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While the modern European novel can reconcile nationalist sentiment with feminist 

concerns, the contemporary literature of globalization often represents new subjectivities 

that ultimately privilege either postcolonial nationalism or Western feminism, resulting in 

debates between postcolonial nationalists and feminists.  This dissertation intervenes in 

these debates by considering how both nationalist and Western feminist discourses rely on a 

Western Enlightenment “self”/“Other” binary opposition that constructs identity around a 

single characteristic, like nationality or gender, and marginalizes others.   

Because transnationalism often intensifies nationalist sentiments, transnational 

women can feel particularly conflicted by these concerns.  Thus, I consider how some 

transnational women writers avail themselves of a postmodern understanding of multiple 

subjectivities, new conceptions of time and space, and the possibilities of nonstandard 

language and experimental forms to reconfigure nationalism and feminism, destabilizing this 

“self”/ “Other” binary and creating a space of “postnational feminism.”  

Chapter Two compares the modern novel Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre to Mohja 

Kahf’s The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf and considers how the notion of a unified, centered 

subject, based on a “self”/ “Other” binary, leads to conflicting nationalist and feminist 

sentiments in the contemporary era of globalization.  However, the multiple subjectivities in 

Kahf’s novel deconstruct this binary and present Islam as a postnational feminist alternative 

to nationalism.  Chapter Three then considers how a Western Enlightenment sense of time 

and space creates the modern nation and excludes all kinds of differences, like those of 

gender and sexuality.  While Salman Rushdie’s postmodern destabilization of “the nation” 

maintains the “self”/ “Other” binary in gender construction, Ameena Meer’s Bombay Talkie 

dismantles it in terms of nation and gender, depicting what the time and space of 
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postnational feminism looks like.  Chapter Four analyzes how language and form affect this 

binary by comparing two memoirs, Bharati Mukherjee’s Days and Nights in Calcutta and 

Theresa Hak Kyung Cha’s Dictee. While Mukherjee’s realistic narrative employs standard 

form and language and repeats Orientalist depictions of Indian women, Cha regards standard 

language and literary form as hostile to difference.  In her use of nonstandard language and 

experimental forms, she merges “self” with “Other” and illustrates how it enables 

postnational feminism.    
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Chapter I:  Introduction 
 

This study of how transnational American women writers navigate nationalism and 

feminism in their novels began with some observations I made during a re-reading of 

Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre.  As I read that classic British modern novel, I was struck with 

how the novel’s celebrated investment in feminism is closely associated with its investment 

in English nationalism.  In fact, Jane Eyre illustrates the many overlaps between nationalism 

and Western feminism.  As I discuss below, these overlaps are ignored in debates between 

postcolonial nationalists and feminists and led me to consider how, unlike Jane, 

transnational American writers of color must navigate conflicting nationalist and feminist 

concerns. 

The connection between nationalism and Western feminisms is clear when Jane 

informs Rochester that she is too independent and too moral to accept the types of gifts he 

had bestowed on his former French mistress.  Jane says, “Do you remember what you said 

of Celine Varens? - of the diamonds, the cashmeres you gave her?  I will not be your 

English Celine Varens....  I shall earn my board and lodging... and you shall give me 

nothing... but your regard: and if I give you mine in return, that debt will be quit” (356).  

Jane argues that, unlike Rochester’s French former mistress, she will not accept board and 

lodging in Rochester’s home while having a sexual relationship with him.  As an English 

woman, she will continue to work as a governess even though they are now in love.  In these 

few sentences, Jane ties her morality, independence, and sexual equality to her Englishness.  

She creates an English woman/French woman binary that asserts the English woman’s 

moral superiority in contrast to French women; this English moral superiority then forms the 

basis for the English woman’s independence and sexual equality.   Later in the conversation, 
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Jane will contrast her English feminism to “enslaved” Turkish women (355), and throughout 

the novel, Jane repeatedly ties her feminism to her Englishness.  

Jane Eyre illustrates how the modern European novel is able to reconcile European 

nationalisms with Western feminisms because, in the novel’s representation of a Western 

Enlightenment subject, these discourses often buttress each other.  However, the new kinds 

of subjectivities in the contemporary literature of globalization, particularly in that of 

women of color, a privileging of either postcolonial nationalist sentiment or feminist 

concerns is discernible.  These often transnational subjectivities struggle with, not only 

competing nationalisms, but also tensions between nationalist sentiments for formerly 

colonized nations and feminisms, like liberal feminism, that are associated with the “West” 

and European imperialism.  However, the emergence of these new subjectivities in literature 

also opens up the possibility of configuring nationalisms and feminisms in new ways.   

I draw from Helene Cixous’ work on gendered binary oppositions to argue that the 

contentious relationship between nationalisms and feminisms exists because both 

nationalism and liberal feminism are based on a modern, masculinist “self”/“Other” binary 

that requires one discourse to dominate and exclude the other discourse.  I also show that the 

liberal feminist subject can be understood as a feminine version of the Western 

Enlightenment subject.  This dissertation argues that in their postmodern fiction, 

transnational American women writers, Mohja Kahf, Ameena Meer, and Theresa Hak 

Kyung Cha deconstruct this masculinist “self”/“Other” binary, in an attempt to write a new 

space of postnational feminism.  

Discussions of the contemporary literature of globalization, the literature of 

postmodernity, are riddled with descriptions of the contentious relationship between 
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nationalism and feminism.  For example, in her Postcolonial Theory, Leela Gandhi includes 

an analysis of how postcolonialism is “troubled by the conflicting claims of nationalism and 

feminism” (82).   Gloria Anzaldua articulates this tension between nationalism and feminism 

when she writes in Borderlands, “Not me sold out my people, but they me” (21).  In Debjani 

Banerjee’s study of nationalist and feminist identities in the Indian diaspora, she wants to 

“point out [Indian women writers’] tortuous relationship with nationalism” (30).  The 

nationalism these critics refer to played a critical role in national struggles for independence 

from European colonial rule, and they have had a necessarily difficult history with Western 

feminisms, like liberal and socialist feminism,1 that buttressed European imperialist 

practices.  In addition, as critics like Nyla Ali Khan have noted, these nationalisms have 

often been intensified by transnationalism so that migrants, in particular, become deeply 

attached to their nations of origin by idealizing them.  Khan writes, “Despite the creation of 

a new global order, has not transnationalism led to the politicization of identity in the form 

of fundamentalism, xenophobia, and a fanatical espousal of tradition?” (1). 

The Western feminism I discuss above can be seen in the “self-empowerment” and 

reforms of the British “feminist imperialist” (Gandhi 91-3) and in contemporary American 

feminist literature, like Christina Hoff Sommers’ “The Subjection of Islamic Women and the 

Fecklessness of American Feminism,” a 2007 article that argues that American feminists 

                                                
1 In Feminist Thought, Rosemarie Tong describes liberal feminism’s claim that, as all human 
beings share a capacity for rationality and reason, a just society allows individuals, whether 
women or men, to exercise autonomy and to fulfill themselves.  On the other hand, socialist 
feminism claims that for humans, whether women or men, the mode of production and class 
determines how they understand themselves and their social conditions.  Both of these 
feminisms have roots in Western Enlightenment thought and are based on an understanding 
of a universal and given human nature that is evident in the idea of “rationality.”  It’s clear, 
then, as forms of humanism, these feminisms have been unable to account for difference and 
otherness, and, in fact, supported Western imperialist ideology.  
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need to organize a “full-scale mobilization against gender oppression in the Muslim world” 

(par. 3).  In the cases of the British “feminist imperialist” and Sommers’ call for American 

feminist action in the “Muslim world,” a complicity between liberal feminism and political 

motives is discernible in their presentation of moral reasons for state actions like 

imperialism and war.  In both cases, a specifically Western subjectivity is intolerant of 

difference from itself. 

Given the long history between nationalisms of the periphery and Western 

feminisms, the sometimes contentious relationship between the two is not surprising.  

Gandhi describes the “imperialist memsahib” whose “self-empowerment” is celebrated by 

liberal feminists but also reified imperialist binaries like “liberated white 

woman”/”backward Indian woman.”  These binaries then justified imperialism with a 

civilizing mission to liberate the “backward Indian woman.”  Obviously this type of 

feminism was detrimental to nationalists interested in independence from colonial rule.    

Another facet of the difficulty between nationalism and feminism is evident in 

Anzaldua’s description of nationalist history.  In Interviews, she explains that Mexican 

nationalist history makes one woman, la Chingada, responsible for the loss of indigenous 

tribes to Spanish conquerors.  La Chingada often refers to La Malinche, purportedly a 

Nahua woman who was the mistress of the Spanish Conquistador Hernan Cortes and played 

an active role in the Spanish conquest of Mexico by providing information and acting as an 

intermediary (220).  As a result, for Mexican women, participating in Mexican nationalism 

involves a degree of self-hatred.  In addition, Banerjee describes how “the category of 

woman, arguably the subject of feminism, is produced and restrained by the discourse of 

nationalism” (7).  Banerjee’s assertion is perhaps exemplified in Frantz Fanon’s A Dying 
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Colonialism, which incorporates an anti-colonial nationalist discourse about how the 

colonizer uses Algerian women to defeat Algerian resistance.  “If we want to destroy the 

structure of Algerian society, its capacity for resistance, we must first of all conquer the 

women; we must go and find them behind the veil where they hide themselves and in the 

houses where the men keep them out of sight” (qtd. in Gandhi 94).  For me, the difficulty 

between the anticolonial movements and feminism is highlighted in Fanon’s discussion.  

While he has contributed much to postcolonialist thought, especially in work like The 

Wretched of the Earth that includes a critique of nationalist bourgeoisies that saw their true 

alliance as being with the former colonizers, his analysis of the veiled Algerian women in an 

anti-colonial context exhibits how nationalistic discourse can “produce” the category of the 

“veiled Algerian woman” as a symbol of Algeria itself, resisting colonization.  His 

description of the women as hidden “in the houses where the men keep them out of sight” 

shows how a “public sphere”/”private sphere” binary is used in nationalist discourse about 

women.  While the public sphere of a postcolonial space may be necessarily contaminated 

by Western influences, the private sphere of the home, family, and most importantly, the 

woman, can be kept culturally pristine if the women reject Western feminism.  In this way, 

nationalistic discourse “restrains” the category of “the veiled Algerian woman” to the 

private sphere.  Describing this public space/private space binary in terms of a “material 

world”/”spiritual world” dichotomy, Partha Chaterjee writes, “The home in its essence must 

remain unaffected by the profane activities of the material world -- and woman is its 

representation” (120).   

As a result of this difficulty between nationalisms in the periphery and Western 

feminisms, the literature of this era of globalization, with its representations of transnational 
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subjects, often privileges either nationalistic concerns or feminist concerns.  As Khan has 

shown, works of transnational postcolonial writers, such as V.S. Naipaul’s Beyond Belief 

and Anita Desai’s In Custody, often exhibit an espousal of nationalism, buttressing 

nationalistic claims and histories.  However, other migrant postcolonial women writers like 

Bharati Mukherjee have argued that men and women relate differently to nationalism.  

According to Mukherjee, because of nationalism for their nations of origin, migrant Indian 

men “have locked their hearts against mainstream culture,” while migrant Indian women, 

who are “no longer having to do what mothers-in-law tyrannically forced them to” do not 

idealize their nation of origin and delight in “change”  (qtd. in Banerjee 203).  This tendency 

to privilege either nationalistic or feminist discourse in postmodern literature is one result of 

the emergence of new subjectivities struggling with competing and conflicting desires and 

loyalties.  

One aspect of contemporary nationalism to consider is certainly how it is affected by 

transnationalism.  I am interested in the work of transnational women writers because of the 

way nationalism for countries of origin is frequently strengthened among minority, 

transnational groups (Khan 10).  People are now more able to migrate and with greater 

frequency, and they often bring their nationalism for their nations of origin with them.  

Several critics have shown that nationalism for the country of origin is often intensified 

among immigrants.  For example, Arjun Appadurai writes that diasporic communities, “safe 

from the depredations of their home states... become doubly loyal to their nations of origin” 

(49).  Appadurai suggests that as immigrants deal with the challenges of living in a new 

country, they idealize their countries of origin.  Banerjee, also describing Indian diasporic 

communities, suggests that Indian immigrants in America enjoy a degree of financial and 
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social status that protects them from the pressures to assimilate that other minority groups 

face.  In this way, they become invested in notions of Indian cultural purity and become 

particularly resistant to “Westernization.”  In addition, Michael Peter Smith and Luis 

Eduardo Guarnizo argue that transnationalism intensifies nationalism in two ways: 

The expansion of transnational practices has resulted in outbursts of 

entrenched, essentialist nationalism in both ‘sending’ and ‘receiving’ 

countries.  In receiving nation-states, movements aimed at recuperating and 

reifying a mythical national identity are expanding as a way to eliminate the 

penetration of alien ‘others.’  States of origin, on the other hand, are re-

essentializing their national identity and extending it to their nationals abroad 

as a way to maintain their loyalty and flow of resources ‘back home.’ (qtd. in 

Khan 10) 

Both of these responses to transnationalism have particular effects for transnational 

American women.  First, because they face the racism of the dominant culture, they cannot 

completely identify with it or its conception of feminism.  However, nationalism for the 

nation of origin has its problems for transnational women as well.  Because a part of 

nationalist discourse controls and regulates the women of the community, the increased 

nationalism results in greater demands on women to reject feminist concerns and, instead, 

reflect nationalism.  For many postcolonial nations, the complicity of liberal feminism with 

European imperialism associates feminism with the West, which results in similar 

sentiments for postcolonial immigrants. Such conflicts between nationalism and feminism 

lead to the privileging of one over the other in literature and literary criticism.   
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Transnational American women writers, then, often struggle with conflicting 

nationalist and feminist tensions.  That Chinese American Maxine Hong Kingston’s The 

Woman Warrior has incited heated debates along nationalistic and feminist lines 

demonstrates the kinds of pressures faced by transnational American women writers.  In 

their analyses of The Woman Warrior, several white feminists have celebrated the text’s 

feminist contributions.  For example, Leslie W. Rabine focuses solely on its feminist aspects 

by arguing that the text is able to “reconcile insights of symbolic and social feminism” and 

that Kingston’s “individual expression of a Chinese-American culture marginalized by 

Anglo-American culture sets the laws of gender systems in motion” (87).  Rabine’s 

argument privileges the novel’s feminist aspects over its cultural dynamics since the Chinese 

American community simply sets the stage for “the laws of gender systems” to act.   In 

addition, her interest in the “Chinese-American culture marginalized by Anglo-American 

culture” indicates how much of her interest in Kingston involves the author’s position as a 

minority writer.  At the same time, some male Chinese writers and scholars concerned about 

stereotypical images of Asian men have been critical of the text.  For example, Frank Chin 

opens his critique of The Woman Warrior with:  

The most popular book in China is the autobiography of a white woman born 

and raised in a French hand laundry in south China.  The meek, sycophantic 

nature of the French of her childhood clashed with the aggressive, 

individualistic nature of the un-revolutionized Chinese, who embraced her as 

one of themselves....  Very quickly this unusual autobiography of a Christian 

convert in China becomes a poetic evocation of a heroine of French 
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feminism.  She wrote a book about her imagined French ancestor Joan of 

Arc. (23) 

Chin critiques the text’s treatment of Chinese history and argues that such a 

distortion of Western history would be impossible. Chin raises an issue that should be 

considered in any reading of a minority writer, but he does not acknowledge the ways 

women and men may experience nationalism and history differently.  Not only that, but his 

somewhat vitriolic language indicates his interest in Chinese migrant writers reflecting 

Chinese nationalist ideas in their work.   

 Sau-ling Cynthia Wong critiques this position in her study of the Woman Warrior as 

an autobiography.  She writes that the “ethnic woman autobiographer victimized by sexism 

must be ready to suppress potentially damaging (to the men that is) material; to do less is to 

jeopardize the united front and prostitute one’s integrity for the sake of white approval” (37).   

All three critics attempt to understand how a female minority writer should present sexism 

within her ethnic community when that community already suffers from prejudice and is 

interested in maintaining a sense of nationalism.    

The debate about Kingston’s The Warrior Woman demonstrates that transnational 

women writers in America, as minorities, are caught between conflicting nationalist and 

feminist sentiments and raises the following questions:  Can transnational writers write 

about gender and nationalism - and the associated issues of race and culture - without 

privileging any one category?  Can literary critics read these writers without privileging any 

one category?  What is it about nationalism and Western feminisms that makes them 

compete to be the dominant discourse?  Even within nationalist and feminist movements, 

why is fragmentation into subgroups so common?  
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As I have discussed, Jane Eyre illustrates the common roots of nationalism and 

Western feminisms, and this commonality is little analyzed in the heated debates about 

nationalism and feminism.  A study of the similarities between nationalism and Western 

feminisms should open up new ways of conceiving of them.  Both nationalism and Western 

feminisms have been associated with modernity and the Western Enlightenment.  For 

Benedict Anderson, the nation-state emerged as a result of the rationalist secularism of the 

Enlightenment, which challenged older belief systems, like religious or spiritual beliefs.  

Anderson writes, “What was then required was a secular transformation of fatality into 

continuity, contingency into meaning... few things were (are) better suited to this end than 

the idea of the nation” (11).  Anderson connects the development of nationalism directly to 

the Western Enlightenment and presents the Hegelian notion of history and progress that 

underpins the idea of the nation, which further connects the development of nationalism to 

the Western Enlightenment.  Liberal feminism also has roots in this era of emerging 

nationalism and imperialism.  One example is the Western feminism that buttressed the 

civilizing mission of European imperialist ideology (Gandhi 93).  Jane Flax reviews why the 

Western Enlightenment subject has been attractive to liberal feminism: 

It is not unreasonable for persons who have been defined as incapable of self-

emancipation to insist that concepts such as the autonomy of reason, 

objective truth, and beneficial progress through scientific discovery ought to 

include and be applicable to the capacities and experiences of women as well 

as men....  If there is no objective basis for distinguishing between true and 

false beliefs, then it seems that power alone will determine the outcome of 
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competing truth claims. This is a frightening prospect to those who lack (or 

are oppressed by) the power of others. (42) 

Flax’s discussion of the attractiveness of the modern subject for oppressed people not only 

explains why liberal feminism has this subjectivity, but it also explains how this subject can 

be used to invert power structures, as my analysis of Jane Eyre in the next chapter 

demonstrates. 

In addition, nationalism and liberal feminism are modern concepts because they are 

derived from Western Enlightenment ideas, and, as a result, share a unified, Eurocentric, 

masculinist subjectivity. Seyla Benhabib in Situating The Self, explains that this modern, 

purportedly universal, subject “has usually been the white, propertied, Christian male head 

of household” (qtd. in Hogue 8).  As W. Lawrence Hogue notes, “The European/American 

male (and his experience) is the model of the modern individual, even when women and 

people of color are included” (8).  This is why nationalisms often vilify or objectify women, 

and why liberal feminism often displays a will to dominate and universalize all women’s 

experiences.   

Both nationalism and liberal feminism share this proclivity towards universalizing 

differences in people and experiences.  With regard to nationalism, Eric Gellner writes of 

the homogenizing nature of the nation. He writes, “ ...mobility, communication, size due to 

refinement of specialization - imposed by the industrial order... obliges its social units to be 

large and yet culturally homogenous.  The maintenance of this kind of inescapable high 

(because literate) culture requires protection from the state” (141).  For Gellner, “high 

(because literate) culture” required a homogenous social unit enforced by an institution like 

the state.  In this way, Gellner describes the nation as a unit that necessarily suppresses 
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differences. Nationalism and liberal feminism produce the “universal civic identity”  that 

Lyotard  discusses when he writes, “The grand narratives of legitimation which characterize 

modernity in the West ... involve precisely an ‘overcoming’ (depassement) of the particular 

cultural identity in favour of a universal civic identity” (qtd. in Gandhi 41).  

 Nancy Fraser and Linda J. Nicholson review liberal feminists’ interest in 

universalizing differences among women in their essay, “Social Criticism without 

Philosophy.”  Describing liberal feminist theories, they write: 

They are very large social theories - theories of history, society, culture, and 

psychology - which claim, for example, to identify causes of and constitutive 

features of sexism cross-culturally....  They are actually quasi-metanarratives.  

They tacitly presuppose some commonly held but unwarranted and 

essentialist assumptions about the nature of human beings and the conditions 

for social life.... They falsely universalize features of the theorist’s own era, 

society, culture, class, sexual orientation, and ethnic, or racial group. (27) 

Later in their discussion, they argue that it is exactly this universalizing tendency of liberal 

feminism that caused the American women’s movement to fragment along racial and 

sexual-orientation lines as women started to articulate their difference from the white, 

middle-class, heterosexual subject of liberal feminism (33).   

In fact, the subjectivity of liberal feminism can be understood as a feminine version 

of the Western Enlightenment subject.  As Aiwah Ong writes in her study of feminist 

representations of non-Western societies, “With common roots in the Enlightenment, 

masculinist and feminist perspectives share in the notion that enlightened reason has been a 

critical force in social emancipation.  Western standards and goals - rationality and 
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individualism - are thereby used to evaluate the cultures and histories of non-Western 

societies”  (108).   

  Nationalism and liberal feminism betray their common roots in that they both 

incorporate a Hegelian view of history and progress that renders difference as “outside of 

history” or backward.  The comments Anderson and Gellner make about the nation reveal 

the Hegelian view of history and progress that underpin the nation.  According to Anderson, 

the progress from older belief systems to secular rationalism required the formation of the 

nation-state.  This sense of Western progress is what leads Anderson to suggest that the new 

nationalisms of anti-colonial movements were pirated or imitations of European nation-

states.  In addition, according to Gellner,  the emergence of nationalism was the result of the 

progress from pre-industrial to the “high” “culture” of industrial economies, and as forms of 

social organization became more complex, they required the nation-state to enable a more 

homogenous workforce and governing body.  Gellner’s association of “high” “culture” to 

the development of the nation necessarily renders spaces that are less industrialized as low 

culture. 

Similarly, liberal feminism has been associated with this Enlightenment notion of 

progress by critics like Chandra Mohanty and Trinh T. Minh-ha.  Mohanty has demonstrated 

that Western feminists contrast the political immaturity of women in the “Third World” with 

the progressiveness of “First World” feminists.  As a result the “average Third-World 

woman” is represented as “ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domesticated, 

family-oriented, victimized,” while the “First-World” feminist is self-represented as 

“educated, modern, as having control over their own bodies and ‘sexualities,’ and the 

freedom to make their own decisions”  (200).  For Minh-ha, Western feminists make an 
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insurmountable distinction between “I-who-have-made-it and You-who-cannot-make-it” 

(86).  A Hegelian view of history that renders people that are different from the modern 

subject as backward, then, underpins both nationalism and liberal feminism. 

Importantly, all of these modern characteristics are ultimately based on a modern, 

masculinist “self”/“Other” binary that requires one discourse to dominate and exclude the 

other discourse.  Acknowledging and dismantling the common Western Enlightenment 

foundations of both nationalism and Western feminisms offers a way of creating a new 

space beyond nation and gender.  

Some transnational women writers in America explore the potential of postmodern 

literature to navigate nationalism and feminism.  Cixous’ analysis of binary oppositions 

suggests that nationalism and Western feminisms are based on a masculinist “self”/“Other” 

binary.  In her essay, “Sorties,” she writes:  

Thought has always worked through opposition .... Through dual hierarchical 

oppositions.  Superior/Inferior.  Myths, legends, books.  Philosophical 

systems.  Everywhere (where) ordering intervenes, where a law organizes 

what is thinkable by oppositions (dual, irreconcilable; or sublatable, 

dialectical).  And all these pairs of oppositions are couples.  Does that mean 

something?  Is the fact that Logocentrism subjects thought - all concepts, 

codes, and values - to a binary system, related to ‘the’ couple, man/woman? 

(63-4) 

The connection Cixous makes between all the “couples” used to structure thought and “‘the’ 

pair” man/woman demonstrates how the male subject of logocentrism produces binary 

oppositions in which the masculine and superior end of the hierarchy dominates the 
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feminine “Other.”  Because this “self”/“Other” binary is the basis for nationalism and liberal 

feminism, both discourses need to dominate or subsume competing discourses.  Nationalism 

excludes people who are different from the homogenous social unit that Geller describes, 

but it also subsumes differences within the nation, like gender.  This is why in anti-colonial 

struggles nationalist concerns often subsume feminist concerns.  In terms of liberal and 

socialist feminism, this “self” subsumes the differences among women, but also as Fraser 

and Nicholson have noted, for liberal feminists, gender identity becomes more important 

than other identities, like nationality, race, or sexuality.  As they write, liberal feminist 

theories “tend to occlude axes of domination other than gender” (33). 

However, the transnational women writers I consider in this dissertation, having 

experienced racism and sexism, refuse to reproduce the Eurocentrism and sexism evident in 

the work of some white male postmodern writers.  The postmodern novel does have the 

potential to successfully navigate nationalism and feminism due to its ability to represent 

new subjectivities and include the modern/postmodern subject’s “Other,” which Hogue 

describes in Postmodern American Literature and its Other as “people of color in the center 

or periphery, Woman, the poor of the center, the dominated classes of the marginalized, the 

global periphery, the American Indian, the African American, or African American cultural 

forms” (x).  However, as several critics, including Hogue, have noted, postmodern American 

literature can also be Eurocentric.   Hogue argues that, “Because much of this postmodern 

fiction is written within the modern, Eurocentric horizon, it still becomes entrapped in some 

of its structures and definitions.... Most postmodern American literature... tends to redact 

Eurocentric (male) subjectivity as privileged and fixed and to 

victimize/fetishize/underrepresent the Other” (x).  This Eurocentric (male) subjectivity can 
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certainly be present in the work of women writers and writers of color.  For example, 

although Salman Rushdie has been celebrated as a postmodern writer, he is often unable to 

write women successfully.  Commenting on The Satanic Verses, Gayatri Spivak writes that 

the novel’s two major male characters, Gibreel Farishta and Saladin Chamcha, “are tortured 

by obsession with women, go through them, even destroy them, within a gender code that is 

never opened up, never questioned, in this book where so much is called into question, so 

much reinscribed” (qtd. in Hassumani 131).  In addition, Revathi Krishnaswamy has noted 

that in Midnight’s Children, “Rushdie almost always links in overdetermined ways the 

women and the working class to sexual prowess, while connecting upper-class male 

impotence... to intellectual capability” (qtd. in Hassumani 131).  

Furthermore, feminists such as Nancy Hartsock and Christine Di Stefano have 

suggested that postmodernism’s critique of the unified subject is convenient now that the 

suppressed subjectivities of women and people of color are finally emerging.  For example, 

Di Stefano writes, “Postmodernism expresses the claims and needs of a constituency (white, 

privileged men of the industrialized West) that has already had an Enlightenment for itself 

and that is now ready and willing to subject that legacy to critical scrutiny” (75).   However, 

Hogue’s use of Enrique Dussel’s paradigms of Eurocentric and planetary modernity 

demonstrates that while postmodernity can be Eurocentric when it critiques a Eurocentric 

modernity, it can also be planetary when it critiques a planetary modernity.  It is this 

planetary postmodernism that offers transnational writers a way of critiquing the modern 

structures of nationalism and Western feminisms as well as racism and sexism. Hogue 

shows that the Western Enlightenment (male) subject has not been critiqued in the 
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Eurocentric postmodernity model, which is why modern characteristics like sexism and 

racism, find their way into postmodern literature.   

Therefore, while postmodern fiction can inherit or reproduce qualities and structures 

of the modern novel, such as Eurocentricity and sexism, it also has the potential to create 

and envision new spaces.   Describing how postmodern women writers and writers of color 

have experienced postmodernity differently from white male postmodern writers, Hogue 

writes that these women and people of color: 

are not inclined to neglect/otherize racial, gender, and/or sexual 

issues/subjectivities in their narratives.  They are deeply concerned with the 

existence of racism and sexism and how the two define them as inferior, as 

victims, or an devalued Other.  In their fiction they are not merely 

rejecting/problematizing instrumental reason- an efficient/rational system of 

organizing and categorizing life - and other Enlightenment ideas such as 

linearity, closure, wholeness, and notions of progress, but they are also 

interrogating modern Eurocentric (male) subjectivity.  They are contesting 

the self/other binary opposition of the West and are constructing Woman and 

people of color as subjects. 

