause | think that it is impor-
tant that this is said in India
before people get the wrong
end of the stick; before peo-
ple say, ‘There is a dog called
Jawaharlal in the story, so it
must be against him. End of
story.! Read the book and you
will see. 1 hope that Sonia
Gandhi or the Government,
or whoever else it may be,
understands that this is what
is happening in the book.

To come to the Shiv Sena,
it is quite plain that [ feel
that there are forces in
Indian society that are trans-
forming it in ways not always
beneficial. And if you set a
novel in Bombay and you set
it in real history, then clearly
it is difficult to avoid the
events there and the political
movements that exist there.
In the novel, it's the be-
haviour and the political in-
terventions of the party
called the Mumbai Axis,
that's probably more based on
the Shiv Sena than the char-
acter Raman Fielding is based
on Thackeray.

Now there is stuffl that is
an obvious joke. The cartoon-
ist is fairly obvious in this

connection. Altheugh in the
novel, the reason why | pre-
serve the idea of a cartoonist
is not so much to lampoon
Thackeray as because the
novel is about artists, and |
wanted to make this contrast
between the great artist and
the cartoonist,

It would be slightly wrong
of Thackeray to think that it
was only based on him be-
cause, of course, his leader-
ship of the Sena is an obvious
historical fact. A novel is not
a photograph. It does not op-
erate the way in which even a
newspaper operates. And so |
would say that plenty of peo-
ple. newspapers. journalists
criticilse Shiv Sena and
Thackeray every day and in
language far worse than any-
thing found in my book.

I would have thought that
the best thing that the Shiv
Sena and Thackeray can do
in order to prove their
democratic bonafides is to
step back. How many people
are going to read this, how
many votes are they going to
lose as a result of this?

I know that there was an
attempt to prevent the re-
lease of this movie in which
Thackeray also believed him-
self to be portrayed. | know
there were some violent at-
tacks in which the director

was attacked and the film.

was censored.

Q. So there seems to be an
increasing culture of intoler-
ance in India.

A. The India that came
into being in 1947 was an
India of which the three
planks, broadly speaking,
were secularism, democracy
and socialism. Now there
seems to be a weakening of
the democratic impulse,
there's more censorship in
the country. The growth of
Hindu nationalism in the
main but also growth of reli-
gious extremism of other
kinds, both Muslim and Sikh,
represent a real threat to the
secular principles of this na-
tion.

One can hear people talk-
ing about the need to rewrite
the Constitution to desecu-
larise it. And then, of course,
in the economic sphere, the
change in economic struc-
ture with the arrival of free-
market economics in a very
radical way.... dramatic.
All these things seem to be
changing the country so fun-
damentally that one could say
that the country which came
into being iIn 1947 is being
transformed into something
else.

Q. The transformation in
India that you talk about —
are you pessimistic about it?
What do you feel about the

rise of communalism, the
BJP?

A. |l am quite pessimistic. |
am anxious not to be too pes-
simistic because the Indian
electorate has repeatedly
proved itself to be more so-
phisticated than most com-
mentators. But broadly speak-

ing, yes, | think I am pes-
simistic about it be cause I do
not see a strong political
force emerging against those
ideas. | don't see a strong po-
litical force also in the intel-
ligentsia. In large sections of
it, there has been an unnerv-
ing desire to do business

with communalist ideas and tained this connection with says,
that is worrying. 1 think it is .

a perfectly proper function of
le who care about India

.and write about it to express

their misgivings and their
fears and I have those misgiv-
ings and fears.

regretted that decision. Why?

A. It was the time when I
felt very depressed and very
abandoned and despairing. It
was very easy for everybody
to just blame me and not see
any other problem. I thought
that I must try and do some-
thing to say to ordinary
Muslims everywhere that,

"You have been told that I'am
this terrible enemy of yours
and that I am not and I never
was'. And 1 did not know how
to say that in a way that any-
body would listen and thus it
came from that and so it
came from perfectly. 1 sup-
pose, decent motives.
But it was the wrong thing
to do because it put me into a
place where I couldn't speak
honestly about my feelings.
The fact is that I am not an
enemy of Islam — how could I
be when my whole family are
Muslims? It would be like
being an enemy of my
mother. But 1 am not a be-
liever. 1 know it is very
shocking in India where ev-
has some kind of re-
ligious belief, but for me, 1
have never felt the need for
that belief to help me explain
the world.

A. There is o
for every hum -and
always only oW place that

you the feeling of being
at home. I was born in
Bombay and even now going
to Bombay is the only time
when | have the feeling of
coming home.