These... writers are looking for new cultural, sexual, gender, and 

social forms and paradigms in which to redescribe themselves, outside 

Eurocentric modernity’s repressive stereotypes and conventions. (x) 

I argue that some transnational American women writers, who, as Hogue describes, have 

dealt with different kinds of racism and sexism as a result of being a minority female in 

America, explore the potential of postmodern literature to navigate the modern structures of 
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nationalism and feminism by dismantling the “self”/”Other” binary.  They do this by 

entering the space of the “Other,” often even becoming the “Other.”  This “Other” includes 

several categories, including other nationalities, other religions, other genders, and other 

sexualities, which dismantle the “self”/“Other” binary.  As Ong writes with regard to the 

feminists’ sense of sisterhood among all women, if “there can be no shared experience with 

persons who stand for the Other, the claim to a common kinship is at best tenuous, at worst, 

nonexistent” (108).  By going to the space of the “Other,” transnational American women 

writers, Mohja Kahf, Ameena Meer, and Theresa Hak Kyung Cha attempt to write what 

Hogue describes as  “new cultural, sexual, gender, and social forms and paradigms” and in 

particular, what Ien Ang has called a “postnational feminism.”  With regard to this concept, 

Ang writes: 

Feminism must stop conceiving of itself as a nation, a “natural” political 

destination for all women, no matter how multicultural.  Rather than adopting 

a politics of inclusion (which is always ultimately based on a notion of 

commonality and community), it will have to develop a self-conscious 

politics of partiality, and imagine itself as a limited political home, which 

does not absorb difference within a pre-given and predefined space but leaves 

room for ambivalence and ambiguity.”  (395) 

Ang’s description of a postnational feminism points to the way both the “nation” and 

Western feminism do not acknowledge what is “Other,” and instead subsume difference.  

She calls for a dismantling of the “self”/“Other” binary by suggesting the letting in of the 

ambivalent and the ambiguous into the “nation” and Western feminism.  However, while 

Ang uses the nation as a metaphor, I use it literally in that a postnational feminism 
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acknowledges global feminisms and not just feminisms based on Western Enlightenment 

values. 

With regard to the significance of this project overall, postmodern literature enables 

new ways of thinking about nationalisms and feminisms, without having to privilege one 

over the other.  As Hogue writes, postmodern American fiction does work in “opening up 

and validating all kinds of excluded/unacknowledged psychological, social, sexual, and 

nonrational human dimensions and experiences.  Postmodern American fiction expands 

human possibilities and creates new languages and new ways of thinking about these human 

dimensions” (ix).  It has the potential to represent new subjectivities that can articulate and 

envision spaces that are not possible in modern conceptions.  

 In this era of globalization and increased contact among cultures all over the world, 

people in the “West” may be susceptible to judging different cultures by Western values, 

like rationality and individualism, which is a legacy of the Western Enlightenment.  The 

“West’s” alleged superiority is frequently justified by the condition of women in other parts 

of the world.  Recognizing and dismantling Western Enlightenment notions continues to be 

an important part of cultural criticism.  Furthermore, globalization is increasing the number 

of transnational people, and the role of nationalisms for countries of origin and the complex 

relationships between nationalisms and feminisms are areas in need of greater 

understanding.   Finally, much feminist work remains to be done, and if feminist movements 

fragment along identity lines, then they cannot be very effective.  As a result, more 

understanding about how theory and social problems relate continues to be necessary.   

In light of my interest in the Western Enlightenment subject’s easy reconciliation of 

nationalism and feminism, the next chapter considers the feminine subject in Bronte’s Jane 
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Eyre and compares it with the subject in Mohja Kahf’s The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf.  

Kahf’s novel is about a small Syrian-American community in 1970s Indiana and is told from 

the perspective of Khadra, a Muslim Syrian-American female who wears hijab.   Like Jane 

Eyre, The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf charts the emergence of a new feminine subjectivity.  

However, Jane is a feminist version of the Western Enlightenment subject and “otherizes” 

women different from herself, maintaining the “self”/“Other” binary.  On the other hand, 

Kahf depicts racial, nationalist, religious, cultural, and sexual “self”/“Other” binaries that 

Khadra grows up with in her community, and Khadra constantly enters the space of the 

“Other,” dismantling the binary.  In addition, while Jane Eyre illustrates how nationalism 

and Western feminisms buttress each other as Western Enlightenment discourses, Girl in the 

Tangerine Scarf depicts the problems with Western feminism and presents the multinational 

Islamic community as an alternative to nationalism and as a postnational feminist space. 

Finally, this analysis elaborates on how the subjectivity of a female in a minority group in 

America is formed in part by conflicting nationalisms for the minority culture and for the 

dominant culture and by different kinds of feminisms. 

In chapter three, I consider how Salman Rushdie’s best known novels, Midnight’s 

Children and The Satanic Verses, effectively destabilize the “nation” by “un-writing” the 

time, space, and narrative structures of nationalist history; however, they participate in the 

ongoing “history of Phallocentrism” that Helene Cixous has identified.  While these texts 

challenge the modern concepts of fixed, uniform space and homogenous, universal time and 

reject temporal and narrative linearity, they, like so many postcolonial texts, focus on issues 

pertaining to the nation while marginalizing issues pertaining to women.  Their 

phallocentrism universalizes “the migrant” as male and constructs women as the (male) 
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migrant’s Other, thus maintaining modern concepts of gender based on firm oppositions 

between “self” and “Other.”  In this way, Rushdie’s texts, while offering a postmodern 

treatment of nation and culture, retain the gendered “self”/ “Other” binary opposition found 

in modern classics, like Bronte’s Jane Eyre.  In contrast, Ameena Meer’s Bombay Talkie 

extends Rushdie’s treatment of the nation, but diverges from his treatment of gender.  By 

presenting the subjectivities of several migrants, both male and female, Bombay Talkie 

points to the exclusions in Rushdie’s depiction of a universalized migrant.  The 

representation of these different subjectivities account for migrant experiences of cultural 

confrontations that are not voiced in Rushdie’s texts, particularly in terms of how nation and 

culture transcribe women’s sexuality.  Also, whereas women in Rushdie’s texts are defined 

by how they relate sexually to men, Bombay Talkie articulates women’s different kinds of 

sexualities, including those that are independent of men.  Thus, while Rushdie’s postmodern 

texts effectively dismantle the “nation” but reify the “self/ “Other” binary in gender 

constructions, Bombay Talkie’s postmodern treatment of subjectivity, time, space, and 

narrative structure destabilizes the” self”/“Other” binary in both nationalist discourse and 

gender constructions. 

In chapter four, I consider how transnational women writers can use postmodern 

narrative forms to relate Woman and the nation in new ways.  Specifically, I look at the 

forms of the memoirs of two transnational women writers: Bharati Mukherjee’s Days and 

Nights in Calcutta and Theresa Hak Kyung Cha’s Dictee.  These memoirs, very different in 

form, also present subjectivity very differently, and as a result, present the intersection of 

gender and nation in very different ways.  Further, a comparison of these memoirs 

demonstrates that deviations from traditional narrative structure can present new 
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relationships between “self” and “Other.”  Instead of representing a stark, hierarchical 

opposition, a merging of “self” and “Other” is possible.  A consideration of these two 

memoirs together reveals that the authors’ perceptions of language, particularly colonial 

language, affect the form of their memoirs and their representations of the relationship 

between “self” and “Other.”  Mukherjee seems to regard knowledge of English and English 

texts primarily as a tool to separate herself from other Indian women of her class, women 

she represents as having oppressed and stagnant lives.  That Mukherjee relates to language 

in this way results in a realistic, linear narrative based on the idea that word and world are 

equal and that the writing subject is unified and centered.   

Cha’s Dictee also represents a number of other women besides Cha herself, but it is a 

radically different kind of memoir. As opposed to the realistic style of Mukherjee’s memoir, 

Dictee is nonlinear, fragmented, multilingual, full of misinformation and grammatical 

“errors,” and interspersed with a number of varied images.  The text, in the first pages, 

conveys a deep suspicion of any particular language, especially colonial language, as a 

hegemonizing force, erasing difference, especially that of gender, culture, and the 

heterogeneity of people living in a particular nation.  This suspicion of standard language 

necessarily also throws suspicion on the conventional narrative form as hostile to difference.  

Thus, Dictee’s form is experimental and a challenge to conventional forms. Ultimately, 

Cha’s text, a challenge to the homogenizing effect of language and to conventional narrative 

forms, replaces the unified “self” of traditional memoir with the multiple selves represented 

in the text and provides a sharp contrast to the “self”/“Other” binary necessary for social 

formations like gender and nationalism that is present in Days and Nights in Calcutta.  

Finally, in the fifth and concluding chapter, I consider how these chapters work together to 
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demonstrate that, while some postmodern writers have exhibited Eurocentrism and sexism 

in their work, Kahf, Meer, and Cha have utilized some characteristics of postmodern 

writing, especially its interest in difference, to navigate nationalism and feminism in ways 

that open up, not only the possibility of postnational feminism, but also new ways of 

writing, reading, and thinking about all kinds of social formations, including nation and 

gender.  
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Chapter II:  Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre and Mohja Kahf’s The Girl in the Tangerine 
Scarf:  a New Subjectivity and Islam as a Postnational Feminist Space 
 

This chapter considers how the difference in the representations of subjectivity in 

Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre and Syrian-American author Mohja Kahf’s The Girl in the 

Tangerine Scarf affects each novel’s treatment of feminism and nationalism.  In Jane Eyre, 

a modern Enlightenment subject produces a discourse on feminism that is inseparable from a 

discourse on English nationalism, relegating feminism to an exclusively Western domain.  

While Jane Eyre has been celebrated for its representation of a female subject, The Girl in 

the Tangerine Scarf reveals some of its exclusions through its representation of the plural 

subjectivity of an Islamic female growing up as a minority in America and her navigation of 

Islamic values and feminist concerns.  The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf is in many ways a 

postmodern response to Jane Eyre with its representation of a subject that is fluid enough to 

destabilize the “self”/ “Other” binary evident in the feminist and nationalistic discourses in 

Jane Eyre.  Thus I find that The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf’s representation of subjectivity 

is very much in line with Felix Guattari’s understanding of it in Chaosmosis: an Ethico-

Aesthetic Paradigm as plural, heterogeneous, in flux, machinic, and even “schizo” (12).  

In contrast to the English nationalism of Jane Eyre, The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf’s 

conception of postnationalism casts Islam as a possible global alternative to nationalism.  

This representation of Islam interrogates an “Islamic world”/ “America” binary and an 

“Islamic woman”/“American woman” binary, both also based on a “self”/ “Other” binary.  

As Leila Ahmed’s historical studies on women and Islam suggest, European imperialism in 

the Middle East influenced the development of such binaries in discourses on Islam among 

Islamists.  The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf exposes these binaries, too, as constructions to 
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emphasize the postnational aspect of Islam and reveal the potential for a postnational 

feminism.  

As this chapter is concerned with how differently subjectivity is represented in Jane 

Eyre and The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf, I will review the problems with the classical sense 

of subjectivity represented in Jane Eyre.  In Chaosmosis, Guattari proposes a new 

conception of subjectivity because “a certain universal representation of subjectivity, 

incarnated by capitalist colonialism in both East and West, has gone bankrupt” (3).  This 

universal subjectivity refers to Enlightenment subjectivity which had its advent in November 

1619 with Descartes’ philosophy of the self-defining subject of consciousness, which would 

later be famously articulated in Descartes’ declaration, “I think, therefore, I am” (Gandhi 

34).  When Bertrand Russell writes that, for Descartes, all matter is knowable “by inference 

of what is known of mind,” he articulates that Descartes’ statement makes all knowledge 

self-referential (548).  As Gandhi writes, “The crux of this philosophy is... the all-knowing 

subject of consciousness, an entity which insists that our knowledge of the world is nothing 

other than the narcissism of self-consciousness” (35).  Descartes, confronted and threatened 

by all that he does not know, declares that he does know himself, and in this way can know 

the world.  The familiar contents of his mind can help him understand and even master the 

outside world, but Heidegger points out how Descartes limits what “being” is when he 

connects it exclusively to thinking.  According to Heidegger, Decartes fails to fully think out 

the “Being of a stone or even life as the Being of plants and animals” (39).  This distinction 

Descartes makes between things that think and things that are perceived, argues Torgovnick 

in Primitive Passions, “once fully assimilated in the West, formalized a chasm between 

humans and animals.  From this followed naturally the logic of the rational man’s role as 
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subjugator; the thinking thing has the right to control the [perceived] inferior, non-thinking 

thing” (qtd. in Hogue 14).   This rationality enables the Enlightenment subject to understand 

objects in a way that continues to uphold and to protect his superiority as the rational 

Enlightenment subject.  Disciplines, like mathematics, that the Enlightenment subject has 

developed from this rationality, allow him to use a few basic theories to order the world of 

incalculable alterity, thereby knowing and mastering it.  According to Michel Foucault in 

The Order of Things, it is “an exhaustive ordering of the world as though methods, concepts, 

types of analysis, and finally men themselves, had all been displaced at the behest of a 

fundamental network defining the implicit and inevitable unity of knowledge” (75-6).  

Furthermore, the Enlightenment subject believes that because he can understand all things 

through similar methods, then all things must be essentially the same.  As Foucault writes, 

“the history of the order imposed on things would be... a history of the Same” (xxiv).  The 

world becomes a mirror, and all objects reflect the Enlightenment subject’s own image.   

In this way, he becomes master of the world through knowledge attained by 

knowledge of himself as a human. This celebration of humanism is obviously hostile to 

difference because it is based on a very specific idea of the human being - a heterosexual, 

European, Christian, upper-class, male.  With regard to Descartes’ phrase “I think,” Foucault 

considers all that is “unthought” by this subject and writes, “the unthought... is not lodged in 

man like a shrivelled-up nature or a stratified history; it is, in relation to man, the Other” 

(326).  As a result, when the Enlightenment subject confronts difference and finds his 

mastery of the world threatened, he renders the Other inferior because it is not like him.  He 

continues to organize the world based on knowledge about himself.  One such way to 

organize the world is through the use of binary oppositions, like “civilized”/“barbaric,” 
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“rational”/“irrational,” and even “self”/“Other,” where the first term refers to the subject and 

the second term refers to something different from the self, an inferior object.  In an 

interview in Positions, Jacques Derrida argues that binary oppositions are not “the peaceful 

coexistence of a vis-a-vis, but rather... a violent hierarchy.  One of the two terms governs the 

other..., or has the upper hand” (qtd. in Hogue 15).  The Enlightenment subject is able to 

maintain its mastery over the world by dominating difference.  Such binary oppositions 

violently force the two terms apart, as if there are no connections between them.  As Derrida 

has shown in his deconstruction of the speech/writing binary opposition, writing is a part of 

speech and so the representation of speech as something superior to and distinct from 

writing is a construction (Hogue 15).  Derrida’s method of deconstructing binary oppositions 

is critical for this study because I argue that both nationalism and feminism are discourses 

stemming from an opposition between the “self” and “others” in terms of nation and gender.  

The nationalist “self” or the gendered “self” are the products of the Enlightenment’s 

conception of subjective singularity, and this is the type of subject represented in Charlotte 

Bronte’s Jane Eyre. 

As I noted in chapter one, Jane Eyre’s celebrated investment in feminism is closely 

associated with its investment in English nationalism. Not only does Jane connect her 

feminism to her Englishness when she refuses to be an English version of Rochester’s 

French former mistress, but later in the conversation, Jane’s feminism is contrasted to the 

condition of “[E]astern” women.  When Rochester says that he would not exchange Jane, 

“this one little English girl for the grand Turk’s whole seraglio, gazelle-eyes, houri forms, 

and all,” Jane tells the reader: 
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The eastern allusion bit me: ‘I’ll not stand you an inch in the stead of a 

seraglio,’ I said; ‘so don’t consider me an equivalent for one: if you have a 

fancy for anything in that line, away with you, sir, to the bazaars of Stamboul 

without delay; and lay out in extensive slave-purchases some of that spare 

cash you seem at a loss to spend satisfactorily here.... I’ll be preparing myself 

to go out as a missionary to preach liberty to them that are enslaved - your 

Harem inmates amongst the rest. (355) 

Here an “English liberated woman”/“Turkish enslaved woman” binary enables Jane’s 

nationalism and feminism to work together to provide an ideological justification for 

imperialism, which is the civilizing mission.  In her critique of Jane Eyre and imperialism in 

“Three Women’s Texts,” Gayatri Spivak analyzes Bronte’s treatment of the West Indian 

Creole Bertha Mason and elaborates on the complicity between liberal feminism and 

imperialism in the text.  “Nineteenth-century feminist individualism could conceive of a 

‘greater’ project than access to the closed circle of the nuclear family.  This is the project of 

soul making beyond ‘mere’ sexual reproduction” (248).  Jane’s response to Rochester 

suggests exactly this; as a feminist she would eschew a conventional marriage in order to 

“liberate” the “enslaved” women in harems in colonized areas.  Her feminism relies in part 

on the contrast she draws between herself and these “enslaved,” “[E]astern” women.  

It is also noteworthy that Jane Eyre, a classic feminist text, is packed with 

nationalistic references.  For example, at the beginning of chapter 11, Jane describes the 

setting as an average inn that would be familiar to all her readers.  She describes the 

furniture, the fireplace, and the wall hangings, which include a painting of the “death of 

Wolf,” an English soldier who was killed fighting French forces in order to secure British 
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control of Canada (160).  The reference is obviously not only a casual allusion to English 

nationalism, but it demonstrates how nationalism buttresses imperialist practices.  It 

participates in what Edward Said calls a “structure of attitude and reference,” a system of 

allusions to the facts of empire that occur with the most regularity and frequency in the 

nineteenth century European novel.  According to Said, these allusions in the modern 

European novel, which is a “normative pattern of social authority,” take for granted 

Europe’s right to possess the colonial territories and characterize the colonial territories in 

ways that justify imperial rule (Said 62-4).  The nationalism in Jane Eyre helps with the 

work of reifying imperialist thought. 

In addition, the power dynamics of nationalism and feminism in Jane Eyre are of 

note.  Just as England is presented as a superior nation to France, Canada, India, and all the 

countries in the Middle East, (English) woman, represented in Jane Eyre’s character, is 

positioned as superior to man, as represented in Rochester’s character.  As a result, 

frequently in the novel, Jane’s relationship with Rochester is presented as an inverse of the 

conventional male-female power hierarchy.  For example, not only is Rochester morally 

inferior to Jane, but he is also impoverished, blinded, and maimed at the end of the novel, all 

of which necessitates his moral, physical and financial dependence on Jane.  The modern 

subjectivity of Jane Eyre is not able to conceive of alternatives to hierarchical gender 

dynamics. 

Jane Eyre exhibits, then, that one reason the modern European novel has no 

difficulty in reconciling nationalism and liberal feminism is that it is a modern 

Enlightenment subjectivity that produces both discourses.  As a result, in Jane Eyre, a 

common Eurocentricity underpins both nationalism and feminism.  My analysis of the 
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modern novel’s treatment of nationalism, feminism, and imperialism demonstrates that it 

produces nationalism and feminism as premised on a Hegelian view of history and progress 

that renders people that are different from the Enlightenment subject as backward.  The 

subjectivity in Jane Eyre is surprisingly similar to the European male subject of the 

Enlightenment.  Although the female subject in Jane Eyre has been celebrated by 

U.S./European feminists, this female subject has a will to dominate and produce power 

hierarchies.  This is clear in Jane Eyre’s treatment of nationalism and imperialism, and it is 

clear in the novel’s conception of gender politics.   

 

Self/ “Other” binary in Jane Eyre and The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf and the 

Parallels and Differences between Jane and Khadra 

The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf is a postmodern response to the exclusion of the 

“Other” woman in the representation of the European female subject in Jane Eyre.  The Girl 

in the Tangerine Scarf’s inclusion of the experience of Europe’s colonization of Islamic 

countries suggests how the violence of Western metaphysical thought was brought to the 

colonies and was there transformed into nationalistic discourses.  These discourses, too, 

were based on binary oppositions, especially the “self”/ “Other” binary.  Leila Ahmed’s 

excellent historical study, Women and Gender in Islam, analyzes how both colonial 

discourse and Islamist discourse used the figure of the veiled Islamic woman for their own 

agendas.  The colonizers used her to justify European imperialism, and the Islamists used 

her to resist imperialism and “Westernization.”  While the colonial discourse on the veil 

presented it as a symbol of the oppression of Islamic women and, therefore, the inferiority of 

Islam and Arabic countries to Christianity and the West, Islamist discourse presented the 
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veil as a symbol of cultural customs that must be defended in resisting Westernization.  

Noting that both discourses are premised on the common, but constructed, idea that there is 

an “innate” connection between the issues of women and culture in Muslim societies, 

Ahmed writes, “The resemblance between the two positions is not coincidental: they are 

mirror images of each other.  The resistance narrative contested the colonial thesis by 

inverting it - thereby also, ironically, grounding itself in the premises of the colonial thesis” 

(166).  Ahmed’s discussion shows how “feminist” discourse, like the discourse in Jane 

Eyre, can buttress colonial discourse, and, as a result, any movement to improve women’s 

lives becomes associated with imperialism and Westernization.  Ahmed’s discussion also 

demonstrates how elements of Western discourse can be inverted to produce nationalistic 

discourses.  The Western colonizer’s “self”/ “Other” binary is inverted in nationalistic 

discourse; the “self” is the nationalist while the “Other” is people from other countries.  In 

The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf, this “self”/ “Other” binary in nationalistic or Islamist 

discourse is pervasive, and its destabilization is an important theme.  

There are several parallel scenes in the two novels that reveal the oversights in 

Bronte’s novel in its representation of an Enlightenment subject celebrated by liberal 

feminists.  In both novels, the female subject in her childhood is oppressed by a violent, 

prejudiced male; both female subjects in their youth confront the death of a female peer 

whose death is the result of social conditions endured by the subject herself; both female 

subjects as adults receive an inheritance from a relative that allows them some measure of 

independence; and, finally, both subjects explore romantic love and enter into marriage.  In 

these scenes, Jane is represented as the ideal heroine for liberal feminists.  As Rosemarie 

Tong notes, liberalism claims that among the characteristics that distinguish human beings 
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from animals are “a set of capabilities, such as the capacity for rationality and the use of 

language; a set of practices, such as religion, art, and science; and a set of attitude and 

behavior patterns, such as competitiveness and the tendency to put oneself over others” (97). 

In these ways, Jane is a perfect example of liberal feminism.  On the other hand, in parallel 

scenes in The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf, Khadra, its Muslim Syrian-American female 

protagonist growing up in 1970s’ Indiana, deviates significantly from Jane. Thus Khadra, a 

new subject, reveals the exclusions of the Western Enlightenment and liberal feminist 

subject. 

First, both novels present a female subjectivity being formed in part by the 

oppression of a male.  Early in both novels, young Jane and young Khadra are enjoying a 

private space of imagination when the male attacks.  In Jane Eyre, Jane is reading in a 

window seat when she is interrupted: 

A small breakfast-room adjoined the drawing-room: I slipped in there.  

It contained a book-case; I soon possessed myself of a volume, taking care 

that it should be one stored with pictures.  I mounted into the window-seat: 

gathering up my feet, I sat cross-legged, like a Turk; and having drawn the 

red moreen curtain nearly closed, I was shrined in double retirement. Folds of 

scarlet drapery shut in my view to the right hand; to the left were the clear 

panes of glass.... 

With Bewick on my knee, I was then happy: happy at least in my 

way.  I feared nothing but interruption, and that came too soon.... 

John Reed was a schoolboy of fourteen years old: four years older 

than I, for I was but ten: large and stout for his age....  He gorged himself 
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habitually at table, which made him bilious, and gave him a dim and bleared 

eye and flabby cheeks....  

Accustomed to John Reed’s abuse, I never had an idea of replying to 

it; my care was how to endure the blow that would certainly follow.... 

‘You have no business to take our books: you are a dependant, mama 

says; you have no money; your father left you none; you ought to beg, and 

not to live here with gentlemen’s children like us, and eat the same meals we 

do, and wear clothes at our mama’s expense.  Now, I’ll teach you to 

rummage my book-shelves: for they are mine; all the house belongs to me, or 

will do in a few years.  Go and stand by the door, out of the way of the mirror 

and the windows.’ 

I did so, not at first aware what was his intention; but when I saw him 

lift and poise the book and stand in act to hurl it, I instinctively started aside 

with a cry of alarm: not soon enough, however; the volume was flung, it hit 

me, and I fell, striking my head against the door and cutting it.  The cut bled, 

the pain was sharp: my terror had passed its climax; other feelings succeeded. 

‘Wicked and cruel boy!’ I said. ‘You are like a murderer - you are like 

a slave-driver - you are like the Roman emperors!’ 

I had read Goldsmith’s History of Rome, and had formed my opinion 

of Nero, Caligula, &c.  Also I had drawn parallels in silence, which I never 

thought thus to have declared aloud. (63-7) 

I want to emphasize two points before discussing a similar passage in The Girl in the 

Tangerine Scarf.  In this passage, Bronte sets up the novel’s power dynamics.  In this space 
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of privacy and imagination, Jane, true to Western Enlightenment and liberal feminist 

humanism, sitting, “like a Turk,” is autonomous.  Then, when John enters, the power 

hierarchy, in which John is the victimizer and Jane is the victim, emerges.  However, Jane’s 

knowledge and imagination give her a voice, which she had “never thought thus to have 

declared aloud,” and it is this voice that will enable Jane to invert power hierarchies.  For 

example, later, she will use this voice to invert the power hierarchy with Mrs. Reed.  After 

speaking out against Mrs. Reed’s treatment of her, Jane says, “Ere I had finished this reply, 

my soul began to expand, to exult, with the strangest sense of freedom, of triumph, I ever 

felt.  It seemed as if an invisible bond had burst, and that I had struggled out into unhoped-

for liberty.  Not without cause was this sentiment: Mrs. Reed looked frightened” (96).  The 

voice of the penniless orphan cows the mistress of the house, inverting the power hierarchy.  

These kinds of power dynamics, in which power hierarchies are simply inverted by the 

subject’s merit and individualism place Jane Eyre in line with both Enlightenment thinking 

and liberal feminism.  

 The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf presents a similar scene in which young Khadra too 

has a space of privacy and imagination, which is among the sheets drying on the clotheslines 

of her apartment’s laundromat: 

A little girl’s face appeared, a girl with dark hair and a high forehead.  

She peeked out from between the swaying bed linens - vined, striped, and 

flowered - alive on the clotheslines.  Tucked in the elbow between two 

buildings in the Fallen Timbers Townhouse Complex, the laundry corner was 

little Khadra’s hideout.  Ruffled home-sewn nightgowns became Laura and 

Mary Ingalls racing Khadra along the banks of a prairie creek..... 



 

35 
 

Her mother always ran the laundry twice in the Fallen Timbers 

basement laundry room with coin machines....  Because what if the person 

who used the washer before you had a dog?  You never knew with 

Americans.  Pee, poop, vomit, dog spit, and beer were impurities.  Americans 

didn’t care about impurities.  How Americans tolerate living in such filth is 

beyond me, her mother said.  You come straight home. 

Sunshine filtered through the fabric forest.  Khadra thrilled to its 

flutter of secrets and light, its shuttering and opening motions.  Suddenly it 

revealed a boy with heavy pink flushed cheeks on a dirt bike, tearing through 

the hung laundry, pulling down rope, soiling sheets with his tire tread.  

Khadra ran.  Screamed and ran.  Fell, scraped her cheekbone on the cracked 

asphalt.  He wheeled and turned.  Gunning for her. 

‘Stop it! Stop it! You leave me alone, Brian Lott!’ She scrambled to 

her feet.  The back of her head was still ridged from where he’d knocked her 

against the apartment wall last time.  She’d kicked him in the shin then, and 

she would do it again, even if it was a fight she must lose.  She braced now 

for the next blow coming from Brian and the snout of his bike. 

‘Khadra!’ It was Eyad her brother, and his best friend Hakim, and her 

own friend Hanifa. 

‘Come on!’ Hakim called, slowing for her to get on. Khadra hopped 

onto his banana-seat and held on to the chrome back as he lifted his bottom 

up off the seat to boost his pedaling momentum. And they were off. 
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They were four Muslim children of the heartland - two Arab, and two black - 

flying in the blue-and gold world on their bikes.... Khadra flung her arms out 

in exaltation....  (4-5)  

Later in the passage, the reason for Brian Lott’s antagonism becomes clearer.  He shouts 

after Khadra, “Fuck you, raghead!...  We’re gonna get all you fuckers!” (5).   

Both scenes present the work of gender dynamics in female subject formation by the 

depiction of a young female being terrorized by an oppressive male.  John Reed and Brian 

Lott are portrayed similarly, even in appearance.  However the ways The Girl in the 

Tangerine Scarf deviates from Jane Eyre signal the representation of a new subjectivity and 

the exclusions in Jane Eyre.   

First, while Jane’s gender and class subject her to several social injustices, Khadra is 

not only a poor female, but also an Islamic minority in America. Whereas Jane and her 

cousin share a common nationality, and nationalism comes easily to her, Khadra is unable to 

feel that she belongs in the country in which she lives.  The passage demonstrates how this 

is because both her mother and Brian Lott use a “self”/ “Other” framework.  For her mother, 

the “self” is Islamic and the “Other” is American, and for Brian the “self” is American while 

the “Other” is Islamic.  Read together, the passages suggest that the oppression of women is 

not particular to any group or time period.  If Khadra as a female faces oppression from 

within her community, she faces oppression from outside of it as well. 

However, instead of the hierarchical victimizer/victim binary presented in the 

passage from Jane Eyre, The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf provides a critique of binaries and 

hierarchies.  In particular, this “self”/“Other” binary is critiqued.  Both Khadra’s mother and 

Brian Lott try to assert an “American”/”Islamic” binary in which Khadra’s mother privileges 
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Islamic people and culture and Brian privileges American people and culture, demonstrating 

how binaries create hierarchies. The binaries are obviously too simple, reducing 

heterogeneous groups like Americans and Muslims to stereotypes and epithets.  They also 

create an either/or dichotomy that does not allow a space for an American Muslim like 

Khadra.  It is significant that this hideout is in between two buildings because Khadra is 

looking for a space between the monoliths her mother and Brian Lott make of Americans 

and Muslims.  Khadra is looking for a space of ambiguity, hybridity and multiplicity, where 

“American” with its many meanings and “Islamic” with its many meanings mingle and 

where “self” and “Other” are not separate categories.  Unlike the inversion of power 

structures in Jane Eyre in this passage, Khadra escapes the structures entirely with arms 

“flung” “out in exaltation.”  She rides out with another female and two males, Muslims “of 

the heartland - two Arab, and two black.”  This image is of the hybridity and multiplicity of 

Muslims and Americans. Here the text sets up terms that are very different from those in 

Jane Eyre. Instead of the individual subject’s voice inverting the power structure, embracing 

this hybridity and multiplicity is what frees Khadra from the monoliths her mother and Brian 

Lott try to erect.  

Another difference between the two passages emphasizes the difference in the two 

female subjectivities.  Considering that The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf is a novel that 

focuses on the use of the veil, or hijab, which literally means “curtain” (Mernissi 85), the 

passage’s treatment of flowing fabrics is important.  Note that Jane uses the red curtain to 

“shut” herself off from the rest of the family.  However, although women in hijab are often 

considered oppressed by non-Muslims in the West, Khadra perceives the “fabric forest” as 

being “alive,” able to contain both “secrets” and “light.”  The fabrics sway in both 
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“shuttering” and “opening” motions.  While books inspire Jane’s imagination, the fabrics 

themselves are the source of Khadra’s imagination.  The nightgowns become television 

characters racing Khadra.  That this “fabric forest” lies between the two buildings suggests 

that the use of the hijab can be a space of ambiguity, hybridity, multiplicity, and imagination 

for a Muslim American female.  It does not have to be a curtain that “shuts” in a female.  As 

I discuss later, the text also suggests that the hijab does not need to be an indication of the 

Muslim woman’s superior modesty.   

 Another parallel between the two novels is that both Jane and Khadra in their youth 

face the death of a female peer, and both Jane and Khadra endure the same social conditions 

that led to the deaths of the girls.  However, for Jane, the peer’s death leads to a 

reinforcement of a “self/ “Other” binary, while, for Khadra, the death destabilizes the binary.  

The difference in the subjectivities of the two novels is clear in the way the subject 

understands the social response to the death of a female peer in circumstances similar to her 

own.  In Jane Eyre, rationality, English nationalism, and feminism work together in 

understanding the death of Helen Burns, Jane’s friend at the Lowood School.  Helen, like 

Jane, an orphan, becomes terminally ill because of the poor conditions at the school, 

conditions that Jane is also subjected to.  However, Helen dies while Jane survives in part 

because of the differences between the two girls.  About her impending death, Helen says, 

“By dying young I shall escape great sufferings.  I had not qualities or talents to make my 

way very well in the world” (146-7).  Jane, however, does have the qualities that Helen 

lacks, one of which is a voice, which is so important in the representation of the novel’s 

celebrated feminine subjectivity.  While Jane speaks out against injustices, Helen has a 

“creed” that silences her.  Helen describes it in the following way: “‘With this creed, I can 
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so clearly distinguish between the criminal and his crime; I can so sincerely forgive the first 

while I abhor the last: with this creed revenge never worries my heart, degradation never too 

deeply disgusts me, injustice never crushes me too low: I live in calm, looking to the end.’“ 

Helen’s thoughts are interrupted when an abusive teacher summons her. “Helen sighed as 

her reverie fled, and getting up, obeyed the monitor without reply and without delay” (my 

italics 121).  Helen’s ideas, in particular her silence, are in stark contrast to Jane’s ideas and 

the use of her voice. The text suggests that Jane’s individual merits and her voice enable her 

to survive and succeed even when she faces the same circumstances that kill the silent 

Helen.  In this way, the “self”/ “Other” binary, where Jane is the “self” and Helen is the 

“Other,” becomes reinforced.  

Helen’s ideas also contrast with the progressive Victorian society.  When news about 

the conditions at Lowood becomes public, the society takes steps to improve the school: 

Inquiry was made into the origin of the scourge, and by degrees 

various facts came out which excited public indignation in a high degree.... 

Several wealthy and benevolent individuals in the county subscribed 

largely for the erection of a more convenient building in a better situation; 

new regulations were made; improvements in diet and clothing introduced; 

the funds of the school were entrusted to a committee. (149)   

As a result, Jane understands Helen’s death as a kind of martyrdom that enabled the 

improvement of the school.  That the society is “benevolent” is proven to her, and there is no 

conflict between her desires and those of the society as a whole.  The Western 

Enlightenment and liberal feminist perspective that human rationality enables a “just 



 

40 
 

society” is validated.  In addition, she becomes further convinced that her personal merits 

will help her survive and gain independence, merits that her silent, passive peers lack.  

 In The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf, the outcome of the death of Zuhura, a Kenyan-

American college student who belonged to Khadra’s Islamic community in Indiana, the 

Dawah Center, is very different.  Throughout the novel, the meaning of Zuhura’s death 

changes as Khadra changes.  Zuhura was found raped and murdered, with her clothes and 

hijab shredded, when Khadra was a child.  The people of the Dawah Center suspected that it 

was a hate crime, but the local police made no real effort to solve the case.  In this way, 

Zuhura’s death reinforced Khadra’s sense of being “Other” from mainstream America.  Her 

vulnerability in which even the police offer no protection becomes clear.  As a result, she 

aligns herself closely with Muslims and views Americans as “Other.”   

Not only that, but while Helen Burns died because she did not use her voice, Zuhura 

died because she did.  The following passage describes how Zuhura was not appropriately 

silent and passive for an “Other” woman:       

Zuhura was not accustomed to being brushed aside.  She did not have the 

habits and mien of most of the Indiana black women.... She was likely to 

accost and question you, man or woman, even if you had an air of authority, 

and she did so with an attitude that assumed her objections would be 

addressed fully....  These were good skills for a lawyer, as Zuhura hoped one 

day to be....  They were not, however, the best skills for getting along as a 

foreign newcomer in Simmonsville, or as a black woman in the social 

landscape of central Indiana.  Zuhura didn’t fit into this landscape.  She 

didn’t fit what the locals thought they knew about someone who looked like 
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her as they saw her approaching.  And so there was always a sense of 

something off-kilter, a bristle in the air that went around her.  It was as if her 

physical presence was a challenge to knowledge they held dear, to some core 

that made them who they were, and so the hair on the back of their sun-

reddened necks stood on end at the sight of her, without them even being 

aware of it necessarily.  At the sound of her voice, something went “click” 

and disconnected between them and her. (43-4)  

While Jane’s voice makes “an invisible bond” “burst” between her and Mrs. Reed, with 

Zuhura’s voice “something went ‘click’ and disconnected” between Zuhura and people in 

Indiana.  That Jane’s voice enables her independence while Zuhura’s voice further alienates 

her from the people in Indiana and may have resulted in her death suggests that a female 

“foreign newcomer” needs different tools to navigate gender, race, and nationality.  In 

addition, the passage reflects Khadra’s way of thinking at the time of Zuhura’s death: 

Islamic “foreign” female versus rural American male.  Even the phrase “sun-reddened 

necks” conjures up the image of the “redneck.” As a result, Zuhura’s death reinforced this 

binary for Khadra. 

 However, as Khadra gets older, the meaning of Zuhura’s death changes.  In fact, she 

begins to identify with Zuhura as a woman torn by an “Islamic”/ “American” binary.  

Khadra reflects on how the Dawah Center community had decided that Zuhura had been a 

martyr.  “Khadra had bought it for years.  But what if she’d been just a regular Muslim girl 

trying to make her way through the obstacle course-- through the impossible, contradictory 

hopes the Muslim community had for her, and the infuriating, confining assumptions the 

Americans put on her? A girl looking for a way to be, just be, outside that tug-of-war? (357-
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8).  In this “obstacle course,” the Muslim community is worried that Islamic values will be 

swallowed up by American culture, and Americans think that Muslim women are oppressed 

if they exhibit any difference.  There is no space for hybridity in this “tug-of-war.” 

 As an adult, Khadra visits the site where Zuhura’s body was found and calls for the 

undoing of the kinds of binaries that led to her death: 

She has never cried for Zuhura before.  Not even at the funeral, the busy, 

busy funeral.  Zuhura, and all the hate and hardness that killed her, and the 

beating against it that can make you hard too, and the hate and hurt inside 

that eats us.  The men who are hard and the women who are hard, and the 

waves of hard news that come over the airwaves all the time all the time and 

now takes the shape of white men in hoods and cops who beat what they call 

nonhumans and now takes the shape of Muslims who murder not for justice 

in the end, no matter their claims, but for rage and revenge and despair.  

There is no Oneness in all that hard separation.  (428-9)  

Here, Khadra repeatedly connects gender binaries, racial binaries, and religious binaries to 

violence.  Not only did these kinds of binaries lead to Zuhura’s death, but the “hate” and 

“hardness” associated with these “separations” lead to the “self” beating against it, the 

violence of the KKK, prejudiced police, and Muslim violence.   The repeated use of the 

word “hard” emphasizes the rigidity of binaries and hierarchies; it calls for more flexible 

and fluid ideas about identities and more acknowledgement of the overlaps and mingling of 

identities.  In addition, the passage’s description of the media’s role in creating these 

binaries points to the constructedness of binaries.  As a result, while Helen Burns’ death 
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reinforced a “self”/“Other” binary for Jane, Zuhura’s death destabilized a “self”/”Other” 

binary for Khadra.  

 Another parallel in the two novels is that both female subjects receive an inheritance 

that enables their independence.  However, the differences in how they participate in 

patriarchal systems are striking.  While Jane Eyre is celebrated as a feminist text and Jane 

contrasts “[E]astern” women with liberated English women like herself, The Girl in the 

Tangerine Scarf is more radical in its subversion of patriarchy and masculinist activities.  

When Jane learns that she will inherit her uncle’s wealth, she says, “Independence would be 

glorious - yes I felt that- that thought swelled my heart” (480). However, this equality is the 

result of the actions and agency of, not Jane, but a number of men.  Jane becomes rich 

because her uncle chooses to pass his wealth to his brother’s only offspring.  In addition, her 

cousin St. John chooses to rescue her when she is penniless and then figures out that this 

inheritance is hers. Furthermore, as scholars like Susan Meyer have noted, the uncle’s 

wealth comes from the masculinist activities of imperialism, colonialism, and the slave 

trade.  Finally, as a result of finally becoming Rochester’s financial equal, Jane enters into 

marriage with him and bears his son.  Jane’s thorough participation in patriarchal systems is 

clear. 

In The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf, Khadra also receives an inheritance, but this 

wealth is passed down to her from Téta, her Syrian great aunt, who gives it to her so she can 

be financially independent from her husband.  On the occasion of Khadra’s wedding, Téta 

gives her three Ottoman gold coins, saying, “‘This is called security, my dear, and we never 

show it to our husbands.  A woman must keep something for herself, in case of 

circumstances... There are days when things are rosy, and then there may be days when you 
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wake up and feel the future closing in on you, the horizon shrinking.... Promise you’ll keep 

the coins to yourself’“ (209).  Jane Eyre’s inheritance allows her to get married and live 

happily ever after, but Khadra’s inheritance involves the articulation of marriage as a 

possible loss of freedom and opportunities for women, providing a critique of marriage as a 

patriarchal institution.   

Khadra does end up finding her “horizon shrinking” in her marriage, and after she 

divorces her husband, she uses the coins to take a trip to Syria, where she can recuperate free 

from her immediate family’s pressures.  She stays with Téta, who gives her several more of 

the coins.  Téta says, “My little secret.  I’ve carried them wrapped in a handkerchief through 

some tight places....  There’s shariah rules about who gets what.  Inheritance laws.... How do 

we get around them when we need to?  We give things away as gifts, before we die.  That’s 

how” (296).  While Jane benefits financially from inheritance laws, Téta circumvents 

patriarchal laws so that her great niece can be independent of her husband.  As a result, Téta 

exercises agency even in a patriarchal environment. 

That this inheritance comes from Téta is significant because she describes a 

feminism that exists outside of the West and within Islam.  In the passage below, she 

describes the job she held in Syria in her youth as a telephone operator.  She also describes 

the “New Woman”: 

‘One of the first new jobs opening up for women, the very first wave of 

working women, and I was one of them!  Alo, Central?  Connect me please-- 

and we’d connect them.  Strangers, neighbors, wasn’t it marvelous?  Things 

were so exciting!  We were fighting off the French, an old world was ending, 

a new one beginning.... New technology coming to Syria.  All the old-fart 
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people hanging back fearfully.  They tried to make out that a telephone girl’s 

job was a bad thing, a thing for floozies, imagine!  No, but I and my 

girlfriends laughed in their faces.  We wanted to be the New Woman.  We 

didn’t know that nothing is new under the sun.  All that once was circles back 

and returns and looks new....  And we had a little circle of friendship, the 

three of us -- me and Iman and Hayat.  We were all azizahs, it was our little 

code word: women who cherish themselves, women who are cherished.’ 

(271) 

Téta makes several important points here.  First, she uses a “new”/”old” binary to describe 

the Syria of her youth.  The “old world was ending,” the “old-fart people” were afraid, and 

“new technology” and the “New Woman” were emerging.  However, she then demolishes 

the binary by observing, “nothing is new under the sun.  All that once was circles back and 

looks new.”  In this way, Téta critiques the Hegelian linear sense of progress that endorses 

Europe’s superiority.  For example, the Victorian New Woman was a symbol of Britain’s 

progress and entrance into modernity, but Téta articulates that Syria also had its New 

Woman, but she was not in fact new.  Her use of the phrase “under the sun” also indicates 

the global nature of her observation, including the West.  Not only that, but she uses a 

Syrian word to describe women who cherish themselves to indicate the global, or 

postnational, nature of feminism.  Finally, while Jane’s benefactor participated in 

imperialism, and Jane herself conflates imperialist and feminist thoughts, Khadra’s 

benefactor provides a critique of imperialism by separating the “old world” of French 

imperialism from the emergence of the New Woman in Syria. 
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Finally, the overall arches of the two stories differ significantly in terms of the 

female subject’s participation in patriarchal systems.  While Jane contrasts her freedom to 

the “slavery” of “[E]astern” women and assures Rochester that she would choose missionary 

work over marriage, in fact at the end of the novel she is Rochester’s wife and the mother of 

his son.  Spivak describes Jane’s trajectory in the novel as moving from the “counter family” 

to the “family-in-law” (247).  On the other hand, Khadra, who, as a Syrian Islamic female 

wearing hijab in Indiana, is already outside of the mainstream society, moves from the 

“family-in-law” to the “counter family” as she begins to see Islam as a feminist, postnational 

space.  Khadra and her “perfect” Arab husband divorce because she does find her “horizon 

shrinking” when her husband does things like forbidding her from riding her bike.  The 

marriage comes to its breaking point when she has an abortion.  At the end of the novel, 

there is the potential for a romance with a divorced African-American imam, Hakim, but 

Khadra focuses on her freedom as a photographer.  When Hakim leans towards Khadra in a 

romantic moment, she tells him that she knows what she wants to do:   

‘Take some bad-ass pictures,” she says, laughing.  She grabs her camera gear 

and heads down to the press tier....She climbs up and gets into position, into 

focus, legs apart to brace herself... There will be no postponing her task, and 

no crouching and stooping and restricting her movements for someone else’s 

hang-ups. Not for Hakim or anyone....  Whether Hakim is just looking for 

someone to fit “the wife profile,” or really is for real this time remains to be 

seen.  But she’s willing to go down the road to find out.” (440).   

Here, Khadra articulates that the idea of “the wife profile” broke Hakim’s marriage as well 

as her own, critiquing conventional marriage and gender roles.  Her focus on the 
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requirements of photography opens up a space where gendered behavior does not exist.  In 

this way, Khadra establishes her search for a romantic relationship free of the power 

hierarchy that remains intact in Jane and Rochester’s marriage.  

 

A Binary in terms of Nation: “Islamic World”/“America” 

The most prominent “self”/ “Other” binary presented in the novel is framed in 

nationalistic terms: “America” versus an “Islamic World” that is conceived of as a nation, 

that is, it is monolithic and homogenous.  However, this is obviously a forced opposition 

because, as a religion, Islam is not limited to the space of a particular nation.  When various 

characters in the novel construct an opposition between Islam and America, they are actually 

attempting to define and confine Islamic culture and American culture by constructing the 

opposition.   

As numerous scholars, such as Appadurai and John Tomlinson, who study 

globalization and culture have demonstrated, culture is dynamic, always receptive to 

intermingling and change.  By demonstrating the problems with an “America”/ “Islamic 

World” binary, the text presents Islam as a postnational space.  This Islam is a space so 

elastic that it is receptive to all kinds of difference, including race, nationality, gender, and, 

as I discuss later, even religion.  As Khadra’s teacher in the Dawah Center, Uncle Taher, 

says, “‘God don’t care whether you a man or woman, anymore than He look at black or 

white....  The Quran says, ‘God don’t suffer the reward of anyone’s deeds to be lost, male or 

female.’ None of that matters with God’” (35).    

However, as Tariq Ramadan, author of Western Muslims and the Future of Islam, 

writes,  “Globalization contains the paradox that at the same time that it causes the old 
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traditional points of reference to disappear, it reawakens passionate affirmations of identity 

that often verge on withdrawal and self-exclusion. The Muslim world is not exempt from 

such phenomena.”  Specifically, Ramadan considers how some Muslims react to 

globalization by defining themselves against “Westerners.”  He writes: 

It is about self-protection, self-preservation, and sometimes even self-

definition against the ‘Western world over and against the ‘Western 

megamachine,’’ to use the formulation of Serge Latouche: ‘Whatever is 

Western is anti-Islamic’ or ‘Islam has nothing in common with the West.’ 

This bipolar vision is widespread and gives some Muslims a sense of power, 

might, and legitimacy in Otherness.  But not only is this bipolar and 

simplistic vision a decoy (and the claims that justify it are untruths), but the 

power it bestows is a pure illusion: in practice, the Muslims who maintain 

these theses only isolate themselves, marginalize themselves, and sometimes, 

by their excessive emotional, intellectual, and social isolation, even 

strengthen the logic of the dominant system whose power, by contrast, lies in 

always appearing open, pluralistic, and rational.  (4-5)  

Ramadan’s discussion of the binary opposition between the “West” and Islam illuminates 

why The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf presents this America versus Islamic World binary.   

Khadra is growing up in America, a perfect symbol of the West, and the Islamic World is 

represented as a space outside of America and the West, so that Khadra struggles as an 

Islamic American.  One way the novel presents an “America”/“Islamic World” binary is that 

it frequently associates Islam with specific spaces outside of America.  For example, Khadra 

as a child examines a Dawah Center map of the “Muslim World” that associates Islam with 
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geographical space.  “The countries that were mostly Muslim were dark green. Light green 

meant they had a lot of Muslims, yellow-green and yellow meant they had some, and the 

pink and dark pink countries had next to none.  The U.S.S.R., Khadra was surprised to see, 

was light green. China was yellow. The U.S. was only pink.  Muslims didn’t count for much 

here” (32).  The map presents the “America”/ “Islamic World” and “self”/ “Other” binaries 

in two ways.  It presents America as a nation that is outside the nations of the “Muslim 

World,” and when Khadra reflects on how little Muslims count in America, it reinforces her 

sense of “self” as Muslim while America is the “Other.”  This is why her parents’ decision 

for the family to take American citizenship devastates Khadra. “To her, taking citizenship 

felt like giving up, giving in.  After all she’d been through at school, defending her identity 

against the jeering kids who vaunted America’s superiority as the clincher put-down to 

everything she said, everything she was” (141).  Because the students’ American 

nationalism puts down Khadra’s “identity” and “everything she [is], a “self”/ “Other” binary 

is again reinforced in nationalistic terms. 

 Again, the Dawah community associates Islam with a national space outside of 

America because it pushes for an Islamic state: 

All who worked for the Dawah Center believed that an Islamic state and an 

Islamic society was, or should be, the hope of every believing Muslim today.   

In it, everyone would be good and God-fearing and decent and hardworking; 

there would be no corruption or bribes; the rich would help the poor; and all 

would have work and food and live cleanly, because an Islamic state would 

provide the solution for every social ill. (62)  
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The Dawah Center community, believing that everyone would be the same in an Islamic 

state, conceives of Islam as a homogenizing force, much like the nation.  Ideas like the 

notion that an Islamic state would be the answer to every social ill lead Khadra to don a 

black hijab as a political statement.  “‘Islam is action in the world!” she says to explain her 

sense of the revolutionary nature of Islam (150).  At this point, Khadra sees Islam as a stable 

monolith; it is the rest of the world that will change as a result of it.  At this point, she 

associates Islam with her “self” and the rest of the world as the “Other.”   

However, this “self”/“Other” binary begins to crumble as Khadra notes that within 

Islam, as within a real nation, there are still more “self”/ “Other” binaries.  In the case of the 

form of Islam practiced by Khadra and her family, the “self” is “true” Islam and the “Other” 

is some form of heretical Islam to be excluded.   

One group that is an Islamic “Other” for Khadra and her family, who are Sunni 

Muslims, is Shia Muslims.  Discussing the establishment of an Islamic state, Khadra’s 

father, Wajdy, asks, “‘But if the Iranian Muslims made an Islamic state, would it count, 

being Shia?’” (62).  Wajdy’s question clearly expresses his sense that Shia Muslims are 

something other than real Muslims.  The problem with this view is demonstrated when the 

Dawah Center, composed of both Sunni and Shia Muslims, splits.     

 Another group of Muslims that Khadra’s family considers outside of “true” Islam is 

African-American Muslims.  As a child, Khadra reflects on what she had been told about 

African-American Muslims, like a couple in the Dawah Center, Khadija and Jamal.  

“Khadra’s father said that all that Elijah Mohammad business was nonsense.  He said it was 

a good thing Black Muslims like Aunt Khadija and Uncle Jamal converted to real Islam or 

they would be wandering astray” (24).  As a result, when the young Khadra and Khadija are 
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discussing Khadija’s marriage to Jamal, Khadra asks, “Is that when you finally became a 

real Muslim?... Or were you still that Elijah thing.  The fake Muslims where it’s only for 

black people?” (23).  

  That racism may lie behind this attitude becomes clear when Khadra’s brother, 

Eyad, asks his parents for their blessings in marrying a Sudanese Muslim girl who had 

“piety, character, beauty, brains, the right language, the right home culture -- what more to 

ask in a bride?” When his father hears of it, his response is automatic. “But for heaven’s 

sake, she’s black as coal!” His mother “was silent, but it was clear that black grandchildren 

were not what she had in mind, either” (139).   It is very difficult for Eyad to deal with this 

“self”/ “Other” view.  “The gulf between what they’d taught him and what was happening - 

and his not wanting to face that gulf even in light of what his father had just said- was 

overwhelming” (139). 

 Still another “fake” Islam for Khadra’s family is Sufism.  When Khadra comes to 

Uncle Kuldip, her teacher at the Dawah Center, with questions about Sufism, which she 

learned about in one of her college classes, he dismisses it with, “Westerners like to focus on 

the heretics and deviants in Islam” (233).  However, the text reveals the problem with this 

“self”/ “Other” view when Khadra actually finds value in Sufism as an adult.   

 The text gives several more examples of the exclusiveness of the Islam Khadra and 

her family practice.  One example is the story of Téta’s family disowning her for marrying a 

man of a different nationality. Téta says, “And so my parents said I was dead to them....  

Had I gone against God and the Prophet? Not I. They were the ones in violation....  Doesn’t 

the Prophet say if you find a good god-loving man, accept him? Does the Prophet say unless 

he’s Circassian? Does the Prophet say he must be from your people? Hardhearted people, 
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using religion - the butt end of it” (273).  Here, Téta articulates how Islam is actually an 

alternative to the nationalism that causes her family to reject her husband.  Nationalism is 

presented as hostile to difference, while Islam, stretching beyond national lines, is 

postnational.  Not only does she critique the use of Islam to exclude people, but she also 

describes a different Islam based on acceptance and love. 

Indeed, Khadra reluctantly begins to recognize the existence of many kinds of Islam 

beyond what she has learned from her family: 

So the belief system of her parents and their entire circle, including the 

Dawah Center, was just one point on a whole spectrum of Islamic faith.  It 

wasn’t identical to Islam itself, just one corner of it.  What was difficult to 

accept was that these other paths had always existed beyond the confines of 

her world, and yet were still Muslim. This Khadra resisted.  Heroically 

resisted.  (232) 

The passage conveys how narrowly Khadra has conceived of Islam and how difficult it is for 

her to accept these “other paths” as also Muslim.  Because she always described her “self” 

as “Islamic,” acknowledging the multiplicity of Islam would necessitate that she redefine her 

“self” and even acknowledge that there also may be many “selves.”  

Khadra’s ability to define her “self” as Islamic becomes very much undermined 

when she meets Im Lifty, a friend’s neighbor. Im Lifty is a Syrian woman who seems to be 

just like the women in Khadra’s family.  “Khadra was overwhelmed with a sense of home as 

she entered Im Lifty’s kitchen.  Maybe it was the garlic and cilantro smell, or maybe it was 

the scene of kibbeh-making that greeted them” (188).  Khadra identifies with Im Lifty as 

someone who, as a Syrian, is very much like her “self.”  However, although Im Lifty is 
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Syrian, she is also Christian, which shocks Khadra.  “Khadra glanced at their hostess’ face, 

her features so familiarly Syrian, her cadence and voice equally so.  What other homes of 

similar sweetness had they passed by all these years, insisting as they did on their 

separateness and specialness, then?  What a waste.  Something started to unravel in Khadra 

there in the kitchen, bringing her almost to the point of secret tears” (189).  This 

“unraveling” leads Khadra to abandon her militant black hijab for a white one with flowers 

“like a village meadow in spring” (193).  