By a strange and sad irony.
given that [ got paid quite a
lot of money for The Satanic
Verses — it was the first time
really in my life that | was
given a big paycheck — it has
always been my idea to use a
chunk of that money to buy
myself a foothold in Bombay.
Just so that [ could go there
and not have to stay with
friends; not to have to stay in
hotels. Just have a two-room
flat that you could lock up,
and when you go back you
can open your own front
door.

This is the first time in
my life that 1 have ever felt
like in exile. Until now, 1 felt
like somebody who chose to
live in England as many
Indians have but who re-

one place

India. I didn't feel separated
don't feel
| I have
hﬁm

Sigh)
1 have
without
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A. [ don't remember say-
ing that. What | do remember
saying is somewhat different.
[ mean, aside the po-
litical challenge, when I
camie to India when
Midnight's Children came
out, there were writers who
were somewhat older than
myself. There was Anita
Desal, R K Narayan, Raja Rao,
all these figures. But in my
generation, or younger, at

that time I thought they were
really very few. What | think

is very interesting, in the 15
years since that time, there
is an enormous number of
wonderfully gifted Indian
writers in English.

a. the path set
by you Iin Midnight's
Children?

A. Whether they exactly
follow my path or not, I think
it's probably true that
Midnight's Children opened a
door for some people. Its
success encouraged a kind of
world audience and big pub-
lishers to look towards other
Indian writers. Also, it gave
permission to people to write
their own work. | sometimes
felt that some Indian writers
have kind of written their
Midnight's Children-novel
and once they've got it out of
their system, go on and
write better . Rohinton
Mistry, for instance, is a very
fine writer. Vikram Seth,
Amitav Ghosh, lots and lots of
people. Mukul Kesavan is a
young writer whose book I've
said I think has a lot of
promise. But I'd like to see
the emergence of a really
important woman writer. [
think there is a kind of lack
in that area. [ would like to
see 'A Suitable Girl'.

‘Dame Iris Murdoch dis-
likes the modern world and
believes technological society
is an enemy of the arts.

The British writer abhors
television, rarely gives inter-
views and allows photographs
even less frequently — the
portrait on the back of her
novels was painted 10 years

Such deliberate isolation
colours Murdoch's work.

Her latest novel,
"Jackson's Dilemma" — to be

an elite social group.

characters of
"Jackson's Dilemma,"
Murdoch's 26th novel, are
mostly independently

numerous literary awards,
has remained untouched by
literary trends.
While scattered with liter-
and classical references,
K ‘s Dilemma,” has the
pace of an airport novel and
its conclusion the neatness of
a comic opera finale.
Freed from workaday
pressures. the characters of

along routes
by Murdoch
herself

Thus central figure,
lﬂ.h“:iuqiﬁudyd

of Modern Life
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the German pro-Nazi existen-
tialist philosopher Martin

Heidegger. Murdoch, a
former Professor of
Philosophy at Oxford

University has written theses

on existentialissmm and a cri-
tique of the work of Jean-
Paul Sartre.

Another character,
Mildrec, sets out for India to
seek fulfilment from
side the Albanian nun Mother
Teresa helping the poor of
Calcutta she appears
uncertain which

In any case Mildred gets
sidetracked when, on a prac-
tice run in London's rundown
east end. she encounters an
Anglican priest devoting his
life 1o the destitute.

Here the novel leaps
abruptly into the modern age
as Mildred contemplates be-

coming an Anglican priest
herself

The church of England
voted only in 1992 to allow
women (0 become priests
and Murdoch was a keen ad-
vocate of the mowve

Religion and mysticism
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are frequent themes in
Murdoch's fiction. The author
has said that, while she does
not literally believe in god or
the after-life, she has faith in
the underlying meaning of
Christianity and a belief in
human goodness. She has
expressed interest in Zen
Buddhism.

Her novels, she once said,
are erotic mysteries and
deep dark struggles between
good and evil *

Philosophical debate in
‘Jackson's Dilermma” comes
in brief soliloquies in which
key characters reflect on
"darkness” and “evil”, barely
interrupting the fast-flowing
narrative.

This superficial treatment
of grand themes has exasper-
ated Murdoch s detractors.

It is a continuing enigma
to me how so bbvicusly intel-
ligent. not to say intellectual.
a woman as [ris Murdoch can
write such affected, vapid,
unreal novels.,” wrote a re-
viewer of her previous nowel,
"The Green Knight "

“Jackson's Dilemma”
skims the psyches of its

~ Untouched by the Preoccupations

characters, most of whom
turn out to be scarred by past
tragedies.

The spurned bridegroom
Edward is haunted by the

memory of failing to save his
brother from drowning.

Tuan's life is blighted by
the story of his aunt who fled
from the train that took her
family to a Nazi concentration
camp so that she could re-
trieve the family dog.

The aunt was never seen
again and, although Tuan's
father survived the camp to
come to England and marry a
Scottish Presbyterian, Tuan
is unable to shake off her
Mmemory.