The significance of this meeting and the change in hijab is that Khadra identifies her 

“self” with someone who is not Muslim, which destabilizes her sense that her “self” is 

Muslim.  In this case, Khadra identifies with the “Other,” a Christian.  In this way, the text 

demonstrates that even religions cannot claim a “separateness” or “specialness.” 

Furthermore, because Im Lifty is a Syrian Christian, and so shares Khadra’s 

nationality but not her religion, her presence in the novel does the important work of 

illuminating the problem with an “Islam”/ “America” binary: because Islam is not a nation, 

opposing it to America is clearly a construction.  Because Islam is clearly not confined to a 

national space, its potential as a postnational space is built on the text’s earlier image of four 

children riding away from the violence of binary oppositions.  Two of the children are 

females, and two are males; two are African-Americans, two are Arabs, and all of them are 

from the “heartland” of Indiana.          

 

A Binary in terms of Nation and Gender: “Islamic Woman”/”American Woman” 

Instead of repeating clichés about oppressed Muslim women, The Girl in the 

Tangerine Scarf portrays several Muslim women from different parts of the world who 
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exercise agency, suggesting that feminism is a global terrain.  In Syria, Téta repeatedly 

exercises agency, from deciding to work outside the home to choosing a spouse without her 

parents’ approval.  In America, Khadra exercises agency in several ways, including 

choosing to have an abortion even when her community and husband are against it.  In fact, 

her agency comes from the way she practices Islam, dismantling the stereotype of the 

oppressed Muslim woman.  When she tells her husband that she plans to have an abortion, 

she explains how practicing Islam influenced her decision.  “She told him she had prayed 

Consultation on it three times and was set and determined.  And that if it meant divorce, so 

be it” (248).  That her abortion leads to a divorce and alienation from her family 

demonstrates that her practice of Islam empowers her to make a decision that is against the 

custom of her community.   

Khadra practices Islam in a way that is flexible and able to accommodate her 

difference from the customs of her community, demonstrating how Islam is not tethered to 

national or cultural values and suggesting its potential as an alternative to the nation, as a 

post-national space.  Certainly, The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf is relentless in its effort to 

present Islam as something in and of the West as well as other parts of the world.  By 

portraying an Islamic female growing up and living in America, the text destabilizes the 

“West”/ “Islam” binary noted by Ramadan.  In fact, Khadra is an example of a new 

population of Muslims in the “West.”  He writes,  “We are currently living through a 

veritable silent revolution in Muslim communities in the West; more and more young people 

and intellectuals are actively looking for a way to live in harmony with their faith while 

participating in the societies that are their societies … They are drawing the shape of 

European and American Islam.”  Ramadan finds that these Muslims are “faithful to the 
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principles of Islam, dressed in European and American cultures, and definitively rooted in 

Western societies” (4).  Even the terms “West” and “East” are becoming increasingly 

obsolete as the world gets smaller and more culturally mixed through globalization.  Indeed, 

The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf  quotes the Quran: The Poets, 27 in the following way: 

“Say, ‘He is Lord of the East and of the West and of all that is between the two,’ if you have 

intelligence” (187).  Both Ramadan and Kahf critique a “West”/ “Islam” binary and 

emphasize the postnational character of Islam.  Ramadan describes this postnational 

character with:   

Whether they are Western or Eastern, the Muslims of the world refer to a 

universe of meaning elaborated and constructed around a certain number of 

fundamental principles.  Above and beyond the diversity of their national 

cultures, the essence of their faith, their identity, their being in the world, is 

the same; they define themselves on the basis of points of reference that 

explain their sense of belonging to the same community of faith and at the 

same time, more profoundly, root them in the universe of Islam. (9) 

Both Kahf and Ramadan assert that Islam is elastic enough to accommodate all kinds of 

nationalities, and thereby be an alternative to nationalism.   

Not only does The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf focus on Islam’s postnational 

character, but also its feminist aspect.  Khadra allows her practice of Islam to guide her 

decision to have an abortion, a choice that women all over the world- including America- 

struggle to have.  The agency of Muslim women is clear in the way Khadra and her female 

peers are very active in the Dawah Center community.  In fact, like Islamic feminist scholars 

such as Fatima Mernissi, the novel tries to separate Islam from male dominated customs.  
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For example, Khadra contemplates the disconnect between Islamic teachings and her 

parents’ opposition to her abortion.  “What about all those teachings where abortion was 

allowed in shariah?  One hundred and twenty days, and all that.  It turned out that nothing 

she’d read described the real Muslim gut reaction to the question of abortion” (245).  

Khadra’s notion that there is “the real Muslim gut reaction” to something demonstrates that 

at this point, she is still thinking of Muslims as a monolithic group.  However, the passage 

also shows that Khadra’s own intellectual engagement with Islam is what helps her make 

her decision, not her community’s customs.  Ramadan describes this phenomenon of 

Muslims in the “West” engaging with the principles of Islam but dissociating from national 

or cultural customs in the following way.  “Western Muslims, because they are undergoing 

the experience of becoming established in new societies, have no choice but to go back to 

the beginning and study their points of reference in order to delineate and distinguish what, 

in their religion, is unchangeable (thabit) from what is subject to change (mutaghayyir)” (9).  

This is exactly how Khadra decides on her abortion.  She considers the basic tenets of Islam, 

the tenets that act as “points of reference” for Muslims all over the globe and decides to 

exercise agency and control of her body, even as her family resists. 

The text looks at the relationship between nationalism and feminism by examining 

how it is circumscribed by the experience of growing up in America.  The text is clearly 

committed to representing Muslim women in a way different from the clichés Khadra keeps 

encountering in America.  For example, when the editor of the publication for which Khadra 

works assigns her to photograph “‘behind the veil....  A keyhole view of the hidden, inside 

world of Muslims,’“ Khadra cringes.  “She doesn’t think she herself can take one more of 

those shots of masses of Muslim butts up in the air during prayer or the clichéd Muslim 
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woman looking inscrutable and oppressed in a voluminous veil” (48).  In a similar way, the 

text itself critiques American stereotypes of Muslims by presenting the multiplicity of 

Muslim people, as well as the agency exercised by Muslims, in particular Muslim women, 

as they practice Islam. 

In addition, the text describes a feminism that is different from the liberal feminism 

common in America, such as that of Christina Hoff Sommers.  Sommers’ article 

demonstrates that liberal feminism assumes that women of the “Muslim world” with their 

veils are necessarily oppressed and victims, while Western women are free and need to save 

Muslim women.  The binaries evident in this kind of thinking are “free Western 

women”/”oppressed Muslim women” and “unveiled free women”/“veiled Muslim women.” 

However, Khadra also thinks along binary terms when she considers how Muslim 

women relate to American women.  For example, the young Khadra thinks of one of 

Charlie’s Angels as modest and therefore more like Muslim women.  “Khadra liked Sabrina 

best because she never wore bikinis but dressed modestly, and was serious and smart and 

respected herself.  Sabrina was almost the Muslim Charlie’s Angel” (84).  Clearly Khadra is 

constructing a “modest Muslim women”/ “immodest American women” binary or even a 

“veiled modest women”/“unveiled immodest women.” 

In its examination of nationalism and feminism, the text destabilizes all of these 

binaries. As Khadra contemplates having an abortion, her thought process is clearly different 

from liberal feminism.  As she begins to articulate that she can act on her desire to have an 

abortion even though her family and husband are opposed to it, her thoughts are strikingly 

different from the “free Western woman”/“oppressed Muslim woman” binary in liberal 

feminist thought.  As Khadra considers whether she has the courage to defy her husband and 
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family by having the abortion, she contemplates the “self.”  “Where was it, this will of hers, 

this misshapen self.  Hello, self.  Can we meet at last? It was not vainglorious to have a self.  

It was not the same as selfish individualism, no.  You have to have a self to even start on a 

journey to God.  To cultivate your nafs whom God invites to enter the Garden at the end of 

Surat al-Fajr” (248).   This happens around the middle of the novel, and Khadra’s notions 

of the “self” will change still more by its end, but what is important here is that while liberal 

feminists often label Muslim women as “oppressed,” Khadra demonstrates that Islam can be 

empowering for women and critiques the individualism of liberal feminists at the same time.  

The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf presents the potential of Islam to be a space of postnational 

feminism.   

The change in Khadra’s notions of the “self” is that she recognizes her own 

hybridity.  Importantly, the “self”/“Other” binary is again destabilized in the novel’s 

treatment of gender, and Khadra realizes that she is a hybrid of both “self” and what she has 

considered “Other.”  As Khadra interacts with a series of oppressive men, both Islamic and 

American, “self” and “Other” blur and run together. 

Three scenes work together to demonstrate the fluidity and ambiguity of terms like 

“self” and “Other” with regard to nationalism and gender dynamics for Muslim women 

growing up in America.  In an early scene while Khadra is still in school, two of her male 

classmates bully her for wearing the hijab.  Brent Lott and Curtis Stephenson tell Khadra 

that they will return her book only if she takes off her hijab, and Khadra refuses.  “‘Why 

don’t we take it off for her?’  Brent Lott’s hammy hand clamped on the nape of her neck, 

yanking her backward.  The scarf went down around her shoulders.  If Mindy Oberholtzer’s 

little pleated cheerleader skirt had been ripped off... she might have felt as mortified as 
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Khadra did then” (124).  Here, for Khadra, the “self” is Muslim female and the “Other” is 

the American male attempting to force his will on her.  Interestingly, the humiliation Khadra 

endures in having her hijab pulled off is compared to an American cheerleader’s “little 

pleated” skirt being torn off.  This point could have been made with a comparison to any 

kind of skirt.  In conjuring up the image of a cheerleader’s short skirt and, by association, 

the cartwheels and gymnastics cheerleaders perform in their short skirts, a judgment is made 

about the immodesty of American women’s clothing and behavior.  This perceived 

immodesty of American women is important later in my discussion.   

The second scene that illustrates the instability of the “self”/ “Other” binary for 

Muslim women in America takes place a little later in the novel.  Khadra and her family 

travel to Mecca for Haj.  Having felt alienated so often in America, Khadra thinks of Mecca 

as “someplace where we really belong.  It’s the land of the Prophet.  The land of all 

Muslims” (159).  However, when she tries to enter a mosque in Mecca, she is not allowed to 

enter because she is a female.  The matawwa policemen bring her back to the house, where 

her father, Wajdy, explains.  “‘You’re used to America,’ Wajdy said. ‘In most of the Muslim 

world, it hasn’t been the custom for hundreds of years.’”  Khadra has trouble understanding 

that her gender keeps her from being allowed into the mosque: 

‘But you said - you said’ -she whirled here to include her mother, ‘you always 

said it was part of Islam.... What about the Prophet saying “You must never 

prevent the female servants of God from attending the houses of God?” I told the 

matawwa that hadith and he laughed - he laughed at me, and said “listen to this 

woman quoting scripture at us!”’ (168).  



 

60 
 

Wajdy suggests that Khadra’s upbringing in America has not prepared her for the customs 

of the “Muslim world.”  Because their community in Indiana was so small, just as they did 

not emphasize the difference between Sunni and Shia Muslims, Dawah Center members did 

not emphasize the difference between males and females.  As a result, a reversal of the 

binary presented in the previous scene occurs.  The “self” for Khadra is American female 

while the “Other” is the Muslim male enforcing chauvinist customs.    

 The final scene also takes place in Mecca, and the “self”/ “Other” binary is again 

destabilized.  Khadra’s cousin insists that they sneak out of the house, and then she leaves 

Khadra alone in a car with a male friend, Ghazi, so that she can spend time alone with her 

boyfriend.  The following passage describes Ghazi’s treatment of Khadra: 

‘Surely you don’t wear this thing in America,’ he said, tugging at her veil and 

pouting boyishly. 

What the---? She batted his hand away.  A pugnacious look flashed across his 

face and for a minute he reminded her of-of Brent Lott, of all people.  He caught her 

hand by the wrist.  Half playfully he wrested it down to her side.  In the middle of 

Mecca, this was the last thing she expected.... Without warning, he was pulling her 

veil down the back of her head and pushing his other hand up against her breasts and 

his mouth was grazing her now exposed neck.  

‘You grew up in America - don’t tell me you never do stuff like this in 

America’ (177-8).  

In the passage, the “self”/ “Other” binary is destabilized in a number of ways.  First, 

although Khadra identifies her “self” as Muslim, Ghazi is also Muslim, but his behavior 

resembles the behavior she associates with the “Other.”  Both Brent Lott and Ghazi try to 
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dominate Khadra because they hate her difference.  For Brent Lott, Khadra is different 

because she is Muslim; for Ghazi, Khadra is different because she is American.  Even more 

significantly, Ghazi not only has a “pugnacious look” that resembles Brent Lott, but also, 

like Brent Lott, he is attempting to pull off her hijab.  Both men exhibit a hatred for the 

hijab.  Read together, these scenes offer a critique of gender hierarchies, but because the 

offense is that they are ripping the hijab off, the critique is not the Western, liberal feminist 

critique that also attempts to rip off the hijab. 

 Ghazi’s behavior surprises Khadra because she had not expected it “in the middle of 

Mecca.”  His sexual intent resembles the immodesty she associates with Americans, but he 

assaults her because he has preconceived notions about the sexual behavior of American 

women.  The problem with associating American women with sexual immodesty becomes 

clear to Khadra; in Mecca, she is American.  As a result, a “modest Muslim 

woman”/“immodest American woman” binary that has been a major part of Khadra’s 

thinking becomes destabilized.  In this way, Khadra begins to understand that she is both 

“self” and “Other.”  The following passage describes her realization:    

Caught between homesick parents and a country that didn’t want her.  Not 

just didn’t want her, but actively hated her, spit her out, made her defiant in 

her difference, and at the same time, made her unfit to live anywhere else.  

Going overseas was what enabled her to see that she was irrevocably 

American, in some way she couldn’t pin down.  Yet even now, she never 

thinks of herself as American, not really.  When she says ‘Americans,’ 

‘Americans do this or think that,’ she means someone else.” (390-1)  
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The passage depicts how Khadra’s trip to Mecca compels her to begin expanding her sense 

of her “self” to include the “Other.”  She articulates that while she recognizes that she is 

American, her experience of being “Other” in America leads her to think of Americans as 

different from herself.  As a result, the text demonstrates how the subjectivity of a 

transnational woman necessarily relates to nationalism and feminism in sometimes 

contradictory ways.  

 

A New Subjectivity in Girl in the Tangerine Scarf 

The parallels between Jane Eyre and The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf, in highlighting 

some of differences in the subjectivities of the two novels, reveal the exclusions of the 

Enlightenment subject of Jane Eyre.  However, the most important difference in the 

subjectivities is that while the subject in Jane Eyre is the Enlightenment subject, unified and 

static, the subjectivity in The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf is very different.  In Chaosmosis, 

Guattari lays out a psychoanalytical conception of subjectivity that accounts for many of 

these exclusions of the Enlightenment subject and offers an excellent way of understanding 

the subjectivity of The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf.  Referring to Enlightenment subjectivity 

as “‘Being’ with a capital ‘B,’” Guattari explains the ethical problem with the choice of 

using it as a paradigm.  “Being is like an imprisonment which blinds us to the richness and 

multivalence of Universes of value which, nevertheless, proliferate under our noses” (29).  

The Enlightenment subject cannot see alterity, although it is everywhere. 

Arguing that the human and social sciences, including “analysis of Unconscious 

formations, pedagogy, [and] psychiatry [have been] devastated by capitalist subjectivity,” 

Guattari calls for an “ethico-aesthetic paradigm” in conceptualizing subjectivity. In one of 
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the most important ways his conception of subjectivity contrasts with Cartesian subjectivity, 

Guattari insists that subjectivity does not develop completely from within the individual.  He 

argues that the definition of subjectivity needs to be expanded beyond the classical 

opposition between the individual subject and the outside world because, in fact, subjectivity 

is a product of both the individual and society.  In the opening of the book he writes that, as 

a psychotherapist, he has increasingly conceived of subjectivity as the product of 

individuals, groups, and institutions.  As opposed to the Enlightenment subject that 

understands the external world as a reflection of the interiority of his mind, Guattari argues 

that subjectivity, as a partial product of the constantly changing external world, is also 

always changing.  He writes, ““The various semiotic registers that combine to engender 

subjectivity do not maintain obligatory hierarchical relations fixed for all time. … 

Subjectivity is in fact plural and polyphonic….  It recognizes no dominant or determinant 

instance guiding all other forms according to a univocal causality” (1).  Here, Guattari’s 

sense of subjectivity as fluid and in flux and “engendered” by “various semiotic” factors 

external to the individual is clearly different from the narcissism of the Enlightenment 

subject.  For such a subjectivity, a “self”/ “Other” hierarchical binary is impossible to 

maintain because, for this “plural and polyphonic” subjectivity, there are several “selves,” 

constantly changing in relation to each other and the “others” of the external world.  

Therefore, no single identity remains dominant all the time.   Guattari emphasizes that this 

changeability stems from the fact that factors external to the human, that is “non-human” 

factors, produce subjectivity: 

This non-human pre-personal part of subjectivity is crucial since it is from 

this that its heterogenesis can develop …  It’s a question of being aware of 
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the existence of machines of subjectivation which don’t simply work with 

“the faculties of the soul,” interpersonal relations or intra-familial complexes.  

Subjectivity does not only produce itself through the psychogenetic stages of 

psychoanalysis or the ‘mathemes” of the Unconscious, but also in the large-

scale social machines of language and the mass media – which cannot be 

described as human. (9) 

Here, Guattari articulates that the models of subjectivity in his field of psychotherapy have 

been based on an Enlightenment sense of subjectivity, that is, that subjectivity develops only 

from “the faculties of the soul” or “psychogenetic[s],” or “the Unconscious.”  He rejects the 

idea of a universal subject by emphasizing the “heterogenesis” of subjectivity and 

emphasizing the “machines” of subjectivity production beyond the “stages” and 

“‘mathemes” of psychoanalysis.  These factors, language and the mass media, have different 

effects on different people, and this, too, emphasizes the heterogeneity of subjectivity.  

Guattari’s work on subjectivity is important in deconstructing the “self”/ “Other” 

binary that is essential to discourses on nationalism and feminism, as the nationalist “self” 

will consider people of other countries the “Other,” while the feminist “self” will consider 

men the “Other.”  Describing the problem with the classical relationship between the subject 

and the object, he writes, “There is always a separation between the poles of subject and 

object.  The truth of a proposition answers to the law of the excluded middle; each object 

appears in a relationship of binary opposition with a ‘foundation’” (28).  Guattari fills out 

this “excluded middle” with his consideration of “partial subjectivation,” or the points of 

fusion between the subject and the object.   
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The concept of partial subjectivation, of course, dismantles the “self”/ “Other” binary 

of the Enlightenment subject.  Guattari draws on Daniel Stern’s work on the emergent 

phases of subjectivity in infants to understand a “nascent subjectivity” that relates the “self” 

to the “other.”   There is an “inherently trans-subjective character of an infant’s early 

experiences, which do not dissociate the feeling of the self from the feeling of the other….  

A nascent subjectivity, which we will continually find in dreams, delire, creative exaltation, 

or the feeling of love” (6).  This “trans-subjective character” moves between feelings of the 

“self” and the “other,” and continues into adulthood.  The evocation of dreams, delirium, 

creativity, and love point to the differing modes and the multiplicity of subjectivity. In 

addition, Guattari draws from his own work as a psychotherapist and considers how an 

important treatment for patients entails exposure to unfamiliar activities: 

The important thing here is not only the confrontation with a new material of 

expression, but the constitution of complexes of subjectivation: multiple 

exchanges between individual-group-machine.  These complexes offer 

people diverse possibilities for recomposing their existential corporeality.... 

The most heterogeneous components may work towards a patient’s positive 

evolution… everything which can contribute to the creation of an authentic 

relation with the other.  (7)    

Guattari argues that the treatment of his patients relies on their ability to relate to the Other, 

and this ability comes from heterogeneous factors that actually change their subjectivities.  

These observations, again, call for a dismantling of the “self”/”other” binary. 

Mikhail Bakhtin’s studies in aesthetics also inform Guattari’s concept of partial 

subjectivation.  Guattari draws from Bakhtin’s observations about the relationship between 



 

66 
 

an author and a contemplator of a work of art to conclude that there is a “transference of 

subjectivation” between the author and the contemplator or interpreter of the work of art, 

who becomes a “co-creator” (14).  That is, the subjectivity of the contemplator actually 

changes when she or he interacts with the work of art. According to Guattari, a contemplator 

of a work of art can focus on a “fragment” of the work of art that has been freed from the 

political and social context the author has set it in.  This “fragment” will interact with the 

subject’s nascent subjectivity, which, again, moves between feelings of “self” and “other,” 

and creates a new subjectivity.  Describing how this interaction affects the “auto-

referentiality” and “auto-valorisation” of subjectivity, Guattari writes: 

This poetic-existential catalysis that we find at work in the midst of 

scriptural, vocal, musical or plastic discursivities...engages the creator, the 

interpreter and the admirer of the work of art, like analyst and patient.  Its 

efficiency lies in its capacity to promote active, processual ruptures within 

semiotically structured, significational and denotative networks, where it will 

put emergent subjectivity to work, in Daniel Stern’s sense.... Such an 

analytico-poetic function establishes itself as a mutant nucleus of auto-

referentiality and auto-valorisation. (19)  

Therefore, according to Guattari, a “fragment” from the work of art will cause a “rupture” in 

the functions of subjectivity, interact with the intermingled feelings of “self” and “Other” in 

nascent subjectivity, and finally produce a “mutant” subjectivity.   As a work of art, for 

example, a piece of music, has several fragments that interact with the subject and to 

different degrees, Guattari’s paradigm presents an alternative to Enlightenment subjectivity 

and its binary oppositions.  As he writes: 
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A long time ago I renounced the Conscious-Unconscious dualism of the 

Freudian topoi....  I opted for an Unconscious superposing multiple strata of 

subjectivation, heterogeneous strata of variable extension and consistency.  

Thus a more “schizo” Unconscious, one liberated from familial shackles....  

An Unconscious of Flux and abstract machines rather than an Unconscious of 

structure and language. (12)        

This postmodern way of thinking of subjectivity as multiple, heterogeneous, in flux, 

machinic, and even “schizo” is represented in The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf, particularly 

in its presentation of several Khadras.  In fact, the different Khadras are represented by the 

different ways she wears the hijab.  During the course of the novel, Khadra wears a militant 

black hijab, a soft white one with a floral pattern, a brilliant tangerine hijab, and sometimes 

she goes without one at all.  Unlike the unified subject in Jane Eyre, who is able to easily 

reconcile nationalism and feminism, these different Khadras relate to nationalism and 

feminism in different, often contradictory ways.  Early in the novel, a problematic binary is 

established: “Islamic World” versus “America.”  The differences in the way Khadra’s relates 

to this binary, especially in terms of nationalism and feminism, are marked by changes in 

Khadra’s hijab.  In particular, they mark the gradual dismantling of the “self”/ “Other” 

binary in nationalist and feminist discourses in the novel.  Khadra expresses her changing 

conception of her “self” and the dismantling of the “self”/“Other” binary through her use of 

the hijab.  Because she has recognized the “Other” in her “self,” she begins to recognize the 

multiplicity of her “self.”  She begins to understand her “self” as having, what she calls, 

“modes.”  Some of these “modes” require the hijab, and some do not.  The following 
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passage describes the first time she removes her hijab when she is cherry picking in Syria 

with Téta.  She feels her hijab slipping, begins to fix it, and then stops herself. 

The scarf was slipping off.  She shrugged.  The chiffon fell across her 

shoulders....  She closed her eyes, and she knew deep in the place of yaqin 

that this was all right, a blessing on her shoulders.  Alhamdu, alhamdulilah.  

The sunlight on her head was a gift from God.  Gratitude filled her.  Sami 

allahu liman hamadah.  Here was an exposure, her soul an unmarked sheet 

shadowing into distinct shapes under the fluids.  Fresh film.  Her self, 

developing. 

Maybe [Téta] knew about kashf, the unveiling of light.  How veiling 

and unveiling are part of the same process, the same cycle, how both are 

necessary; how both light and dark are connected moments in the 

development of the soul in its darkroom. (309) 

This is at least the third scene depicting Khadra’s hijab falling to her shoulders.  However, 

because the other scenes portray other people attempting to force Khadra to remove her 

hijab, the scene emphasizes Khadra’s agency in deciding whether to wear hijab.  Also, 

because Khadra’s thought process is spiritual and interwoven with Islamic phrases, the 

removal of her hijab is clearly not a product of liberal feminist thought.  The binary in 

liberal feminism, “covered, oppressed woman”/ “uncovered free woman” is clearly 

dismantled with the metaphor that compares the process of developing photographs with the 

process of developing the “self.”  Both processes require multiple stages, darkness and light, 

veiling and unveiling.  Just as photographs have dark and light components, the “self” has 
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multiple components, the veiled and unveiled modes. “The covered and the uncovered, each 

mode of being had its moment.  She embraced them both” (312).  

Furthermore, Khadra’s going without the hijab at times destabilizes a “veiled 

modest, Muslim woman”/“unveiled immodest American woman” binary that has been a part 

of her thinking. “Going out without hijab meant she would have to manifest the quality of 

modesty in her behavior, she realized one day, with a jolt.  It’s in how I act, how I move, 

what I choose, every minute.  She had to do it on her own, now, without the jump-start that a 

jilbab offered” (312).  By disassociating the hijab from modesty, Khadra is able to 

disassociate the uncovered American woman from immodesty.  In this way, Khadra is able 

to open up a space in which she can be both American and modest.  Ramadan argues that 

Muslims all over the world have universal points of reference, like Khadra’s understanding 

for the need for modesty, that can be used to guide the various kinds of lifestyles of various 

societies all over the world, dismantling “West”/ “Islam” and “self”/ “Other” binaries.  He 

writes, “We must clearly overcome the dualistic vision and reject our sense of being eternal 

foreigners, living in parallel, on the margins or as reclusive minorities, in order to make way 

for the global vision of universal Islam that integrates and allows the Other to flourish 

confidently” (54).  Khadra’s understanding and practice of Islam guides her to be modest, 

but the different ways she can express that helps her stop feeling like an Other in America.   

Khadra again de-links the hijab from modesty with the use of a tangerine hijab.   In a 

market in Syria, “a cavernous desire for beauty opened inside her....  she ached for beauty, 

felt like an orphan from it.”  In this mood, she buys silk tangerine hijabs for Téta and 

herself.  “‘You can pull the whole thing through a ring,’ said the merchant, for it was that 

fine.” When Téta receives hers, she says, “‘What an unsuitable color for an elderly widow to 
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wear.  I love it!’” (293-4).  The tangerine hijab is “unsuitable” for Téta because it speaks of 

a desire to be attractive.  It also indulges the physical senses, sight and touch.  However, it is 

appropriate for Téta because, as an azizah, she is a little different from many elderly 

widows.  It is also appropriate for a Khadra that is more interested in beauty and sensuality 

than modesty, so this Khadra is a little different from some women in her community, like 

her mother.    

Indeed, the tangerine hijab comes to signify not only a desire for beauty and the 

pleasures of the material world, but also difference.  Although Khadra goes for some time in 

Syria without a hijab, she puts it back on in the plane on the way to the U.S.  “She wanted 

them to know at Customs, at the reentry checkpoint, she wanted them to know at O’Hare”.  

However, she does not wear it tight like her mother; she wears it “loosely, so it moved and 

slipped about her face and touched her cheek, like the hand of a lover” (313).  As a result, 

the tangerine hijab signals to the Americans that she is Muslim.  However, it also moves and 

slips, intimating at the fluidity of terms like “self” and “Other.”  It also touches her face the 

way a lover would, which again speaks of sensuality and physical desire.  In this way, the 

tangerine hijab signifies Khadra’s difference from both Americans and Muslims.  It signifies 

her hybridity.  This is the way she finally comes to redefine herself.  She redefines her “self” 

as both “self” and “Other.”  That these selves are composed of so much multiplicity is 

evident in the way that Khadra is made up of all these Khadras of the different hijabs.  She 

does not progress from the use of the black hijab to none at all or the tangerine hijab.  She is 

all of these Khadras at the same time.  At one moment, like the Khadra of the black hijab, 

she can be sympathetic for the Muslims who protested against the publication of Salman 

Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses.  However, at another moment, like the Khadra of the 
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tangerine hijab, she can be overcome by attraction for a handsome man that passes by her, 

despite all the teachings to be modest.  Khadra describes this multiplicity and hybridity to 

her Orthodox Jewish friend, Blu, who also grew up in America.  “‘I’m a freak,’ she said to 

Blu....  I’m too religious for the secular men, and too lax for the religious ones.’  ‘I know, ‘ 

Blu said.  ‘I’m a freak, too’” (354). 

In this chapter, I examine the difference in the representations of subjectivity in 

Bronte’s Jane Eyre and Kahf’s The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf.  Because the Enlightenment 

subject in Jane Eyre is so different from the plural subjectivity of The Girl in the Tangerine 

Scarf, the novels present the relationship of nationalism and feminism in very different 

ways.  In Jane Eyre, English nationalism and Western feminism work together to render the 

Other woman oppressed while upholding the freedom of the Western woman.  However, in 

The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf, the transnational, Muslim female subject navigates 

nationalism and feminism by exploring Islam as a space of postnational feminism.  The text 

accomplishes this by revealing the constructedness of two major binaries: one that opposes 

the “Islamic world” to America and one that opposes Muslim women to American women.  

The “Islamic world”/ “America” binary becomes revealed as a construction because Islam is 

not limited to a national space.  Thus the text emphasizes Islam’s postnational character in 

its capacity to extend beyond nations and contain all kinds of difference.  As a result, 

Khadra understands that she is both Muslim and American.  In addition, by portraying the 

feminism of Muslim women in different parts of the world, the text articulates the existence 

of not only Islamic feminism, but also a postnational feminism, an idea excluded by liberal 

feminists.  The “Muslim woman”/ “American woman” binary that founds discourses on 

liberal feminism and the modesty of Muslim women also becomes destabilized as Khadra 
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recognizes that she is both a Muslim woman and an American one.  As a result, Khadra 

begins to understand her “self” as a hybrid of both “self” and “Other.”  The multiplicity and 

hybridity of the subject is portrayed in the novel by several Khadras wearing different 

hijabs.   This mingling of the “self” and “Other” also becomes clear when towards the end 

of the novel, Khadra describes a crowd in Indiana. “Midwesterners - Hoosiers- set in their 

ways, hardworking, steady, valuing God and family.  Suspicious of change.  In a funny way, 

Khadra realizes suddenly, as she surveys the crowd: they’re us, and we’re them.  Hah!  My 

folks are the perfect Hoosiers!” (438). 
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Chapter III:  Ameena Meer’s Bombay Talkie: a Response to Salman Rushdie’s 
Treatment of  “Nation” and “Woman” in Midnight’s Children and The Satanic Verses 
 

In this chapter, I compare and contrast how Salman Rushdie in Midnight’s Children 

and The Satanic Verses and Ameena Meer in Bombay Talkie construct nation, time and 

space in their respective novels and analyze how these constructions affect their treatment of 

gender and sexuality. 

In a scene from Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, the narrator’s grandfather, Dr. 

Aadam Aziz, arrives in Amritsar, India and learns of plans for a protest against British 

colonialism.  The protest would lead to the 1919 Amritsar Massacre in which more than one 

thousand unarmed Indian protesters would be killed by British fire.  What makes the scene 

memorable is that the narrator, Saleem Sinai, describes it as if it were a scene from an Indian 

movie, a Bombay Talkie.  Thus a narrative of an Indian historical event reads like an Indian 

movie: 

Close-up of my grandfather’s right hand: nails knuckles fingers all somehow 

bigger than you’d expect.  Clumps of red hair on the outside edges.  Thumb 

and forefinger pressed together, separated only by a thickness of paper.  In 

short: my grandfather was holding a pamphlet.  It had been inserted into his 

hand (we cut to a long-shot – nobody from Bombay should be without a basic 

film vocabulary) as he entered the hotel foyer.  Scurrying of urchin through 

revolving door, leaflets falling in his wake, as the chaprassi gives chase.  Mad 

revolutions in the doorway, roundandround; until chaprassi-hand demands a 

close-up, too, because it is pressing thumb to forefinger, the two separated 

only by the thickness of urchin-ear.  Ejection of juvenile disseminator of 
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gutter-tracts; but still my grandfather retained the message.  Now looking out 

of his window, he sees it echoed… Leaflet newspaper mosque and wall are 

crying: Hartal!  Which is to say, literally, a day of mourning, of stillness, of 

silence.  But this is India in the heyday of the Mahatma, when even language 

obeys the instructions of Gandhiji, and the word has acquired, under his 

influence, new resonances.  Hartal—April 7, agree mosque newspaper wall 

and pamphlet, because Gandhi has decreed that the whole of India, on that 

day, come to a halt.  To mourn, in peace, the continuing presence of the 

British. (30-1) 

Rushdie’s presentation of Indian history as a Bombay Talkie touches on several of the 

recurring themes in the novel.  It portrays the subjectivity of historical narrative, which 

destabilizes “objective” national histories.  Saleem not only describes his grandfather’s 

personal experience with the Indian nationalist movement and British imperialism, but the 

choice to describe it in terms of an Indian movie highlights the narrator’s role in the telling 

of that history, bringing attention to how Saleem is from Bombay, his consequent 

knowledge of film vocabulary, and his perception and presentation of history through the 

modern lens of film.  By telling his own story, Saleem is presenting an alternative national 

history, thereby resisting the totalizations and exclusions of national histories.  By splicing 

filmic scenes like this one into his narrative, Saleem rejects the linear “realistic” narrative 

structure of national histories and their presentation of what David Harvey in The Condition 

of Postmodernity has called “idealized conceptions of space and time” (253).  These 

conceptions of space and time, developed during the Western Enlightenment, conceive of 

space and time as homogenous and universal.  As Harvey explains, the treatment of these 



 

75 
 

notions of space and time as real runs “the danger of confining the free flow of human 

experience and practice to rationalized configurations” (253).  However, the passage rejects 

the configuration of space as homogenous when the narrative space changes from a “close-

up,” in which the narrative space is filled with Aadam’s hand, to a “long-shot” that 

encompasses a hotel foyer.  Further, the homogeneity of time is rejected when time slows 

down to focus on the red hairs of Aadam’s fingers.  Finally, the use of the Bombay Talkie, 

with its own Bombay “film vocabulary,” makes these new conceptions of time and space 

highly specific, rejecting the universality of space and time.   

These alterations of conventional time and space in a narrative have important 

implications for the text’s presentation of the nation and nationalism.  The idea of the nation 

relies heavily on a linear sense of time that can connote a country’s progress from archaism 

to modernity.  A country becomes modern when it progresses to becoming a nation.  In 

terms of space, the idea of the nation is dependent on a sense of space with boundaries and 

borders.  Furthermore, Benedict Anderson has demonstrated the relationship between the 

realistic modern novel and a sense of nation and nationalism.  He explains how the realistic 

novel’s presentation of defined spaces, like Wessex, Lubeck, or Los Angeles, as “societies” 

helped readers understand the nation as a kind of society.  “These societies are sociological 

entities of such firm and stable reality that their members… can even be described as 

passing each other on the street, without ever becoming acquainted, and still be connected” 

(25).  [ ] Anderson also explains how the modern novel’s presentation of characters moving 

along a linear sense of time helped readers to conceive of a sense of nationalism.  “The idea 

of a sociological organism moving calendrically through homogenous, empty time is a 

precise analogue of the idea of the nation, which is also conceived as a solid community 
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moving steadily down (or up) history” (26).  Anderson’s discussion suggests that when 

conventional representations of space and time are altered in a novel, it produces a narrative 

that undercuts the nation rather than building it up.   

Another major theme in Midnight’s Children is the critique of nationalism as a 

homogenizing force.  In the passage above from the novel, while British imperialism is 

clearly abhorrent, so is the sameness India assumes in order to fight the British.   Gandhi has 

“decreed” that the “whole of India” will act in the same way, and language, which is so 

varied in India, becomes the same under Gandhi’s nationalizing efforts.  “[E]ven language 

obeys the instructions of Gandhiji” (31).  Rushdie’s narrative structure endorses multiplicity 

over the homogeneity of the nation by mixing up elements of the realistic novel.  Language 

is mixed up when English is spliced with Hindi/Urdu.  The linear progression of time and 

history is mixed up because the narrative moves backwards and forwards, but also because 

the narrator, intent on portraying his centrality in India’s history, mixes up dates and splices 

in filmic scenes. 

 A related aspect of splicing Indian filmic scenes into the narrative is that “reality” 

merges with film, and the boundary between the real and the unreal is dissolved.  If, as 

Anderson suggests, the modern novel writes the nation, then this dissolution of boundaries 

between the real and the unreal in Rushdie’s work calls for the dissolution of national 

boundaries, thereby “un-writing” the nation.  Rushdie produces a similar effect when the 

distinction between dreams and reality is blurred and even erased.  In his novels, “reality” 

mixes with film, dreams, magic, and all manner of improbable events.  In this way, 

Rushdie’s narrative structure destabilizes the nation by what Timothy Brennan has discussed 

as an “all-inclusiveness” that “finally undermines the idea of national distinctions 
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themselves, which are orderly and bordered.  ‘Everything’ means not just India.” (117).  As 

a result, when Saleem, confronting all manner of improbable events in his life, says, 

“Melodrama piling upon melodrama, life acquiring the coloring of a Bombay Talkie,” it has 

implications for the nation and nationalism (168).  

However, like many postcolonial texts, Rushdie’s careful attention to matters 

concerning the nation entails the marginalization or exclusion of women.  The passage’s 

depiction of Aadam, a Kashmiri who studied medicine in Germany and eventually moves to 

India, touches on a theme that is emblematic of Rushdie’s body of work: the representation 

of the hybrid figure of the migrant.  However, Rushdie’s celebrated portrayals of the hybrid 

migrant figure encapsulate both this emphasis on the nation and this exclusion of women.  

While Rushdie’s migrant figures enable explorations of cultural hybridity and multiplicity 

that destabilize the nation, Sabrina Hassumani has noted that “it becomes clear that Rushdie 

“universalizes” the idea of the migrant” (131).  That is, Rushdie universalizes a particular 

type of migrant.  This migrant is one who is wealthy enough to attend schools abroad and 

who migrates voluntarily, as opposed to following international labor or being forced into 

exile because of religious or political affiliations. 

Not only does Rushdie universalize the migrant in these ways, but my analyses of his 

most well-known novels, Midnight’s Children and The Satanic Verses, indicate that Rushdie 

universalizes “the migrant” as specifically male, excluding women from his celebrated 

representation of the hybrid migrant.  In both novels, Rushdie describes the pathos of the 

migrant in specifically masculine terms.  In “Retelling Differences,” Helene Cixous’ 

observations of the way the modern male subject presents its gender as the norm apply to 

Rushdie’s (male) migrant as well.  “There is no realization of the masculine by the 
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masculine.  It is characteristic of the masculine to repress the existence of any problem, of 

any difference, never to think of differences” (qtd. in Hogue 11).  Thus, Rushdie, 

universalizing his own migrant experience, describes the pathos and effects of migration in 

specifically masculine terms, not thinking of difference in terms of gender.   

Both The Satanic Verses and Midnight’s Children display this disregard for 

difference when they portray one major consequence of the (male) migrant’s cultural 

hybridity: troubled romantic/sexual relationships with women.  In this way, the migrant is 

represented as exclusively male and heterosexual.  In The Satanic Verses, the main migrant 

figures, unable to put roots in places, attempt to put them in women.  Not only that, but the 

text of Midnight’s Children repeatedly mentions the “vulnerability to women” that afflict 

Aadam and Saleem as a result of Aadam’s migrations.  In both novels, then, women are 

exterior to and Other than the migrant, objects that simply reflect the effects of (male) 

migration and cultural hybridity. 

Cixous, after analyzing a wide range of Western texts and disciplines, concludes in 

Sorties that a phallocentric subjectivity is pervasive in Western cultural production.  She 

pays particular attention to how Hegel’s account of the encounter between master and slave 

has constructed the relationship between self and Other as always violent and hierarchical:  

History, history of phallocentrism, history of propriation: a single history.  

History of an identity: that of man’s becoming recognized by the other (son 

or woman)…  In the (Hegelian) schema of recognition, there is no room for 

the other, for an equal other, for a whole and living woman.  She must 

recognize and recuntnize the male partner, and in the time it takes to do this, 
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she must disappear, leaving him Imaginary profit, to win Imaginary victory. 

(80-1)  

Gender in Rushdie’s texts is constructed as a binary between the male self and the female 

Other, and the relationship between the genders is always hierarchical.  Both novels not only 

focus on women as sexual objects, but they present women as the (male) hybrid migrant’s 

Other.  That is, part of the (male) migrant’s representation includes depictions of woman, his 

Other, in order to delimit the (male) migrant subject.  This (male) migrant subject is what 

Cixous refers to as the “Selfsame”:   

Everything throughout the centuries, depends on the distinction between the 

Selfsame, the ownself (-what is mine, hence what is good) and that which 

limits it: so now what menaces my-own-good (good never being anything 

other than what is good-for-me) is the “Other”…. It is the other in a 

hierarchically organized relationship in which the same is what rules, names, 

defines, and assigns “its” other…. There has to be some “Other” – no master 

without a slave…. If there were no other, one would invent it.” (71)     

In exactly this way, Midnight’s Children represents the (male) migrant subject by going to 

woman, his Other, in order to delimit this masculine subject.  It is of note that Cixous 

describes the Other as that which “menaces” the Selfsame.  This sense of conflict between 

the genders, between master and slave, is a critical part of the gender dynamics in 

Midnight’s Children. Repeatedly, the text presents the power relationship between the 

genders as hierarchical.  One gender must dominate the other; destroy or be destroyed.  

However, the binary oppositions used to construct gender always ensure male dominance.  

“The (unconscious) stratagem and violence of masculine economy consists in making sexual 
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difference hierarchical by valorizing one of the terms of the relationship, by reaffirming 

what Freud calls phallic primacy” (Cixous 80).  According to Cixous, this “difference” is 

always perceived and carried out as an opposition.  “Masculinity/femininity are opposed in 

such a way that it is male privilege that is affirmed in a movement of conflict played out in 

advance” (80).  In the same way, constantly conceiving of gender dynamics as oppositional 

and hierarchical, Midnight’s Children, after presenting several examples of women 

threatening to invert the gender power hierarchy, depicts how Saleem restores male 

dominance through his writing.   

In addition, explaining how a feeling of threat results in gendered oppositional and 

hierarchical constructions, such as proper/not proper, clean/not clean, and mine/not mine, 

Cixous writes, “Everything takes place as if, in a split second, man and being had propriated 

each other.  And as if his relationship to woman was still at play at the possibility – though 

threatening, of the, not-clean, not-mine: desire is inscribed as the desire to reappropriate for 

himself that which seems able to escape him” (80).  Consequently, a sense of masculine 

threat results in desire being inscribed as a desire to appropriate. This is why it is 

“impossible to conceive of a desire that does not entail conflict and destruction” (79).  This 

gender dynamic, motored by a desire to appropriate the power that threatens to escape and 

defined by conflict and destruction, is evident throughout Midnight’s Children. 

 It is striking that although Rushdie does so much to destabilize nationalist and 

religious history, the “history of phallocentrism” that Cixous identifies remains intact in 

Rushdie’s texts.  She writes, “We are still living under the Empire of the Selfsame.  The 

same masters dominate history from the beginning, inscribing on it the marks of their 

appropriating economy: history, as a story of phallocentrism, hasn’t moved except to repeat 
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itself… All the great theorists of destiny or of human history have reproduced the most 

commonplace logic of desire, the one that keeps movement toward the other staged in a 

patriarchal production, under Man’s law” (79).  Thus a patriarchal, phallocentric subjectivity 

in Rushdie’s texts depicts the migrant as exclusively masculine, valorizes the (male) migrant 

by opposing him to woman, and maintains hierarchical, male dominated gender 

constructions.   

The passage above from Midnight’s Children continues with Aadam talking to his 

wife Naseem.   The interaction they have is emblematic of Rushdie’s portrayal of his (male) 

migrant figure in relation to women.  Aadam, having returned to Kashmir after studying 

medicine in Germany, is the novel’s major migrant figure. The following passage presents 

this interaction between the recently married couple:   

‘I do not understand this hartal when nobody is dead,” Naseem is 

crying softly. ‘Why will the train not run? How long are we stuck 

for?’ Doctor Aziz notices a soldierly young man in the street, and thinks—the 

Indians have fought for the British; so many of them have seen the world by 

now, and been tainted by Abroad. They will not easily go back to the old 

world. The British are wrong to try and turn back the clock. ‘It was a mistake 

to pass the Rowlatt Act,’ he murmurs. ’What rowlatt?’ wails Naseem. ‘This is 

nonsense where I’m concerned!’  ‘Against political agitation,’ Aziz explains, 

and returns to his thoughts…. He turns from the window …  

… To see Naseem weeping into a pillow. She has been weeping ever 

since he asked her, on their second night, to move a little. ‘Move where?’ she 

asked. ‘Move how?’ He became awkward and said, ‘Only move, I mean, like 
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a woman …’ She shrieked in horror. ‘My God, what have I married? I know 

you Europe-returned men. You find terrible women and then you try to make 

us girls be like them! Listen, Doctor Sahib, husband or no husband, I am not 

any … bad word woman.’ This was a battle my grandfather never won; and it 

set the tone for their marriage, which rapidly developed into a place of 

frequent and devastating warfare. (31) 

Thus, the novel presents a stark contrast between Aadam, Rushdie’s universalized migrant 

figure, and his wife.  The two passages together associate Aadam with activity and the 

outside of the home, while Naseem is passive and bound to the inside of the home.  Aadam 

has been out on the streets learning about the protest and, even when he’s inside their room, 

he is looking out the window, relating to the “soldierly young man in the street” who has 

“seen the world,” been “tainted by Abroad,” and cannot go “easily back to the old world.”  

This “soldierly” young man sounds much like Aadam himself.  By associating the 

experience of migration with the soldier, the text presents migration and hybridity in 

traditionally masculine terms.   

He then “turns from the window” to look at Naseem, who is inside their living 

quarters.  In contrast to Aadam’s “soldierly” masculinity, Naseem’s passivity is depicted by 

her “crying,” “wail[ing],” and “weeping” and by her literal immobility during sex.  Also, 

unlike Aadam, she doesn’t understand the protest or know about the Rowlett Act, and so 

Aadam  “returns to his thoughts” because the housebound Naseem is not able to discuss the 

political environment.     

In addition, while he is intrigued by the politics surrounding him, Naseem is weeping 

about Aadam having made demands on her during sex, demands that would make her like 
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one of the “terrible women” Aadam had met in Europe.  This was a “battle” between them 

that resulted in a marriage of “frequent and devastating warfare.”  Thus the passage returns 

to the military theme of the soldier, but, here, Aadam is the soldier and Naseem represents 

the “old world” to which he does not want to return.   The soldier moves between cultures, 

and does not want to return to an “old world” of cultural purity, Indian or British.  The 

problem in terms of the treatment of gender is that a woman is representing the “old world” 

of cultural purity, anathema to Rushdie’s hybrid (male) migrant, whom Rushdie describes as 

a cultural “mongrel” (Imaginary Homelands 394).  Thus, while the image of the masculine 

soldier moving between cultures destabilizes the “self”/ “Other” binary in nationalist 

discourse, it reifies the “self”/ “Other” binary in gender constructions, constructions 

conceived by a patriarchal, phallocentric subjectivity.  The text portrays that the (male) 

migrant’s Other is the housebound, small-minded woman.    

Also, a major part of Naseem’s characterization is how she relates sexually to 

Aadam.  In fact, a major part of the characterizations of several of Rushdie’s female 

characters is their sexual relations with men. The range of Rushdie’s female characters, from 

Saleem’s mother, Amina, whose handling of her husband’s genitalia is a recurrent image in 

the novel, to Naseem and her immobility during sex, to the women who do not have sex 

with men at all, are characterized by how they relate sexually to men.  They are all refracted 

through a lens focused on their sexual relations with men.  The same is not true of several of 

Rushdie’s male characters.  For several of them, how they relate to women sexually is not 

mentioned; it’s never an issue.  Thus, while Rushdie’s texts challenge so many kinds of 

boundaries, a phallocentric subjectivity treats women as object and Other, leaving the 

constructions of gender and sexual roles basically intact.  
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A text that destabilizes gender binaries and the “self” / “Other” binary would 

acknowledge what Cixous has described as the “femininity of masculine sexuality,” which, 

she argues, has been repressed in the phallocentric subjectivity represented in much Western 

cultural production (81).  Similarly, in Postmodern American Literature and its Other, W. 

Lawrence Hogue has found that this phallocentric subjectivity continues to be represented in 

postmodern literature.  He identifies a “Eurocentric modern (male) subjectivity” in some 

postmodern novels that otherizes people of difference.  He writes, “In its desire to dominate 

and to protect its centered, privileged position, [this subjectivity] represses other parts of its 

own and others’ subjectivity and consciousness” (14).  One part of this (male) subjectivity 

that becomes repressed is its own femininity.  “This modern subjectivity reveals itself as 

phallic ego that defines Woman not as different and equal subject but as Other, as object… 

To know and acknowledge Woman not as object but as subject, Eurocentric modern (male) 

subjectivity would have to know and acknowledge the femininity of the masculine as the 

source of its ethical connection to Woman” (15).   

Ameena Meer’s novel Bombay Talkie, unlike Rushdie’s texts, does present the 

femininity of the masculine and the masculinity of the feminine in a number of ways, 

thereby acknowledging this ethical connection between the genders.  Meer does extend 

Rushdie’s postmodern treatment of the nation, time, and space, especially in the way she 

utilizes the concept of the Bombay Talkie to endorse all kinds of mix and the dissolution of 

borders.  Like Rushdie’s works, Meer’s novel presents a splicing of Bombay Talkie scenes 

and dreams into the narrative, dissolving the border between reality and fantasy and thus 

calling for the dissolution of all kinds of borders.  Not only that, but Bombay Talkie recalls 

Midnight’s Children by recycling the names of characters and repeating Rushdie’s trick of 
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using names that are similar to his own first name.  Finally, Meer’s novel also presents time 

and space in ways that destabilize the nation.   

However, Bombay Talkie intervenes in Rushdie’s characterization of the migrant and 

his associated treatment of women.  Considering how Meer extends Rushdie’s project in so 

many ways, she seems to pointedly diverge from Rushdie’s treatment of gender and 

sexuality.  One major way she diverges from Rushdie is by portraying the subjectivities of a 

myriad of migrants, both male and female.  Second, Meer’s portrayal of the shared 

subjectivity of a brother and sister presents a subjectivity that is both masculine and 

feminine, challenging the gender and sexual stereotypes in Rushdie’s work and destabilizing 

the “self”/ “Other” binary in terms of gender.  Finally her depiction of the polymorphous 

sexuality of an Indian-American woman destabilizes constructions of gender and the nation.  

 

“UN-WRITING” NATION AS HISTORY: POSTMODERN SPACE, TIME, AND 

NARRATIVE STRUCTURE 

In The Satanic Verses and Midnight’s Children, Rushdie’s critique of the nation and 

nationalism is most obvious in the way he challenges the modern concept of space as fixed 

and knowable.  In Harvey’s discussion of how this concept of space developed, he explains 

how the rise of perspectivism in Renaissance mapmaking influenced Enlightenment thinkers 

in their conception of space.   They were then able to think of space as homogenous and 

fixed, and this meant that it could be dominated and organized for the improvement of 

society.  According to Harvey, “perspectivism conceives of the world from the standpoint of 

the ‘seeing eye’ of the individual.  It emphasizes the science of optics and the ability of the 

individual to represent what he or she sees as in some sense ‘truthful’ compared to the 
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superimposed truths of mythology or religion” (245).  Thus, perspectivism asserts that an 

individual, free from mystical conceptions of space, can [ ] look at a landscape and depict it 

objectively, producing a highly accurate map.  Because of the influence of perspectivism, 

“Renaissance maps… took on entirely new qualities of objectivity, practicality, and 

functionality” (245).  However, in order to produce these highly mathematical maps, space 

needed to be conceived of as homogenous when practical space is actually extremely 

diverse.  “The map is, in effect, a homogenization and reification of the rich diversity of 

spatial itineraries and spatial stories” (253).  As a result, one problem with the influence of 

perspectivism on mapmaking was that it totalized heterogeneous spaces.  Another problem 

with perspectivism is that, as Harvey says, “If perspectivism, for all its mathematical rigour, 

constructs the world from a given individual viewpoint, then from whose perspective is the 

physical landscape to be shaped?” (253).  Thus the presentation of space, although treated as 

objective, is constructed from a specific point of view.  In their conception of space, 

Enlightenment thinkers inherited both of these problems.  They conceived of space as fixed 

and homogeneous, enabling them to dominate and organize it, and although the organization 

of space is depicted as objective, it is constructed from a particular perspective.  Because of 

its emphasis on the individual’s ability to ascertain some “truth” about the landscape, 

perspectivism planted the seeds for the development of the totalizing Cartesian rationality 

that was so important to Western Enlightenment thought. 

Clearly, this conception of space as fixed and homogenous contributed to the rise of 

the nation-state in that it reinforced the concept of bordered, organized space.  As a result, 

Rushdie “un-writes” the nation by presenting space as heterogeneous and unstable.  Both 

The Satanic Verses and Midnight’s Children move back and forth between nations to 
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challenge the idea of national borders.  In The Satanic Verses, Gibreel Farishta, an Indian 

movie star, who is physically in London after literally dropping from a plane, is transported 

to different nations and different times through his dreams.  His story is actually many 

stories, and, with the flip of a page, Gibreel moves from present-day London, to long-ago 

Jahilia, a fictional country where a major world religion is being established, to a small 

village in modern-day India.  As a result, Gibreel is in many places at the same time: 

He no longer recognizes the distinction between the waking and dreaming 

states; - he understands now something of what omnipresence must be like, 

because he is moving through several stories at once, there is a Gibreel… 

hovering over the death-bed of a Prophet, and a Gibreel watching in secret 

over the progress of a pilgrimage to the sea….  And there is a Gibreel who 

walks down the streets of London, trying to understand the will of God….  

Wrestling, through his many stories, he proceeds.  (472-3) 

Space, then, is no longer a singular, distinct entity, as the spaces of different nations mingle 

and as the spaces of Gibreel’s dream world and “real” world blend together.  Gibreel’s 

“omnipresence” enables the erasure of national borders.    

A similar destabilization of national borders occurs in Midnight’s Children as a 

result of its treatment of national space.  In this novel, national borders are exaggerated to 

emphasize them as constructions.  Qualities that should not be bound by national borders are 

inexplicably constrained by national lines.  Saleem’s ability to telepathically connect with 

the 581 Indian children born on India’s independence day, the midnight children, disappears 

in Pakistan.  Saleem writes,  “In Pakistan, I discovered that somehow the existence of a 

frontier ‘jammed’ my thought-transmissions to the more-than-five-hundred; so that, exiled 
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once more from my home, I was also exiled from the gift which was my truest birthright: the 

gift of the midnight children” (352).  This telepathy strangely adheres to national borders, 

and so Saleem, now in Pakistan, loses his Indian “birthright.”  Although Saleem loses his 

telepathic powers in Pakistan, his amazing powers of smell become evident for the first time 

there too, so that another personal ability inexplicably adheres to national lines.  Such events 

destabilize the idea of the nation because they present the futility of defining a person by 

nation.  