‘I canmot marry any
woman. My father's suffer-
ings, my grandfather, my
grandmother, all of that in-
delible sorrow, all that is for-
ever, | must carry on not
sharing it with any other be-
ing.” says Tuan at one point.

A few pages later, Tuan
has succumbed to the ad-
vances of Rosalind and
agreed to marry her.

Such abrupt developments
it seems are not unknown in
Murdoch's life. Her husband,
a former professor of
Literature, once told how he
first glimpsed Murdoch cy-
cling past his study window
at Oxford University and in-
stantly decided she was the
woman he would marry.

The eponymous Jackson is
Benet's servant. a skilled
cook and handyman. His past
is a mystery. but he is adored
by the cast of “Jackson's
Dilemwma” who all agree that
he is "a good man."

“You are an avatar with a
broken wing.” Oliver, a suc-
cessful but boozy artist, tells
him

Jackson {is Murdoch's
force for good and he is the
key to the novel's tidy con-
clusion

It is Jackson's impulse
decision when the missing
bride, marion, reappears a
few days after the cancelled
wedding that frees the other
characters to pursue their
true feelings — Reuter
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In the face of so many im-
pressions to the contrary it is
always worth reminding our-
selves that Islam is above all
the religion of reasoned faith,
neither wholly one nor
wholly the other, but the two
aspects in perfect comple-
mentarity.

Muhammad Zamir
has written the book under
review with young people in
mind particularly those who
are daily bombarded with the

false message that Islam
stands for obscurantism.

And indeed one could not
have hoped for a more quali-
fied person to set out this
point of view. Muhammad
Zamir is one of the country's
distinguished diplomats, with
a profound knowledge of the
Arabic language. He has
drawn upon, on the one
hand, his background of
worldly experience at the
highest levels of the state
and, on the other, a life-long
urge towards intense reli-
gious investigation (carried

out, in recent years, in the
proximity of Makkah
Mukarrama and Medina

| Munawara). This dual expe-

sure has enabled him to de-
velop a balanced modern ap-
preciation of the total Islamic
experience, its early history,
its fundamental tenets and
practices, the Holy Quran it-
self and the exemplary life of
the Prophet Muhammad.

Nothing could more clearly
get across the flavour and
eloquence of this refreshing.
stimulating approach than to
quote a passage in its en-
tirety:

"lslam wants faith in God
to be not only effective and
permanent but also, If re-
guired. based on knowledge
and research. It leaves wide

Total Islamic Experie

Dreams, ~raclc5 and Supplications in
Islam, by Muhammad Zamir, University
Press Limited, Dhaka, 1995
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scientific and philosophical,
intuitive and experimental,

organic and otherwise — so
that the intellect can pene-
trate it.

it does not lay down
restrictions. Islam is a truly
modern and vibrant religion
and deoes not have to be afraid

broaden his mind. It believes
that if the intellectual abili-
ties of man and his mind can
be unshackled, it will only
empower him with greater
self confidence. The internal
nature of man will then be-
come sound and healthy,

When this is so, his external
life as a Muslim will also at
tain greater productivity.”
(p.196-7)

One of the book's most in-
teresting sections is a close
reading of some key Suras
from the Holy Quran. This
helps one to get across the
way in which each Sura is
like a tapestry of criss-cross-
ing themes, which now pop
up on the surface and now
run hidden, influencing the

structure from within. It is
this subtle play of a set of
specific interlinked ideas
which tends to give each
Sura, as it were, a distinct
personality. Clearly, in the
f[ew pages he devotes, Zamir
cannot cover the full range of
each Sura, (about some of
which whole wvolumes have
been written) but he does

provide a very useful guide to

(This poem
1971 war of independence)

Michael Matthias

Lonely as ever, | stand
Under the foot of this

nce

Reviewed by
Salahuddin Imam

is dedicated to the valiant fighters of the

Massive concrete monument

The silence-interrupted
By the twittering of birds
Does not disturb

Those who lie here

Beneath the vast stretch of land

In eternal rest.

O valiant fighters of freedom

Your lives were sacrificed
For the cause of justice

But, was not your blood shed in vain?
For while you rest here in peace

The super powers
Destroy each other

Guns of vengeance displaying
Terrorism, hate and nuclear power.

Monuments, epitaphs

Honour the place where you lie

But in our memeory
Your are immortal.

O brothers and sisters will you share

The bliss you enjoy
Under the sacred ground

With me?

Here | stand above you

Conscious of my existence

But not with the reward
Which you have gained

For in the bowels of mother earth

Lies your bones
In the heavens above
While | stand here

Wrecked in pain and agony
A prisoner, in my own body.

your soul