In addition, the narrator frankly admits that he has a bias for India, and this makes 

his representations of both India and Pakistan suspect.  Saleem writes, “I won’t deny it: I 

never forgave Karachi for not being Bombay”  (352).  Indeed, the contrasts Saleem makes 

between the two countries always favor India.  Comparing the multiplicity of India to the 

duplicity of Pakistan, Saleem writes, “Maybe this was the difference between my Indian 

childhood and Pakistani adolescence—that in the first I was beset by an infinity of 

alternative realities, while in the second I was adrift, disorientated, amid an equally infinite 

number of falsenesses, unrealities and lies” (373).  He then immediately qualifies this idea 

with, “A little bird whispers in my ear: “Be fair! Nobody, no country, has a monopoly of 

untruth.” I accept the criticism; I know, I know. And, years later, the Widow knew” (373).  

As the “Widow” refers to the future prime minister of India, Indira Gandhi, Saleem 

acknowledges that the nation of India and its leaders have the same problems Pakistan and 

its leaders have. 

Against Saleem’s Indian nationalist thought, then, the text provides a critique of 

nationalism as well.  Even as Saleem draws these contrasts between India and Pakistan, the 

problems with the nation of India are presented.   For example, Saleem constantly contrasts 
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the multiplicity of religions, languages, and sub-groups of India to the “purity” or 

homogeneity of Pakistan.  Neil Ten Kortenaar argues in a study of Midnight’s Children that 

Saleem goes from falling in love with several girls in India to falling in love with his own 

sister in Pakistan to contrast the multiplicity of India to the sameness of Pakistan.  Saleem’s 

incestuous feelings suggest that the population of Pakistan is so homogenous that all 

romantic or sexual feelings there must be incestuous.  “In India, Saleem falls in love with 

women from groups other than his own: first with Evie Burns, and later with Parvati and 

with Padma.  In Pakistan, however, where everyone is supposedly a synecdoche of the 

whole, there is no room for others, and reproduction can only be incestuous”  (164). 

However, the text of Midnight’s Children constantly refers to the attempts of the 

Indian national government to homogenize its people.  One striking instance is the 

government’s bulldozing of the magicians’ ghetto, where Communist magicians, including 

jugglers that “managed to keep one thousand and one balls in the air at a time” live (446).  

The significance of the number 1001 is described elsewhere in the text as  “1001, the 

number of night, of magic, of alternative realities—a number beloved of poets and detested 

by politicians, for whom all alternative versions of the world are threats” (248).   The 

magicians’ ghetto, then, is a place of alternative realities, multiplicity, and difference.  The 

following passage depicting the government’s destruction of this ghetto describes it as a 

national attack on difference: 

The vans and bulldozers came first, rumbling along the main road; they 

stopped opposite the ghetto of the magicians. A loudspeaker began to blare: 

“Civic beautification program … authorized operation of Sanjay Youth 

Central Committee … prepare instantly for evacuation to new site … this 
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slum is a public eyesore, can no longer be tolerated … all persons will follow 

orders without dissent.” And while a loudspeaker blared, there were figures 

descending from vans: a brightly-colored tent was being hastily erected, and 

there were camp beds and surgical equipment … and now from the vans there 

poured a stream of finely-dressed young ladies of high birth and foreign 

education, and then a second river of equally-well-dressed young men: 

volunteers, Sanjay Youth volunteers, doing their bit for society … but then I 

realized no, not volunteers, because all the men had the same curly hair and 

lips-like-women’s-labia, and the elegant ladies were all identical, too, their 

features corresponding precisely to those of Sanjay’s Menaka, whom news-

scraps had described as a “lanky beauty,” and who had once modeled nighties 

for a mattress company … standing in the chaos of the slum clearance 

program, I was shown once again that the ruling dynasty of India had learned 

how to replicate itself; but then there was no time to think, the numberless 

labia-lips and lanky-beauties were seizing magicians and old beggars, people 

were being dragged towards the vans, and now a rumor spread through the 

colony of magicians: ‘They are doing nasbandi—sterilization is being 

performed!’ (493-4) 

The passage, depicting a national reorganization of space, critiques nationalism in several 

important ways.  First, it identifies this nationalism, a product of “foreign education,” as a 

legacy of the Western Enlightenment.  The problem with Enlightenment humanism is 

presented when, in the name of improving society, the nation’s “civic beautification 

program” pulverizes and reorganizes a space of magic, of the irrational, of “alternate 
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realities” to meet a standard of beauty that is clearly subjective.  The people that have this 

standard of beauty come from a particular class that is “finely-dressed,” of “high birth” and 

the product of “foreign education.”  Against this particular standard of beauty, the passage 

presents a differing one, highlighting the subjectivity of such standards of beauty.  The text 

has already depicted the people of the magicians’ ghetto and their magic as beautiful and 

rare, especially because they accepted Saleem when his family rejected him.  Also, the 

“labia-lipped” men appear grotesque, while the beauty of the “lanky beauties” is undermined 

by the seedy image of Menaka’s lanky body dressed scantily to sell mattresses.  This 

perspective is the product of “foreign education,” suggesting, as Partha Chaterjee has 

argued, that the new national leaders of India have accepted the British imperialists’ reasons 

for the need for British rule of India. For him, Indian nationalist discourse “merely consists 

of particular utterances whose meanings are fixed by the lexical and grammatical system 

provided by… the theoretical framework of post-Enlightenment rational thought” (qtd. in 

Gandhi 119). 

 The text establishes that the national government’s perspective is only one 

perspective of many, and then shows how this perspective is assumed to be everyone’s 

perspective.  Just as the magicians’ ghetto can “no longer be tolerated” by the Sanjay 

Youths, difference cannot be tolerated by Enlightenment humanism.  As a result, the nation 

takes control of the space of magic, actively reorganizes the space of the nation with 

bulldozers and sterilizes its people, to eradicate magic, the irrational, the Other.  A national 

social mission results in the homogenization of national space.  Furthermore, that “all 

persons” must “follow orders without dissent” recalls the British law banning Indian protest 

that led to the Amritsar Massacre, again emphasizing how similar the national government is 



 

92 
 

to the imperialist government.  It also points to the authoritarianism of governments 

influenced by Enlightenment thought in its willingness to force a particular point of view 

onto people that are different.   

In addition, Midnight’s Children’s representation of Kashmir (the Himalayan region 

that was split between India and Pakistan in 1948, though both countries claim it in its 

entirety) challenges the notion of nationalism because nationally defining Kashmir has been 

problematic.  Because its borders are uncertain, it is a middle ground between India and 

Pakistan.  In addition, during the British Raj, Aadam Aziz, a Kashmiri, is uncertain about 

whether he should be invested in India’s fight for independence from the British.   “Aziz… 

does not feel Indian. Kashmir, after all, is not strictly speaking a part of the Empire, but an 

independent princely state. He is not sure if the hartal of pamphlet mosque wall newspaper 

is his fight, even though he is in occupied territory now” (31).  Kashmir, then, challenges 

Indian nationalism in that even when Aadam is living in India, he feels some ambivalence 

about India’s struggle for independence. Kashmir represents an alternative space to the 

nation because it is outside the nationalist struggles between Britain and India and between 

India and Pakistan.  Saleem describes Kashmir as an alternative space in the following 

passage:  

I began to dream repeatedly of Kashmir; although I had never walked in 

Shalimar-bagh, I did so at night; I floated in shikaras and climbed Sankara 

Acharya’s hill as my grandfather had; I saw lotus-roots and mountains like 

angry jaws. This, too, may be seen as an aspect of the detachment which 

came to afflict us all… a reminder of my family’s separateness from both 

India and Pakistan. In Rawalpindi, my grandmother drank pink Kashmiri tea; 
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in Karachi, her grandson was washed by the waters of a lake he had never 

seen.  (377) 

The dream space of Kashmir represents an alternative space to the nations of India and 

Pakistan. The text blurs the distinction between dreams and reality because it describes the 

dream space of Kashmir, a place Saleem has never seen, with realistic, specific details.  The 

real spaces of Shalimar-bagh and Sankara Acharya’s hill are identified.  Specific things 

found in Kashmir, like shikaras, lotus-roots, and “mountains like angry jaws” are located.  

As a result, the text suggests that Saleem is truly able to walk in Kashmir at night because of 

a magical connection to his grandfather and live in a space outside of India or Pakistan.  

Kashmir, then, enables a feeling of “detachment” from Indian or Pakistani nationalism, 

leading Saleem’s grandmother to drink Kashmiri tea in India and Saleem to dream of 

Kashmir in Pakistan.  The text’s presentation of a transnational family and its “detachment” 

from nationalist feelings interrogates the homogeneity of national spaces. 

In destabilizing the nation, Rushdie not only challenges modern concepts of space, 

but of time as well.  In Midnight’s Children and The Satanic Verses, Rushdie interrogates 

the presumed objectivity and universality of linear time and depicts how time - and through 

time, history- are actually known through discourse.  The texts portray how ideas like time, 

history, and progress are used in imperialist, nationalist, and “anti-Western” discourses.  

Because the linear narrative structure relies on a sense of linear time, Rushdie implicates 

linear time in the creation of totalities, such as histories that suppress “the Other’s” histories 

and experiences in order to enable the totality of nationalist or religious ideology.   As a 

result, Rushdie portrays the release of suppressed histories from “official” history by 

rejecting linearity in time and narrative structure.   
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Both texts suggest that linear time, like the space of perspectivism, presents a 

specific viewpoint.  As Harvey writes, “The recording of time by the chronometer was no 

less totalizing in its implication for thought and action…Time’s arrow was conceived to be 

linear both forwards and backwards.  The conception of past and future as linearly 

connected by the ticking away of the clock allowed all manner of scientific and historical 

conceptions to flourish” (252).  Harvey explains how a linear sense of time, connecting past 

and future, made retrodiction and prediction symmetrical propositions, engendering a strong 

sense that the future could be controlled, thereby limiting potential outcomes.  Also, the way 

a conception of time as linear and homogenous can determine and define ways of living is 

clear in how it became a part of capitalist decision-making, as concepts like the rate of 

profit, the interest rate, and hourly wage developed.  Not only that, but such a conception of 

time as linear and progressive was implicit in the Hegelian notion of the state.  Thus, in 

Midnight’s Children and The Satanic Verses, multidimensional time, the scrambling of 

official histories, and non-linear narrative structures destabilize “the nation.”  

First, both texts repeatedly challenge the universality and homogeneity of time, 

establishing that time is unreliable.  When Saleem recounts how his father said that it was 

only a “matter of time” before his mother, Amina got pregnant, Saleem reflects on time in 

the following way: 

But time has been an unsteady affair, in my experience, not a thing to be 

relied upon. It could even be partitioned: the clocks in Pakistan would run 

half an hour ahead of their Indian counterparts … Mr. Kemal, who wanted 

nothing to do with Partition, was fond of saying, “Here’s proof of the folly of 

the scheme! Those Leaguers plan to abscond with a whole thirty minutes! 
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Time Without Partitions,” Mr. Kemal cried, ‘That’s the ticket!’ And S.P. Butt 

said, ‘If they can change the time just like that, what’s real anymore? I ask 

you? What’s true?’ (86-7)   

When S.P. Butt wonders what can be “real” or “true” when time is manipulated, he 

articulates how linear time, assumed to be steady and universal, has a role in the 

representation of “reality” and “truth,” which are themselves subjective.  When the text 

points out that time can be manipulated for nationalist reasons, the construction of “time” 

through discourse is revealed.  People know a version of time in the way they know their 

versions of “reality” and “truth.”  Also, the passage conveys how time is specific to places, 

disproving the notion that time is universal.  Finally, because the word “partition” evokes 

the constructedness of boundaries, the passage also points to the ways “time” is constructed 

and used to create boundaries, including the boundaries between “reality” and “fantasy” and 

between “truth” and “fiction.”  

The Satanic Verses also presents a similar manipulation of time with regard to space 

in destabilizing the nation.  The text portrays the persecution of the followers of a religion in 

the city of Jahilia, resulting in “the faithful,” led by a man named “Mahound,” leaving 

Jahilia to establish a new beginning in another place.  “In small groups, almost empty-

handed, they move across the empire of the sun, on this first day of the first year at the new 

beginning of Time, which has itself been born again, as the old dies behind them and the 

new waits ahead” (128).  Thus, the first year of “Time” begins with the emigration of “the 

faithful” from one place to another.  The Satanic Verses, like Midnight’s Children, presents 

how time in not universal but specific to places and groups.  It also depicts how “Time” 

excludes people and experiences, as this sense of “Time” doesn’t account for what happened 
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before this migration or what happened to people outside the faith.  Only “the faithful” and 

events that occurred after the migration become part of “reality” and “truth.”  Thus, the text 

portrays how time, like “reality” and “truth,” is known discursively.   

Also, Rushdie’s texts challenge the notion that time is homogenous.  In Midnight’s 

Children, time frequently changes in tempo.  In the text, a message “sends time into a 

speeding, whirligig, blurry fluster of excitement” (13).  Later, “time settles down and 

concentrates on the importance of the moment” (17).  In these ways, Rushdie portrays how 

“Time,” although understood as universal and homogenous, is subjective and presents a 

particular perspective. 

In Midnight’s Children, the perspective of linear time is presented through its 

association with colonialism.  For example, in the novel, “time” and “history” begin when 

an East India official first sets foot in India, beginning the period of the British presence in 

India.  “One day in 1633, an East India Company Officer named Methwold saw a vision.  

This vision – a dream of a British Bombay, fortified, defending India’s West against all 

comers – was a notion of such force that it set time in motion.  History churned ahead” 

(102).  The text places the beginning of “time” and “history” at the beginning of British 

colonialism because it is presenting the Hegelian sense of time and history that was so 

important in colonial discourse.  As Leela Gandhi writes, “Western philosophy, at least 

since Hegel, has used the category of ‘history’ more or less synonymously with ‘civilisation’ 

– only to claim both of these categories for the West, or more specifically, for Europe” 

(170).  As a result, colonial discourse constructed India as outside “time” and “history,” 

justifying the need for Britain to bring modernity, progress, and civilization to India.  A 
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“British Bombay” is thus necessary for India to be a part of these conceptions of “time” and 

“history.” 

Not only that, but Methwold’s “vision” or “notion,” obviously highly subjective, 

brought about the beginning of “time and “history,” indicating that time, too, has a particular 

point of view, a point of view that desires and so justifies colonialism.  Also, this description 

of the beginning of time suggests that the “vision” was of such a strong “force” that time and 

history began.  The use of the word “force” points to the totalizing effect of such 

conceptions of “time” and “history;” these conceptions of “time” and “history” enable a 

particular vision to dominate all differing visions.     

Both texts continue to challenge the objectivity and universality of linear time with 

the repeated imagery of timepieces and calendars, devices purported to be objective markers 

of time.   However, instead of objectively measuring empty, homogenous time, the 

timepieces and calendars constantly point to the totalities resulting from a linear sense of 

time.  They depict how such a sense of time “forces” a particular “vision” on heterogeneous 

elements.  For example, in Midnight’s Children, in the wake of the British leaving India, 

Saleem’s family moves to an estate built and formerly occupied by Methwold’s descendants.  

One of the major features of this estate is a clocktower, a recurring image in the text.  When 

Saleem describes India before the arrival of the British; he describes it as a  “primeval world 

before clocktowers” (101).  He reiterates the idea that “time” began when the civility of 

clocktowers was brought to a “primeval world.”  The clock in the clocktower also changes 

the behaviors of the new inhabitants of Methwold’s Estate.  The Indians that move onto the 

estate are required, as a condition of buying the estate, to maintain the rituals of the previous 

British owners, rituals regulated by the “ticktock” of the clock: 
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Methwold’s Estate is changing them. Every evening at six they are out in 

their gardens, celebrating the cocktail hour, and when William Methwold 

comes to call they slip effortlessly into their imitation Oxford drawls; and 

they are learning, about ceiling-fans and gas cookers and the correct diet for 

budgerigars, and Methwold, supervising their transformation, is mumbling 

under his breath. Listen carefully: what’s he saying? Yes, that’s it. “Sabkuch 

ticktock hai,” mumbles William Methwold. All is well. (109) 

The passage describes how a linear concept of time, symbolized by the onward “ticktock” of 

the clock, helps to colonize the new inhabitants of Methwold Estate.  At six o’clock in the 

evening, they have cocktail hour, just like their British predecessors.  When they are with 

William Methwold, they use “imitation Oxford” accents and strive to learn how to live an 

English lifestyle, ranging from the use of modern gadgets to the care of pets.  Most 

significantly, when Methwold observes the Indians’ “transformation,” he says, “Sabkuch 

ticktock hai,” which means, “All is well.”  In this phrase, the term “ticktock” translates into 

the word “well.”  In this way, linear time, represented by the onward “ticktock” of the clock, 

presents a specifically Western, colonizing point of view.  This point of view uses the word 

“well” to describe the loss of difference in the name of progress and modernization.  The 

result of a linear sense of time, then, is cultural hegemony. 

This term “ticktock” is also associated with imperialism in that it is frequently 

described as “Mountbatten’s ticktock.”  Louis Mountbatten, 1st Earl Mountbatten, the last 

viceroy of India, administered the transfer of power from Britain to the newly independent 

nations of India and Pakistan at the partition of the subcontinent that was effective at 

midnight on August 14–15, 1947 (“Louis Mountbatten”).  The first third of Midnight’s 
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Children depicts the countdown of time to independence and partition.  Mountbatten 

initiates this countdown when he announces the partition of the subcontinent and the 

independence of India and Pakistan.  He “held a press conference at which he announced the 

Partition of India, and hung his countdown calendar on the wall: seventy days to go to the 

transfer of power … sixty-nine … sixty-eight … tick, tock” (100).  As the text counts down 

the time, it makes numerous references to “Mountbatten’s ticktock” and often describes it 

with phrases like “soft but inexorable” (112), the “steady beat of Mountbatten’s ticktock” 

(112), his “inexorable ticktock” (69), and “the metronome music of Mountbatten’s 

countdown calendar” (117).  The text, then, depicts a Western imperialist perspective of 

time as steady, even, and homogenous.  The text also portrays how linear time is 

Mountbatten’s organizational tool, and so, all of India, its heterogeneity and multiplicity, 

steps to the “metronome music of Mountbatten’s countdown calendar.” 

That “Mountbatten’s ticktock” plays a major role in the creation of the nations of 

India and Pakistan points to the role of linear time in nationalist discourse.  Because the 

nation is still stepping to the steady music of “Mountbatten’s ticktock,” the nation is 

portrayed as a continuation of imperialism in some major ways.  Just as imperialist discourse 

uses an intolerance for difference to justify imperialism, nationalist discourse is also based 

on an intolerance for difference, which is exhibited in two ways.  First, India and Pakistan 

become nations only when the Muslims and Hindus try to separate into different parts of the 

subcontinent.  These nations are established on an intolerance for difference.  Second, as the 

Indian national government’s razing of the magicians’ ghetto suggests, the national 

governments that replaced the imperialist government inherited a sense of time, progress, 

and modernization that resulted in the erasure of heterogeneity and difference.  The nation 
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begins already participating in Hegel’s concepts of time, history, and progress.  Such a 

conception of linear time led Hegel to describe “History,” the story of mankind, as man’s 

progress from darkness to light and from barbarism to modernity and civilization.  As a 

consequence, he connects time to a linear narrative of history, progress and modernity, and 

the nation.  As Gandhi writes, “for Hegel, the overlapping narratives of ‘Reason,’ 

‘Modernity,’ and ‘History’ reveal their proper ‘end’ – the final truth of their significance – 

in the consolidated form of the nation-state” (105).   

Midnight’s Children also portrays how a linear sense of time and history is used in 

nationalist discourse.  As the moment of India’s independence approaches, Jawaharlal 

Nehru, India’s first prime minister, makes a speech about India’s movement towards 

nationhood in Hegelian terms.  Two minutes to midnight on August 15, 1947, Nehru begins 

his speech with,  “Long years ago we made a tryst with destiny; and now the time comes 

when we shall redeem our pledge” (129).  However, as Nehru presents one narrative of 

India’s destiny as a nation, the text presents events that are not acknowledged in Nehru’s 

story.  In particular, Nehru’s story does not include the idea that India’s journey to 

nationhood required violently separating itself from many of the subcontinent’s Muslims.  

As Nehru speaks, the streets fill with nationalist celebrations and Hindu-Muslim violence.  

“Trains burn in the Punjab, with the green flames of blistering paint and the glaring saffron 

of fired fuel, like the biggest dias in the world.  And the city of Lahore, too, is burning” 

(129).  The text connects nationalism to violence by depicting India’s national colors, green 

and saffron, burning in both the celebratory dias and the acts of violence.  However, Nehru’s 

account of India’s journey to nationhood describes it only as the onward march of progress 

in time.  He continues with, “A moment comes, which comes but rarely in history, when we 
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step out from the old to the new; when an age ends; and when the soul of a nation long 

suppressed finds utterance…  We end today a period of ill-fortune” (129).  A speech 

heralding the end of “ill-fortune” as parts of the subcontinent burn and divide from each 

other conveys the centrality of the idea of progress through time culminating in the nation in 

nationalist discourse. 

However, as is well known, Hegel considered these ideas of history, progress, and 

“the nation” as applicable only to “the West.”  As Gandhi writes, “Hegel’s philosophy of 

history notoriously conveys the notion that civilization (and modernity) travels West” (105).  

As a result, the new nationalist government inherits not only a linear sense of time from the 

imperialist government, but also the associated notion that “progress” is “Western.”  Again, 

these attitudes are reflected in the razing of the magicians’ ghetto in the name of 

nationalism.  Not only that, but in The Satanic Verses, Chamcha seems to reiterate this 

relationship between time and progress as “Western.”  After having lived in London for 

several years, he decides to return to India to visit his aging father.  On the plane trip to 

India, he finds that his perfect English has “unaccountably metamorphosed into the Bombay 

lilt he had so diligently (and so long ago!) unmade.”  He becomes convinced that he has 

made a mistake in returning to India.  “He should have known it was a mistake to go home, 

after so long, how could it be other than a regression; it was an unnatural journey; a denial of 

time; a revolt against history; the whole thing was bound to be a disaster” (34).  Chamcha 

thinks of the return of his “Bombay lilt” and even the physical movement of going from 

West to East as a “regression,” a “denial of time,” and a “revolt against history.”  The text 

literally depicts Hegel’s notion of History traveling West.  If it is a “regression” to travel 

East, then progress is clearly “Western.”  
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“The nation,” then, under the sway of the onward “ticktock” of linear time, continues 

imperialism’s hostility to difference.  The text of Midnight’s Children conveys that the 

“ticktock” continues even after independence when Saleem describes himself and the other 

Midnight Children, born at the stroke of midnight on August 15, 1947, as “children of 

ticktock” (214).  The children, the future of the nation, are to be, then, the legacy of linear 

time.   The text ties the nation and the “ticktock” of linear time even more closely when it 

depicts the “renewed ticktock” (482) of the Indian national government’s decision to 

proclaim a national Emergency on June 26, 1975.  This was the first time in India’s history 

that an Emergency was declared as a result of the actions of Indian citizens, rather than 

external threats.  Prime Minister Indira Gandhi described these internal forces as  “forces of 

disintegration” that threatened the unity and stability of India  (Palmer 103).  Many people 

have argued that the Prime Minister called for the declaration of an Emergency as a way of 

securing her political power in the face of growing opposition.  Under the laws of 

Emergency, she was able to arrest numerous members of the opposing political party, censor 

the press, and implement constitutional and legal changes that strengthened the 

government’s authority (101).  Furthermore, during this time, it was widely reported that the 

government was enforcing birth control, particularly for the poor, as part of its family 

planning program (Sharma).  In Midnight’s Children, the Emergency of 1975 is presented as 

the national government’s plan to extinguish difference, not only members of the opposing 

party, but also the heterogeneity represented by the Midnight Children.  “The truest, deepest 

motive behind the declaration of a State of Emergency was the smashing, the pulverizing, 

the irreversible discombobulation of the children of midnight” (492). 
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The Midnight Children are the children that, like Saleem, were born in the first hour 

of India’s independence.  The text describes the children in the following way: 

During the first hour of August 15th, 1947—between midnight and one 

a.m.—no less than one thousand and one children were born within the 

frontiers of the infant sovereign state of India…. every one of whom was, 

through some freak of biology, or perhaps owing to some preternatural power 

of the moment…, endowed with features, talents or faculties which can only 

be described as miraculous.  (224) 

Like the jugglers of the magicians’ ghetto who can keep 1001 balls in the air, the Midnight 

Children are associated with the number 1001, the number of “alternative realties… detested 

by politicians for whom all alternative versions of the world are threats” (248).  The text 

goes on to describe the “miraculous” nature of the Midnight Children.  These “children of 

magic and assorted freaks” (226) have abilities or qualities that include flying, having two 

heads, traveling in time, switching genders, and multiplying fish (226-9).   As a result, these 

children, with their magic, challenge rationalized (but subjective) conceptions of the world.  

They represent difference, heterogeneity, and multiplicity that threaten the hegemony of the 

nation-state.  In portraying that the purpose of the proclamation of national emergency was 

to destroy the Midnight Children, the text reveals the nation’s hostility to difference.   

 In Rushdie’s work, linear time and history-as-progress are evident not only in 

imperialist and nationalist discourse, but in “Anti-Western” discourse as well.  “Time” and 

“History” have so effectively become the domain of Western Enlightenment discourses that 

“Anti-Western” discourse has ceded them to the “West.”  For example, The Satanic Verses 

describes an Imam exiled from his home country, Desh, and now living in London.  He 
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instructs a muezzin singer, Bilal, to sing radio messages that are heard in Desh.  The 

following passage describes the Imam’s thoughts on “History” as Bilal delivers his radio 

message.   For the Imam, the enemy is not only the empress of Desh, Ayesha, who forced 

him into exile, but also: 

History herself. History is the blood-wine that must no longer be drunk. 

History the intoxicant, the creation and possession of the Devil, of the great 

Shaitan, the greatest of the lies – progress, science, rights – against which the 

Imam has set his face. History is a deviation from the Path, knowledge is a 

delusion, because the sum of knowledge was complete on the day Al-Lah 

finished his revelation to Mahound. ‘We will unmake the veil of history,’ 

Bilal declaims into the listening night, ‘and when it is unravelled, we will see 

Paradise standing there, in all its glory and light’….  ‘Death to the tyranny of 

the Empress Ayesha, of calendars, of America, of time! We seek the eternity, 

the timelessness, of God. His still waters, not her flowing wines. Burn the 

books and trust the Book; shred the papers and hear the Word, as it was 

revealed by the Angel Gibreel to the Messenger Mahound and explicated by 

your interpreter and Imam. (217) 

Just as Midnight’s Children’s Indian government used a nationalist discourse about history 

and progress to overcome the various heterogeneities that threatened its hegemony, the 

Imam uses an “Anti-Western” discourse about “History” to buttress his own power.   In this 

passage, we have an inversion of the binary opposition found in so many Enlightenment 

discourses: “History”/“Pre-history.”  If imperialist and nationalist discourses privilege 

“History,” suggesting that everything outside a Western Enlightenment value system is 
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“Pre-history,” then this “Anti-Western” discourse privileges “Pre-history,” rendering 

everything outside a very specific religious value system as “devilish.”  In addition, the 

passage emphasizes the use of discourse as a tool of power in two ways.  First, it presents 

the process of the Imam’s message being broadcast to followers in Desh, emphasizing his 

use of words to propagate his power.  Second, the jingoistic slogans – “burn the books and 

trust the Book” and “shred the papers and hear the Word” - emphasize the way the Imam 

uses words to construct a basic dichotomy– “History” versus “Prehistory.”  “History” 

represents everything that threatens the Imam’s power.  This includes not only “progress, 

science, [and] rights,” but also the “tyranny of Empress Ayesha, of calendars, of America, of 

time.” “Pre-history” represents the only knowledge necessary – the “sum of knowledge” that 

was “complete on the day Al-Lah finished his revelation to Mahound.”  This knowledge 

rehearses its own narrative of history – “the Word” was “revealed by the Angel Gibreel to 

the Messenger Mahound and explicated by [the] interpreter and Imam” (270).  As a result 

this “knowledge,” although it discounts the “History” of the Western Enlightenment, has its 

own linear history that also does not allow for any other heterogeneities that threaten its 

hegemony.   This is why the text describes the Imam as “the conjurer and history is his trick.  

No, not history: something stranger” (216).  The trick is an inversion of the “History”/“Pre-

History” binary opposition, which continues to maintain a sense of linear time and history, 

refusing to tolerate “alternative realities.”  In Rushdie’s work, then, the “ticktock” of “Time” 

and “History” comes to represent the bulldozing of multiplicities for singularity, of 

heterogeneities for homogeneity. 

 In his work, Rushdie implicates linear time in the production of totalities and then 

presents how linear time structures the beginning, middle, and end of the linear narrative 
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structure.  He establishes how linear narrative structures, like linear time and history, 

exclude “alternative realities.”  Throughout Midnight’s Children, “ticktock” is connected, 

not only with imperialism and nationalism, but also with the linear narrative structure.  In 

the novel, Saleem is writing the story of his life, and every night, he reads what he has 

written to his friend Padma.  He frequently refers to how Padma pressures him to tell a 

linear story.  Saleem’s frequent digressions are often interrupted by his listener.  “But here is 

Padma at my elbow, bullying me back into the world of linear narrative, the universe of 

what-happened next” (37).  He also often interrupts his story with comments about events 

happening in real time. For example, a doctor visits Saleem at Padma’s request, and Saleem 

interrupts his story to protest that the doctor had been a quack.  “I must interrupt myself.  I 

wasn’t going to today, because Padma has started getting irritated whenever my narration 

becomes self-conscious, whenever like an incompetent puppeteer, I reveal the hands holding 

the strings; but I simply must register a protest” (70).  However, it is not only Padma that 

pressures him to use a linear narrative structure, but also “ticktock.”   Saleem refers to many 

instances in which “ticktock” is structuring his story.  Referring to the “ticktock” of time as 

India’s independence and Saleem’s simultaneous birth approaches, Saleem says, “Padma 

can hear it: there’s nothing like a countdown for building suspense….  today, Padma heard 

Mountbatten’s ticktock … English-made, it beats with relentless accuracy” (118).  When he 

and the other Midnight Children are finally born, Saleem describes it as the climax of the 

linear narrative structure. “It was as though… history, arriving at a point of the highest 

significance and promise, had chosen to sow, in that instant, the seeds of a future which 

would genuinely differ from anything the world had seen up to that time” (224).  However, 

the potential of these Midnight Children cannot be met because the linear narrative structure, 
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after reaching its highest point requires a new countdown to the end, or death.  “What is 

waiting to be told: the return of ticktock. But now time is counting down to an end, not a 

birth; there is, too, a weariness to be mentioned, a general fatigue so profound that the end, 

when it comes, will be the only solution” (374).  The text depicts how the linear narrative 

structure, like the nation of India in declaring the 1975 National Emergency, requires the 

deaths of the Midnight Children.  Because the 1001 Midnight Children represent “alternative 

realities,” both the linear narrative and the national government need to destroy them to 

maintain totalities.   

 Rushdie answers the totalitarianism involved in the linearity of time, national history, 

and the narrative structure by producing a nonlinear narrative structure.  Saleem’s oral story 

posits his personal history next to the official national history of India.  Next to the history-

as-progress of India’s official history, Saleem presents the story of two baby boys born at 

the same moment of India’s independence.  Because they were switched at birth, Saleem, 

although he is believed to be the son of wealthy, Muslim parents, is really the child of a poor 

Hindu woman and William Methwold.  As a result, Saleem is an example of India’s 

hybridity.  He is born of an English father and an Indian Hindu mother.  After the switch, he 

is raised by his Muslim parents and his Christian ayah, Mary.  As a result, as Nehru claims 

that Saleem’s story is India’s story, Saleem’s story reveals that India’s story is not of 

singularity and hegemony, but of multiplicities and hybridity.  Also, Saleem, unable to 

maintain a linear structure, tells stories excluded from India’s linear official national history, 

like those of the inhabitants of the magicians’ ghetto and of the Midnight Children.  In 

addition, in order to prove his own centrality in Indian history, Saleem often scrambles up 

the sequence of events in Indian history.  In telling his life’s story, Saleem decenters Indian 
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national history with “alternative realities” and hybridity.  This is why when Saleem’s 

mother reflects on her pregnancy with him, she claims that her baby stopped time: 

In the years to come, whenever she looked back at that time which was the 

end of the time before she became a mother, that time in which the ticktock 

of countdown calendars was rushing everyone towards August 15th, she 

would say: ‘I don’t know about any of that. To me, it was like time had come 

to a complete stop. The baby in my stomach stopped the clocks.  I’m sure of 

that. Don’t laugh: you remember the clocktower at the end of the hill? I’m 

telling you, after that monsoon it never worked again.’ (111) 

Thus, the passage reiterates the idea that time is felt by people differently, challenging the 

notion that it is homogenous and universal.  In addition, it depicts how her baby, 

representing India’s multiplicity and hybridity, “stopped” linear time, represented by the 

clock.  It also foreshadows his retelling of national Indian history, a retelling that stops the 

totalities of the linear time and narrative of official national history. 

It is no coincidence that Saleem first tells his story, not in his house (as with the rest 

of the story he tells Padma), but in the Sundarbans jungles, a place outside of the time and 

space of the nation.  It is partially in Pakistan and partially in Bangladesh, defying defined 

national borders.  Saleem, suffering from amnesia and working for the Pakistani Army, is 

called “the buddha,” or “old man,” because he doesn’t remember his name.  He leads his 

unit into these jungles as they chase an enemy, and it is there that he remembers his history 

and tells it for the first time.  The text describes the Sundarbans as “so thick history has 

hardly ever found a way in” (413).  It is also the place to send people that do not belong in 

society.  Describing how a town wanted to deal with one of the Midnight Children whose 
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powers were threatening, Saleem says,  “They had decided to lock her in a bamboo cage and 

float her off down the Ganges to the Sundarbans jungles (which are the rightful home of 

monsters and phantasms)” (227).  Thus, it is a space outside of the linear time and the space 

of the nation. 

 Before Saleem’s unit engages in this chase, the text portrays Saleem’s amnesia as the 

reason for his nationalism.  “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” (403).  

Because he has no sense of his own history, all he has is official national history and this 

allows him to “submit” to the national government.  However, on the way into the 

Sundarbans, the linear time of the nation stops.  “Time” ends when Saleem is caught having 

sex with a local woman, a man described as “Father Time” chases Saleem with a scythe, and 

one of the soldiers shoots the man.  As a result, “Time lies dead in a rice-paddy” (413).  

After that, as the soldiers approach the Sundarbans, they become confused about time and 

their work for Pakistan.  “They have murdered the hours and forgotten the date, they no 

longer know if they are chasing after or running from” (413).  The death of linear time 

results in a weakening of nationalist efforts.   

 Inside the Sundarbans, time is no longer discernible.  One of the soldiers cries 

“without stopping for three entire hours or days or weeks” (415).  Also, under monsoon 

conditions, “the days passed, dissolving into each other under the force of the returning rain” 

(417).  Not only that, but in this space of “historyless anonymity,” the arrows of linear time 

point in both directions at the same time.  The trees of the jungle are growing at supernatural 

speed.  “There could be no doubt that the jungle was gaining in size, power and ferocity; the 

stilt-roots of vast ancient mangrove trees could be seen snaking about thirstily in the dusk, 
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sucking in the rain and becoming thicker than elephants’ trunks” (415).  At the same time, 

the men of the unit are going back in time.  They are “regressing towards infancy” to the 

extent that one of them starts to suck his thumb (418).  Finally, just as all concepts of linear 

time are dissolving, so too are all thoughts of nationalism.  “They had all long ago forgotten 

the purpose of their journey; the chase, which had begun far away in the real world, acquired 

in the altered light of the Sundarbans a quality of absurd fantasy which enabled them to 

dismiss it once and for all” (417).  The “real world” is the place of the linear time of the 

nation.  As a result, it is not in the “real world,” but in the Sundarbans, where Saleem 

regains his memory, remembers an alternative history to that of the nation, and begins to tell 

his story to the other soldiers. 

In the Sundarbans, the “real world” becomes an “absurd fantasy.”  Rushdie posits the 

“real world” as only one reality among a number of “alternative realities,” including the 

Sundarbans.  Thus, when Saleem articulates his own narrative next to and against that of the 

linear narrative of the nation in the Sundarbans, Rushdie is challenging the “ticktock” of 

both the “real world” of the nation and the linear narrative structure that tells the nation’s 

story.   

 

 A “HISTORY OF PHALLOCENTRISM” IN RUSHDIE’S POSTMODERN 

WRITING 

 While Rushdie’s work does so much to deconstruct the “self”/ “Other” binary 

opposition in nationalist discourse, like Jane Eyre, it maintains gender binaries and 

conceives of gender dynamics in hierarchical ways.   In Midnight’s Children and The 

Satanic Verses, Rushdie’s celebrated portrayals of the transnational migrant present the 
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experience and pathos of immigration in specifically masculine terms.  A patriarchal, 

phallocentric subjectivity excludes women from the migrant experience, frequently allows 

gender stereotypes to govern characterizations, and primarily defines female characters by 

their sexual relations – or their lack of sexual relations - to men.  Furthermore, as Cixous has 

argued, even as a sense of masculine threat leads to a desire to appropriate the Other, a 

binary, hierarchical gender system always enables male dominance. This is evident in 

Midnight’s Children’s portrayals of gender as hierarchical, of women that threaten to invert 

the power structure, and of the ultimate re-establishment of male dominance.   

 Rushdie’s trouble writing women successfully has already come under scrutiny.2 

However, here I look at how aspects of his postmodern writing successfully destabilize the 

nation while still treating women problematically.  Because Rushdie’s novels represent the 

subjectivity of the migrant as exclusively masculine and phallocentric, women are otherized 

in the texts’ postmodern rejection of delineated space, linear time, and a centered, unified 

subjectivity.  Thus the “self”/ “Other” binary of nationalism is deconstructed while the 

“self”/ “Other” binary of gender is maintained. 

Rushdie is often celebrated as a major writer of the “migrant novel,” which is  

“entirely explicit in its commitment to hybridity.  Positioned on the margins or interstices of 

two antagonistic natural cultures, it claims to open up an in-between space of cultural 

                                                
2  Both Gayatri Spivak and Inderpal Grewal have noticed that Rushdie’s attempts to write 
women into history are nevertheless patriarchal narratives.  Spivak describes Rushdie’s 
attempt to include women in the history of Islam in The Satanic Verses as an “honorable 
failure” (qtd in Hassumani 132), while Grewal finds that in Shame, Rushdie’s attempted 
“coalition” between the marginalized, exiled male narrator/novelist and “disempowered,” 
“voiceless” women breaks down.  The “writer has powers and abilities the women do not 
possess….  Rushdie the novelist/narrator does make himself heard whereas none of the 
female characters manage to do so” (qtd in Hassumani 54).  Also, Harveen Sachdeva Mann 
finds that the women in The Satanic Verses are cast in “sexually overdetermined imagery” 
(qtd. in Hassumani 55).   
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ambivalence” (Gandhi 153).  In Imaginary Homelands, Rushdie describes how migration 

results in the “transformation that comes of new and unexpected combinations of human 

beings, cultures, ideas, politics, movies, songs.... Melange, hotchpotch, a bit of this and a bit 

of that is how newness enters the world. It is the great possibility that mass migration gives 

the world, and I have tried to embrace it” (394).  In this way, Rushdie’s work does much to 

destabilize the bordered space of the nation.  However, Rushdie’s representations of space in 

The Satanic Verses and of time in Midnight’s Children, while erasing the borders of nations, 

ultimately buttress the boundaries of gender and sexual constructions.    

One major way The Satanic Verses “open[s] up an in-between space of cultural 

ambivalence” is by presenting the “rootlessness” of the migrant.  Because the migrant 

cannot establish roots in a particular place, the text articulates a new space of cultural 

hybridity and multiplicity.   Rushdie has explained how this rootlessness of the migrant 

plays a major role in the creation of new human beings.  In an interview about The Satanic 

Verses, he says, “I am fascinated by how the classic roots of the self, in language, society, 

and place are disrupted by the act of migration…. The self is forced to find different 

principles on which to invent itself” (Chauhan 95).  In another place, Rushdie says, the 

“effects of mass migrations has been the creation of radically new types of human being: 

people who root themselves in ideas rather than places” (qtd. in Hassumani 27).  However, 

while Rushdie, describes this rootlessness as a symptom all migrants suffer, in his works, he 

depicts this rootlessness as a specifically masculine, heterosexual quality.      

The rootlessness of the migrant is a recurring theme in The Satanic Verses.  For 

example, Gibreel writes a note that says, “We are creatures of air.  Our roots in dreams And 

clouds, reborn in flight” (13).  This note makes an obvious reference to the state of Chamcha 
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and Gibreel, the text’s main migrant figures, at the opening of the novel; they’re flying 

through the air after their plane, traveling from Bombay to London, explodes.  They are 

“reborn in flight” because as they’re falling, they actually begin to change like the clouds 

“ceaselessly metamorphosing” around them.  During the fall, Chamcha is “seized by the 

notion that he, too, had acquired the quality of cloudiness, becoming metamorphic, hybrid” 

(7).  Migrants, then, are these hybrid, rootless “creatures of air.”   

However, Rushdie’s texts depict the migrant as a male seeking to put roots in women 

instead of the places that he cannot fully claim.  The theme of the migrant’s “rootlessness” is 

developed as the migrant moves from woman to woman.  Gayatri Spivak notes that 

Chamcha and Gibreel are “tortured by obsession with women, go through them, even 

destroy them, within a gender code that is never opened up, never questioned “ (qtd. in 

Hassumani 131).  This depiction of the migrant’s patriarchal, phallocentric subjectivity not 

only excludes women from the migrant experience, but also reduces women to spaces for 

rooting.   

In The Satanic Verses, Rushdie represents the migrant as specifically and exclusively 

masculine.  In the novel, Chamcha’s father accompanies Chamcha on his first trip from 

Bombay to London, where he will be attending college.  The text describes this migration in 

specifically masculine terms: 

On that first aeroplane he read science fiction tales of interplanetary 

migration: Asimov’s Foundation, Ray Bradbury’s Martian Chronicles. He 

imagined the DC-8 was the mother ship, bearing the Chosen, the Elect of 

God and man, across unthinkable distances, travelling for generations, 

breeding eugenically, that their seed might one day take root somewhere in a 
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brave new world beneath a yellow sun. He corrected himself: not the mother 

but the father ship, because there he was, after all, the great man, Abbu, 

Dad….  Yes, the father ship, an aircraft: was not a flying womb but a metal 

phallus, and the passengers were spermatozoa waiting to be spilt. (41) 

In the passage, by comparing transnational migration to the interplanetary migration of 

science fiction, Rushdie describes migration as a quest to “breed” a new race.  The migrants 

will plant their “seed” so that it will “take root” in a “brave new world.”  In an extension of 

this comparison, the classic mother ship is replaced by the “father ship,” and the aircraft is 

compared to a “metal phallus” and its passengers to “spermatozoa.”  As a result, the Eastern 

migrants and the Western destination are gendered in order to produce the imagery of 

migration bringing “newness” “into the world.”  Gendering is used to produce the imagery 

of hybridity. 

 Rushdie extends this image of the (male) migrant planting roots in a feminized space 

when Chamcha, reflecting on his marriage to the English Pamela Lovelace, says, “I put 

down roots in the women I love” (60).  Chamcha’s relationships with women are explicitly 

connected to place.  The text associates Pamela Lovelace with England and describes 

Chamcha’s sexual interest in her as the result of his need to become an Englishman.  “He 

pursued her for two years. England yields her treasures with reluctance. He was astonished 

by his own perseverance, and understood that she had become the custodian of his destiny, 

that if she did not relent then his entire attempt at metamorphosis would fail. ‘Let me,’ he 

begged her, wrestling politely on her white rug” (50).  Chamcha’s attempt at a 

“metamorphosis” into an Englishman becomes successful if he can have sex with Pamela, a 

“treasure” of England.  Chamcha, then, attempts to put roots in Pamela and, thereby, 
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England.  However, as their eventual marriage fails, the text is able to develop the 

“rootlessness” of the migrant Chamcha.   

 In a similar way, the text portrays Chamcha’s sexual relationship with an Indian 

woman, Zeenat (or Zeeny) Vakil, as his attempt to place roots in India.  While married to 

Pamela Lovelace, Chamcha travels to India, and has sex with Zeeny “within forty-eight 

hours of arriving in Bombay” (51).  The text repeatedly connects Zeeny to Bombay with 

sentences like, “In Bombay, Zeenat Vakil stretched and yawned and drove other women 

from his thoughts” (61).  Specifically, the text depicts Chamcha’s sex with Zeeny as a pull 

to return “home” to Bombay, thereby establishing roots there.  “Zeenat Vakil made 

Chamcha her project. ‘The reclamation of,’ she explained. ‘Mister, we’re going to get you 

back.’ At times he thought she intended to achieve this by eating him alive. She made love 

like a cannibal and he was her long pork” (53).  Also, during this conversation about 

bringing Chamcha back to India, Zeeny was “lunching on his thigh” (53).  At another time, 

she “grabbed his shoulders and shook him, sitting astride him with her forbidden breasts a 

few inches from his face, ‘Salad baba, whatever you call yourself, for Pete’s sake come 

home’” (62).  The text repeatedly links sex with Zeeny to establishing roots in India.  Also, 

the text develops Chamcha’s “rootlessness” when, like his relationship with Pamela, his 

relationship with Zeeny ends.  However, eventually, Chamcha returns to India and Zeeny.  

The text describes Chamcha’s revived relationship with Zeeny as the alternative to life in 

England.   “Zeeny’s re-entry into his life completed the process of renewal, of 

regeneration…. His old English life, its bizarreries, its evils, now seemed very remote, even 

irrelevant” (548-9).  By contrasting Chamcha’s life with Zeeny to his life in England, the 

text makes Zeeny synonymous with the place of India.  
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 Finally, The Satanic Verses depicts the male migrant’s attraction to the Bangladeshi-

British Mishal Sufyan as a narcissistic interest to place roots in a place that, like him, is 

culturally hybrid.  Mishal, the seventeen-year-old daughter of immigrant Bangladeshis 

living in London, cannot identify with either Bangladesh or England.  She has spiked, 

multicolored hair (258), and her mother yells at her for wearing clothes that leave her 

midriff bare (280).  When Chamcha talks to her and her sister about Bangladesh, Mishal 

says, “Bangladesh in’t nothing to me.  Just some place Dad and Mum keep banging on 

about” (267).  However, she has seen and dealt with enough racism that she doesn’t fully 

identify with England.  From a window in her home in the London borough of Brickhall, she 

points out sites where racial hate crimes took place and where the police framed people from 

her neighborhood (292).  The one place she seems to identify with is Brickhall, where 

immigrants from all over the world live and is thus a site of multiplicity and hybridity.  She 

says of Brickhall, “‘It’s our turf’” (293). It is so wonder that Mishal and her sister think of 

the horned “freak” (260), Chamcha, as a “soul-mate” (271).    

 Almost every mention of the hybrid Mishal involves a description of the “elongated, 

tubular beauty” of her body, as Chamcha and Mishal’s karate instructor, Jumpy Joshi, 

another migrant figure, realize they are intensely attracted to this minor (290).  For example, 

Chamcha watches Mishal “kicking her legs and flexing her long body, resplendent in its 

black leotard” (431).  Also, Mishal’s karate class with Jumpy becomes sexualized when they 

have a karate session that leaves them “both bruised and panting for breath, in which the two 

of them, teacher and star, had hurled themselves at one another like the hungriest of lovers” 

(286).    
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The text’s sexualization of the hybrid Mishal is related to Chamcha’s desire to 

identify with a hybrid space like Brickhall.  Chamcha, before his transmutation, had avoided 

such boroughs, living in a five-story mansion in Notting Hill with his British wife.  At the 

time he thought of a “rotten borough” as “not England or not-England” (136).  Also, when 

Haji Sufyan, Mishal’s father, agrees to take in the transformed Chamcha, saying that he 

should “heal… among [his] own people,” Chamcha thinks, “‘You’re not my people.  I’ve 

spent half my life trying to get away from you’” (261-2).  Also, Chamcha’s former aversion 

to such places is clear when, after he begins to look like his former self again and returns to 

his “den” in the Notting Hill mansion, Pamela, who “could still read him like a book” (428), 

refuses to believe that he would voluntarily return to Brickhall (426).  However, because the 

text associates Mishal with Brickhall, Chamcha does return: 

What drew him back into the otherworld, into that undercity whose existence 

he had so long denied? – What, or rather who, forced him by the simple fact 

of its (her) existence, to emerge from that cocoon-den in which he was being 

– or so he believed – restored to his former self, and plunge once more into 

the perilous (because uncharted) waters of the world and of himself? ‘I’ll be 

able to fit in the meeting,’ Jumpy Joshi had told Chamcha, ‘before my karate 

class.’ – Where his star pupil waited: long, rainbow-haired and, Jumpy added, 

just past her eighteenth birthday. – Not knowing that Jumpy, too, was 

suffering some of the same illicit longings, Chamcha crossed town to be 

nearer to Mishal Sufyan. (426-7) 

The passage connects the “otherworld,” the “undercity” of Brickhall, to the “uncharted 

waters” of “himself.”  He has “long denied” the hybridity of himself as well as of Brickhall, 
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and it is “long, rainbow-haired” Mishal who is drawing him to Brickhall and to exploring his 

own hybridity.  Again, the possibility of sex with a woman (“just past her eighteenth 

birthday”) is associated with finding a place to belong.  That both Chamcha and Jumpy 

share these “illicit longings” emphasizes the hybrid (male, heterosexual) migrant’s attraction 

to a woman who represents a space of hybridity and belonging.   In this way, The Satanic 

Verses’ portrayal of the migrant’s “rootlessness” as he is at the “interstices of two 

antagonistic natural cultures” leads to a problematic treatment of women.  As the 

phallocentric subjectivity of Rushdie’s migrant attempts to “put roots in women” instead of 

places, the text excludes women from the migrant experience and reduces them to places for 

rooting.  

 Rushdie’s postmodern treatment of time also becomes problematic for his portrayal 

of women.  Again, because his migrant has a phallocentric subjectivity, women are 

otherized as Rushdie rejects linear time and the linear narrative structure.  One way that 

Midnight’s Children challenges linear time is by depicting the “leaking” of the past into the 

present.  However, this “leaking” also results in the text’s repeated portrayal of women as 

the threatening, emasculating Other of the (male, heterosexual) migrant.   

In Midnight’s Children, Padma often becomes frustrated with Saleem’s story.  

Saleem says she wants him to go back to the  “world of linear narrative, the universe of 

what-happened next,” and he defends his narrative style by explaining that a “leaking” 

occurs between past, present, and future.  “‘Things- even people- have a way of leaking into 

each other,’ I explain, ‘like flavors when you cook… Likewise,’ I intone earnestly, ‘the past 

has dripped into me… so we can’t ignore it’” (37).  Thus Saleem’s conception of this 
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“leaking” challenges a linear sense of time and asserts that a narrative structured by linear 

time requires the narrator to “ignore” or exclude information.   

One part of the past that leaks into Saleem is his grandfather, Aadam Aziz, the main 

hybrid migrant figure in the novel.  When Aadam returns to Kashmir from Germany and 

tries to pray, he realizes that he no longer fully believes or disbelieves in God, making him a 

“half-and halfer” (13).  Although he doesn’t quite disbelieve in God, he resolves to never 

again “bend down to God or man” and gets “knocked forever into that middle place, unable 

to worship a God in whose existence he could not wholly disbelieve. Permanent alteration: a 

hole” (6).  Because believing and disbelieving in God cannot be reconciled, Aadam develops 

a “hole” in the middle of his body.  The text depicts the irreconcilable gaps in the hybrid 

migrant’s subjectivity.   

 However, in his depiction of the hybrid subjectivity of the migrant, Rushdie presents 

the masculinity and heterosexuality of the migrant as the norm when the text describes how 

this “hole” in the migrant figure makes him “vulnerable to women” (4), implicitly excluding 

women and people of different kinds of sexualities from the migrant experience.  Aadam 

marries a female patient, Naseem, whom he had examined through a perforated cloth 

because she was in purdah.  Saleem says, “My grandfather had fallen in love, and had come 

to think of the perforated sheet as something sacred and magical, because through it he had 

seen the things which had filled up the hole inside him” (23).  In The Satanic Verses, we saw 

a similar idea of the (male) migrant looking to women to help him deal with the 

psychological effects of migration.  Here, the inevitable failure of such attempts is illustrated 

by problematic women clearly unequipped to make the (migrant) male feel whole.  

Consequently, Aadam’s fix doesn’t last long.  The “hole” was only “temporarily… filled by 



 

120 
 

a woman behind a perforated sheet” (118).  Later, he will attempt to fill this hole with 

nationalism, then with “hate” (5).  Thus the hole in Aadam makes him “vulnerable to 

women and history” (4).  These phrases are indicative of the way Rushdie separates history 

from women.  That is, he sees the need to deconstruct history in order to undercut 

nationalism, but turns a blind eye to the way a phallocentric history has constructed women.  

That Rushdie excludes women from his celebrated hybrid migrant figure is clarified 

in the way he portrays female migrants.  Instead of bringing hybridity and “newness into the 

world,” they represent the interest in the Pure that is anathema to Rushdie’s (male) hybrid 

migrant.  Naseem, having moved from Kashmir to India, is a type of migrant, but she is 

depicted as Aadam’s opposite.  Naseem, “whom [Aadam] had made the mistake of loving in 

fragments,” was “unified and transmuted into the formidable figure she would always 

remain…. She had become a prematurely old, wide woman… and she lived within an 

invisible fortress of her own making, an ironclad citadel of traditions and certainties” (39-

40).  In addition, The Satanic Verses presents a character that resembles Naseem, Hind 

Sufyan, Mishal’s mother.  Having moved to London from Bangladesh, she is a migrant.  

However, instead of becoming one of Rushdie’s hybrid migrants that brings newness into 

the world, Hind, like Naseem, becomes obese, housebound, small-minded, and refuses to 

have sex with her husband.  After reflecting on how much her move to London has made her 

miserable while her husband “twinkled on,” Hind concludes that the: 

best thing was to stay home, not go out for so much as to post a letter, stay in, 

lock the door, say your prayers, and the goblins would (maybe) stay away. – 

Reasons for defeat? Baba, who could count them…. -and worst of all, there 

was not one new thing about her complaints, this is how it was for women 
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like her, so now she was no longer just one, just herself, just Hind wife of 

teacher Sufyan; she had sunk into the anonymity, the characterless plurality, 

of being merely one-of-the-women-like-her. This was history’s lesson: 

nothing for women-like-her to do but suffer, remember, and die. (258-9) 

Hind decides to stay indoors and avoids the intermingling of cultures that would result in 

hybridity.  Instead of bringing newness into the world, she sinks into “anonymity.”  Her 

choices are bound up in being a woman as she deals with the loss of no longer being “Hind 

wife of teacher Sufyan” and instead becoming one of history’s “women-like-her.”  Thus, as 

a victim of history, lacking agency, she is unable to meet the potential of creating newness 

that mass migration brings.   

The text goes on to describe how she sends “others out for kitchen provisions and 

household necessities, and also for the endless supply of Bengali and Hindi movies on VCR 

through which (along with her ever-increasing hoard of Indian movie magazines) she could 

stay in touch with the ‘real world’” (259).  Thus she thinks of her motherland as the only 

reality, and, like Naseem, she comes to represent “the Pure” that is opposed to the (male) 

hybrid, migrant.  The stereotype of the housebound, small-minded woman seems to 

overcome the ability of migration to bring hybridity and newness into the world, excluding 

women from Rushdie’s portrayal of the hybrid migrant.  Thus, Rushdie positions women, 

constructed as “unified,” traditional, and housebound, as the Other of the hybrid, (male) 

migrant. 

Furthermore, when Aadam “leaks” into Saleem, the text’s otherization of women 

continues through Saleem.  Saleem says, “What leaked into me from Aadam Aziz: a certain 

vulnerability to women, but also its cause, the hole at the center of himself caused by his 
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(which is also my) failure to believe or disbelieve in God.  And something else as well…  

My grandfather had begun to crack” (315).  Thus, the text, implicitly presenting the migrant, 

in his vulnerability to women, as specifically male, constructs woman as object, not subject.  

Saleem suggests that he and his grandfather begin to “crack” because women failed to fill 

that “hole” inside them.  Instead of accepting the holes or gaps in their subjectivities, Aadam 

and Saleem seek wholeness, something women repeatedly fail to provide.  However, while 

Saleem believes that women should fill the hole inside him, he cannot or will not allow them 

to.  “Women have fixed me all right, but perhaps they were never central—perhaps the place 

which they should have filled, the hole in the center of me which was my inheritance from 

my grandfather Aadam Aziz, was occupied for too long by my voices. Or perhaps—one 

must consider all possibilities—they always made me a little afraid” (220).  This admission 

from Saleem is particularly insightful because it articulates how women are often 

marginalized and made “never central” because of a feeling of threat.   

However, as Cixous has noted, phallocentrism always constructs gender in a way 

that reaffirms male dominance in the face of this threat.  A patriarchal, phallocentric 

subjectivity constructs gender in hierarchical relationships that privilege the masculine.  The 

masculine self is subject while the feminine other is object.  The major - and several minor - 

female characters in Midnight’s Children are defined by how they relate romantically or 

sexually to men.  However, the text is full of men whose relationship status is either never 

mentioned or has little significance.  For example, Dr. Schaapsteker lives alone, but his lack 

of a wife is never remarked upon; it never comes to bear on the story.  His “obsession with 

the venom of the banded krait—bungarus fasciatus—was becoming legendary. There is no 

known antivenene to the bite of bungarus; but Schaapsteker had devoted his life to finding 
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one” (156).  That the eighty-one-year-old had “devoted his life” to finding the antivenene 

suggests that he never married, but the text never notes his single status in its emphasis on 

his work.  His only social life seems to be teaching the child Saleem about snakes, and after 

Saleem stops visiting him, he stays in his rooms, where, “the sun neither rose nor set, and no 

clocks ticked” (295).  Considering the text’s treatment of time and clocks, Schaapsteker’s 

residence in a timeless space places him outside the Western Enlightenment tradition.  His 

hybridity as a European living in India is emphasized when he claims to be like a father to 

Saleem.  He tells Saleem, “‘You must think of me as another father.  Did I not give you your 

life when it was lost?’” (295).  The text privileges Schaapsteker as yet another hybrid male 

migrant and depicts a man as a father, able to “give life,” with no reference to women.    

 In addition, Saleem, even as he finds women threatening, does not attach a lot of 

importance to romantic or sexual love.  When he finds that his feelings for Evie Burns are 

unrequited, he says, “Evelyn Lilith Burns didn’t want much to do with me… but, strangely 

enough, I was cured of her,” and goes on to explain that women were “never central” (220).  

Even when Padma leaves him, he is mostly worried about how it will affect his story.  

Describing the potential effect of losing his “lotus-goddess,” Saleem writes, “I have become, 

it seems to me, the apex of an isosceles triangle, supported equally by twin deities, the wild 

god of memory and the lotus-goddess of the present… but must I now become reconciled to 

the narrow one-dimensionality of a straight line?” (170).  As it turns out, he doesn’t actually 

need Padma to tell his story.  After she leaves, he resumes his story with, “Thus abandoned, 

I have returned, having no option, to my work”  (138).  Saleem incorporates the present into 

his multidimensional story by simply evoking Padma.  His story is spliced with regular 

interjections of phrases like, “Padma would believe me” (190).  Then he returns to his story 
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and the past with phrases like, “But there is still work to be done:  for instance…” (171).  

Thus, Dr. Schaapsteker and Saleem are examples of the text’s several male characters that 

privilege their work over women.  

Unlike the men in the text, the women are defined by the romantic or sexual 

relationships they have (or don’t have) with men.  Saleem’s mother, Amina Sinai, is 

characterized by her need to be a wife and a mother.  After her happy marriage to Nadir 

Khan ends because her family discovers he’s impotent, she marries Ahmed Sinai.  In Dr. 

Schaapsteker’s case, the text doesn’t remark on his unmarried status; here, the text doesn’t 

remark on why Mumtaz would remarry when she’s in love with another man.  The text 

seems to accept that it is a given that women would want to be married.  Although it doesn’t 

discuss it directly, the text suggests that there are two reasons that Mumtaz remarries when 

she’s still in love with Nadir Khan.  The first is that “Mumtaz  Aziz loved children all her 

life” (61), and during her first “deep” conversation with Ahmed, she thinks to herself, “‘You 

can tell he loves children; and for that I could…’”(67).  Thus, one of Mumtaz’s reasons for 

getting married again, and to a man she doesn’t love, is that she wants children.  The other 

reason is that being a wife gives her a sense of meaning, and this is revealed when she and 

Ahmed separate for a while.  Saleem describes how he and his sister watched their mother’s 

“wilting” (328).   Mumtaz, “who had always been assiduous in the heat, had begun to wither 

in the northern cold. Deprived of two husbands, she was also deprived (in her own eyes) of 

meaning” (328).  This explains why she dedicates her famous “assiduity” to learning to love 

Ahmed, even when his behavior is abysmal.  Finally, the fact that Ahmed changes Mumtaz’s 

name when she marries him illustrates how much she is defined by her relationships with 

men.  He says, “Throw Mumtaz and her Nadir Khan out of the window, I’ll choose you a 
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new name. Amina. Amina Sinai: you’d like that? ‘Whatever you say, husband,’ my mother 

said” (68).  Amina’s “assiduity” is actually a passivity resulting from her need to be a 

mother and a wife.   

 Another female character that is defined by her relationship with men is Mumtaz’s 

sister, Alia, whom Ahmed rejects when he chooses to marry Mumtaz.  Ahmed seemed smart 

enough for the “bookish,” “brainy” Alia (57), and although Alia spent some time “waiting 

for Ahmed” (67), he eventually chose the recently divorced Mumtaz.  Alia never marries, 

and Alia is almost never described without reference to her “spinsterhood” or “bitterness” 

(313).  Saleem describes how Alia “bore a grudge for twenty-five years” (41), her 

“embittered virginity” lasting until she was “split in two” by a bomb from an Indian airstrike 

on Pakistan (123).   Alia’s main role in the story is as a “bitter” “old maid” who takes 

revenge on Saleem’s family during the time of his adolescence (176).  Saleem describes how 

Alia’s bitter spinsterhood influenced his childhood well before her ultimate revenge: 

In those days, my aunt Alia had begun to send us an unending stream of 

children’s clothes, into whose seams she had sewn her old maid’s bile; the 

Brass Monkey and I were clothed in her gifts, wearing at first the baby-things 

of bitterness, then the rompers of resentment; I grew up in white shorts 

starched with the starch of jealousy, while the Monkey wore the pretty 

flowered frocks of Alia’s undimmed envy … unaware that our wardrobe was 

binding us in the webs of her revenge, we led our well-dressed lives. (176) 

The passage not only emphasizes the “old maid bile,” bitterness,” “resentment,” “jealousy,” 

and “undimmed envy” of Alia, as an unmarried, jilted woman, but also it displays how 

postmodern writing can rely on gender constructions.  By depicting clothing fused with 
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emotions, the passage yolks together disparate elements in a way that represents hybridity 

and multiplicity.  However, this representation of hybridity depends on Alia’s representation 

as the classic figure of the “bitter spinster.”  Alia’s final revenge utilizes a similar infusion of 

emotions into inanimate objects, namely food.  Saleem describes how, in Alia’s “lonely 

madness,” she perfected that art of the “impregnation of food with emotions” (378).  He 

describes how eating Alia’s cooking while the Sinai family lived in her house in Karachi 

leads to the family’s ultimate destruction.  Alia’s “birianis of dissension,” “nargisi koftas of 

discord” (378), and “curries of disquiet” (379) cause the tension between Saleem and his 

sister to intensify, his mother’s difficult pregnancy, the failure of his father’s towel business, 

and his stroke.  Eventually, Alia’s cooking causes the war that kills everyone in Saleem’s 

family except for Saleem and his sister.  “Gradually the confusion and ruin seeped out 

through the windows of the house and took over the hearts and minds of the nation, so that 

war, when it came, was wrapped in the same fuddled haze of unreality in which we had 

begun to live” (381).  Here, again, the text plays with reality and magic, thereby presenting 

an alternative to the totalities of the “realistic” narrative.  However, it relies on stereotypical 

gender constructions that reify the “self”/ “Other” binary.   

 Finally, Saleem’s ayah, Mary Pereira, is another female character that is defined by 

her relationship to a man.  Mary Pereira’s single most important act in the text is motivated 

by the desire to win the love of a man who left her for her sister.  Unlike Alia, she doesn’t 

take the path of revenge.  Instead, working as a nurse at a gynecological clinic, she switches 

Saleem and another baby at birth in the wild hope that it will make a radical named Joseph 

love her.  The text describes her act in the following way:  

When she was alone – two babies in her hands – two lives in her power – she 
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did it for Joseph, her own private revolutionary act, thinking He will certainly 

love me for this, as she changed name-tags on the two infants, giving the 

poor baby a life of privilege and condemning the rich-born child to 

accordions and poverty… “Love me, Joseph!” was in Mary Pereira’s mind, 

and then it was done. (130) 

Mary’s switching of the babies has no clear connection to winning Joseph’s love, and it 

seems like an act of temporary insanity caused by Joseph’s rejection.  On the other hand, 

Joseph, after leaving Mary’s sister, continues with his work of planning terrorist attacks.  

His romantic relationships do not affect him at all.  Mary provides another example in the 

text of a woman characterized by how she relates to a man. 

In addition, because of Mary’s act, Saleem, whose parents are actually the British 

colonizer Methwold and a poor, married, Hindu woman, is raised as the son of wealthy 

Muslim parents and as the charge of the Christian ayah, Mary.  Her act enables the 

postmodern representation of Saleem as a hybrid figure to parallel the culturally hybrid 

nation.  However, her motive for making the switch is based on a gender stereotype that 

assumes that women, in their need for men, will do “irrational” things.  

Thus the text privileges the masculine and, at the same time, presents the feminine 

Other as a threat to that masculine primacy.   The text has several examples of women 

threatening to invert the gender hierarchy.  First, Aadam’s Other, Naseem, who becomes 

known as Reverend Mother, threatens to emasculate Aadam.   The power relationship 

between Aadam and Naseem seems to have an inverse relationship.  Naseem’s “strength of 

will seemed to increase as Aziz was ground down by age” (123).  Also, Aadam physically 

shrinks as Naseem grows.  He was “turning into an old man who seemed to be getting 



 

128 
 

shorter with the passing years; while Reverend Mother had grown so wide that armchairs, 

though soft, groaned beneath her weight” (157).  Thus, the text suggests that Reverend 

Mother draws power away from Aadam.  The text provides another similar image of women 

drawing power away from men.  In Midnight’s Children, Picture Singh, the tall, 240-pound 

leader of the magicians’ ghetto and a father figure who helped Saleem navigate the slums, 

diminishes in marriage to his muscular washerwoman wife, Durga.  “Her effect on Picture 

Singh was comparable only to her power over her stone-smashed shirts: in a word, she 

flattened him. Having once met her, I understood why Picture Singh looked old and forlorn; 

deprived now of the umbrella of harmony beneath which men and women would gather for 

advice and shade, he seemed to be shrinking daily… Durga, however, flourished”  (513). 

Thus gender dynamics are hierarchical; if the male doesn’t dominate the female, the female 

will dominate the male.  

With these hierarchical gender dynamics at play, Saleem being  “a little afraid” of 

women is certainly justified.  The novel abounds with problematic women, or as Saleem 

describes them, women doing “their worst” (465).  His bitter spinster aunt poisons his 

childhood with baby clothes sewn with bad energy in its seams, and her cooking, poisoned 

with her discontent, causes the ultimate destruction of his family.  He catches his mother 

masturbating, an incident that changes his life forever.  Evie Lillith Burns, whose name 

recalls the first –and evil- woman in both Christianity and Islam, spurns his romantic 

feelings.  His sister enlists him in the military, where he was literally treated like a dog.  

Finally, the Widow essentially castrates him when she forces a vasectomy on him.  In all 

these ways, evil, archetypal women fill up the novel and threaten to overturn the gender 

power hierarchy. 
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 However, as Cixous writes, phallocentric subjectivity needs to feel threat in order to 

feel its desire and power and in order to ultimately reaffirm “phallic primacy.”  In a very 

interesting way, Saleem, through his writing and its power over Padma, is able to re-

establish the male dominance that has been threatened in the text.  In the same way that 

Saleem uses the act of writing to successfully undermine the nation and nationalism by 

deconstructing nationalist history, he uses his writing to reify phallocentrism.  His text 

constructs woman as man’s threatening Other, connects writing to masculinity, and then 

elaborates on the power of Saleem’s writing over Padma, who recalls and represents the 

novel’s many threatening women.   

We have seen glimpses of the muscular, hairy-armed, lower-class Padma in several 

threatening women characters throughout the text.  The novel presents a succession of 

groups of women, who are large and intimidating in strength.  First, during Aadam’s initial 

visit to Naseem’s home, he meets her female bodyguards or “‘protectors’” (19).  The power 

dynamic between Aadam and the women is established when Aadam steps into the house 

and realizes he is “being watched.  A woman with the biceps of a wrestler was staring at 

him, beckoning him to follow her into the room. The state of her sari told him that she was a 

servant; but she was not servile.  ‘You look green as a fish,’ she said. ‘You young doctors. 

You come into a strange house and your liver turns to jelly’” (18).  The woman is 

frightening and threatening to Aadam as he finds himself the object of her gaze, when her 

superiority in physical strength is evident, and when she openly discusses his appearance 

and fear.  Then, when he finally meets Naseem, two more women “also built like 

professional wrestlers” hold the perforated sheet between him and Naseem (18).  These 

women foreshadow not only Padma, but the way the “formidable” Naseem will overpower 
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and constrain Aadam (39).  

Then in Saleem’s childhood, there are the Narlikar women.  They invade Methwold 

Estates when his father’s business partner, Dr. Narlikar, dies.  Describing the sudden 

appearance of Dr. Narlikar’s female relatives, Saleem says that Dr. Narlikar “was engulfed, 

in death, by a sea of giant, noisy, omnicompetent women, who came crawling out from 

strange corners of the city…. an enormous stream of outsize womanhood flowing up our 

two-storey hillock” (203).  The text also portrays their “rapaciousness;” they take over all of 

Narlikar’s medical and tetrapod businesses, pushing out Saleem’s father, Ahmed Sinai, and 

they use Dr. Narlikar’s wealth to buy out all the homeowners of Methwold Estates (305).  

“Who were the heirs of the heirs of William Methwold? … They came swarming out of 

what had once been the residence of Doctor Narlikar: fat-bellied and grossly competent 

women, grown fatter and more competent than ever on their tetrapod-given wealth” (304).  

In this way, the “fat-bellied,” “outsize womanhood” of the “omnicompetent” Narlikar 

women is presented as both strange and threatening.   

The text marks the Narlikar women as “other,” not only with their size, but also with 

the way it portrays them as not quite human.  As the passage above indicates, they are often 

compared to the sea in which Dr. Narlikar drowned, which results in descriptions of their 

“flowing or streaming.”  Also, they are often described as “crawling” or “swarming,” words 

that connote animal behavior.  Not only that, but the text compares them to vultures.  Ahmed 

resisted selling to the Narlikar women, but, as Saleem says, “the formidable Narlikars were, 

at that time, besieging my father, telephoning him twice a day, coaxing and persuading him 

to sell, reminding him that his position was hopeless, flapping around his head like vultures 

around a burning go-down” (339).  Thus the text marks the Narlikar women’s otherness in a 
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number of ways. 

In addition, the night they bribe away his secretary, Ahmed has a heart attack.  Thus, 

the text presents another example of a man diminishing in strength while women get 

stronger.  Saleem says, “As for Ahmed Sinai: I swear that it was after Narlikar’s death and 

arrival of the women that he began, literally, to fade … gradually his skin paled, his hair lost 

its color, until within a few months he had become entirely white except for the darkness of 

his eyes” (204).   Thus, the Narlikar women, marked by their “otherness,” present a threat to 

Saleem, especially because they play a role in the “fading” of his father (230).   

Finally, in Saleem’s adulthood, there are the women, Padma among them, who run 

or work in the pickle factory. They, like the other groups of women, are also large and 

muscled.  The text describes the factory’s pickle vats as “tended by our army of strong, 

hairy-armed, formidably competent women” (189).  The phrase links several of the women 

that have already appeared in the text.  The “army” of strong women evokes Naseem’s 

“protectors” (19), the word “formidably” recalls the “formidable figure” of Reverend 

Mother (39), and the phrase “formidably competent” recalls the “formidable competence” of 

the Narlikar women (529-30).   

Thus, Saleem’s interactions with Padma speak to his relations with the other women 

in the text as well.  Again, with Padma, the binary oppositions constructing gender come 

forward.  Padma is an illiterate laborer, and Saleem frequently describes her as a 

“counterweight” for his intellectual endeavors.  After Padma leaves him, Saleem wonders: 

“How to dispense with Padma? How to give up her ignorance and superstition, necessary 

counterweights to my miracle-laden omniscience? How to do without her paradoxical 

earthiness of spirit, which keeps—kept!—my feet on the ground?” (170).  Furthermore, the 
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very frame of the novel, in which Saleem’s impotence forces him to use his story to assuage 

Padma’s frustrated physical desires, connects Saleem to the mind and Padma to the body.  In 

fact, Padma leaves him over a dispute over what causes love.  For Saleem, his writing has 

made her fall in love with him.  He writes that his writing has her “paralyzed—yes!—by 

love” (138).   However, for Padma, love is specifically sexual. Padma responds to Saleem’s 

claim with, “‘Love you?’ our Padma piped scornfully, ‘What for, my God? What use are 

you, little princeling,’—and now came her attempted coup de grâce—‘as a lover?’ Arm 

extended, its hairs glowing in the lamplight, she jabbed a contemptuous index finger in the 

direction of my admittedly nonfunctional loins” (138).  However, Saleem eventually wins 

the dispute, privileging a masculine intellectualism over a feminine physicality.  When 

Padma returns, she admits that she does love him.  “‘This love, mister,’ Padma is wailing, 

“‘It will drive a woman to craziness’” (222). 

Thus the text frequently presents Saleem as cerebral, focusing on his writing, while 

Padma is constantly associated with the body.  Frequently attending to Saleem’s body, she 

brings him food and doctors, tries nightly to help him overcome his impotence by her own 

ministrations and, finally, by slipping an herbal concoction in his food that sickens him for a 

week.   Describing her attention to his body, Saleem says, “Past our crisis now, we exist in 

perfect harmony: I recount, she is recounted to; she ministers, and I accept her ministrations 

with grace. I am, in fact, entirely content with the uncomplaining thews of Padma Mangroli, 

who is, unaccountably, more interested in me than my tales” (309-10).  His description of 

their new harmony illustrates two points about the text’s gendered characterization of 

Padma.  First, the use of passive voice emphasizes the subject/object nature of their 

association.  He recounts, while she is recounted to.  However, when she ministers, he is not 
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“ministered to.”  He “accepts” her ministrations.  Thus even as he is impotent, he retains 

masculine activity, while she presents a feminine passivity.  Secondly, Padma, even though 

she is Saleem’s chief audience, she is “more interested in [him] than [his] tales.”  Thus the 

passage reiterates her focus on the body over the mind.  In these ways, the text presents 

Saleem as subject, active, and cerebral, while Padma is opposed to him as object, passive, 

and physical.    

 As the muscular, hairy-armed Padma recalls so many of the text’s other female 

characters, Saleem’s relationship with her speaks to his relationships with them as well.  

Continuing the text’s association of Padma to the physical, in the following passage, Saleem 

explains his fascination with Padma’s muscles:    

How I admire the leg-muscles of my solicitous Padma! There she 

squats, a few feet from my table, her sari hitched up in fisherwoman-fashion. 

Calf-muscles show no sign of strain; thigh-muscles, rippling through sari-

folds, display their commendable stamina. Strong enough to squat forever, 

simultaneously defying gravity and cramp, my Padma listens unhurriedly to 

my lengthy tale….  My admiration extends also to her arms, which could 

wrestle mine down in a trice, and from which, when they enfold me nightly 

in futile embraces, there is no escape. We exist in perfect harmony: I recount, 

she is recounted to; she ministers, and I accept her ministrations with grace. 

Why I have chosen to expound on Padma’s musculature: these days, 

it’s to those muscles… that I’m telling my story. Because I am rushing ahead 

at breakneck speed; errors are possible, and overstatements, and jarring 

alterations in tone; I’m racing the cracks, but I remain conscious that errors 
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have already been made, and that, as my decay accelerates (my writing speed 

is having trouble keeping up), the risk of unreliability grows … in this 

condition, I am learning to use Padma’s muscles as my guides. When she’s 

bored, I can detect in her fibers the ripples of uninterest; when she’s 

unconvinced, there is a tic which gets going in her cheek. The dance of her 

musculature helps to keep me on the rails; because in autobiography, as in all 

literature, what actually happened is less important than what the author can 

manage to persuade his audience to believe.  (309-10) 

The passage provides several important insights into how Saleem’s story-telling affects the 

gender dynamics in the text.  With regard to Saleem’s story-telling, the passage articulates a 

postmodern sensibility towards narratives.  Saleem says that “in autobiography, as in all 

literature, what actually happened is less important than what the author can manage to 

persuade his audience to believe,” destabilizing not only autobiography, but all texts, 

including national histories.  The passage describes how his physical weaknesses are 

affecting his story.  As his “decay accelerates,” the “risk of unreliability grows.”  He is 

prone to “errors” and “overstatements.”  Indeed, he is “conscious” that “errors have already 

been made.”  Not only that, but Saleem suggests that his reading of Padma’s responses to his 

story affects how he tells it.  In short, Saleem is admitting that his story is highly unreliable.  

In doing this, Saleem effectively destabilizes national histories and points to all the ways 

national history is constructed.    

  However, the passage indicates that Saleem’s postmodern narrative does something 

else: it enables him to re-establish the male dominance that went missing when Aadam 

developed the hole in his center.  It is telling that the text links writing with masculinity 
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when Padma describes Saleem’s penis as his “other pencil.”  Saleem is able to use his 

writing to overcome Padma’s resistance and win her love.  Thus Saleem’s actual pencil is 

able to win over Padma’s romantic and sexual feelings; it does what masculinity is 

constructed to do: overcome feminine resistance and establish “phallic primacy.”  

In the passage, Padma’s physical strengths contrast with Saleem’s physical 

weaknesses.  Padma’s arm could “wrestle [Saleem’s] down in a trice.”  Also, her strong 

arms “enfold” him every night in embraces that are “futile” because he is impotent.  His 

physical frailty is so extensive that it affects his storytelling.  However, in all his weakness, 

Saleem is not threatened by Padma’s physical superiority.  Her thigh muscles, although 

“rippling through sari-folds,” hold her still as she “unhurriedly” listens to Saleem’s story.  

Their relative positions indicate their power dynamic as Padma’s leg muscles allow her to 

“squat” by Saleem’s table, as she listens to Saleem’s tale.  Not only does she listen 

“unhurriedly,” but also she could squat there, listening “forever.”  Thus, the “formidable” 

female musculature that threatened both Aadam and Saleem are “read” by Saleem and 

controlled by his story.  Describing how his storytelling has reasserted his masculinity, 

Saleem says, “‘Condemned by a perforated sheet to a life of fragments,’ I wrote and read 

aloud, ‘I have nevertheless done better than my grandfather; because while Aadam Aziz 

remained the sheet’s victim, I have become its master – and Padma is the one who is now 

under its spell’” (137).   While Aadam’s migrant experience left him “vulnerable to 

women,” Saleem has become the “master” of a “life of fragments” by writing a postmodern 

text that leaves Padma and her musculature “under its spell.”  Saleem is able to reassert his 

dominance over the women in his life.  As a result, while Saleem’s postmodern narrative 

destabilizes national history, it reifies the gendered “self”/ “Other” binary.   Rushdie’s 
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postmodern writing does much to destabilize the nation, but it relies on gender constructions 

and stereotypes.  While Ameena Meer’s postmodern novel Bombay Talkie seems to extend 

Rushdie’s rejection of fixed, bordered space, linear time, and a linear narrative structure, it 

does so in a way that also deconstructs gender constructions and stereotypes.   

 

BOMBAY TALKIE’S POSTMODERN TREATMENT OF NATIONALISM AND 

GENDER 

Ameena Meer’s Bombay Talkie extends Rushdie’s work with the destabilization of 

the nation, but it clearly diverges from its treatment of gender.  By presenting the 

subjectivities of several migrants, both male and female, Bombay Talkie points to the 

exclusions in Rushdie’s depiction of a universalized migrant.  The representation of these 

different subjectivities accounts for migrant experiences of cultural confrontations that are 

not voiced in Rushdie’s texts, particularly in terms of how nation and culture transcribe 

women’s sexuality.  Also, whereas women in Rushdie’s texts are defined by how they relate 

sexually to men, Bombay Talkie articulates women’s different kinds of sexualities, including 

those that are independent of men.  Thus, while Rushdie’s postmodern texts effectively 

dismantle the “nation,” it reifies the “self”/ “Other” binary in gender constructions.  In 

contrast, Bombay Talkie displays how postmodern representations of subjectivity, time, 

space, and binary oppositions can deconstruct the “self”/ “Other” binary in terms of both 

nation and gender. 

Like Rushdie, Meer represents space in ways that destabilize the nation.  Just as 

Rushdie depicts the dissolution of national borders in a number of ways, Bombay Talkie 

presents national spaces that are clearly influenced by different national cultures.  For 
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example, the novel opens with a woman, Sabah, seeing the body of a hurt boy on the floor of 

a temple: 

She runs straight into the Indian families chatting and milling around 

the room, forcing her way through the lines of people doing the hanuman 

puja, throwing boxes of burfi out of people’s hands, knocking down toddlers 

with bottles clenched in their teeth. 

Three or four men stand over the boy: A small bald man in an orange 

dhoti and a T-shirt rocks back and forth on his feet as he recites prayers in 

Sanskrit, the effort crinkling the red mark on his forehead.  The sing-song 

rhythm of his voice is broken by a series of explosions outside, which make 

the building tremble.  Another man waves a platter of lighted candles and 

kicks the boys to make sure he’s still alive until the prayers are over…. 

‘Madam,’ says the man who kicked him, ‘you leave him.  He is crazy. A 

crazy American. He takes drugs or drinking or something – for the July 

Fourth.’ (3-4) 

The scene reads as if it were taking place in India.  There are only Indian families milling 

about the Hindu temple.  The details used to describe the “hanuman puja,” the appearance of 

the priest, with his orange dhoti and red mark on his forehead, and the description of the 

man on the ground as a “crazy American” that should be left alone - that is, as an “Other” - 

all suggest that this scene is taking place in India.  However, the scene is actually taking 

place in New York, and the only indication is the passage’s mention of “explosions” outside 

when it is the Fourth of July.  With this scene, an equivalent of the tropicalized London in 

The Satanic Verses, Bombay Talkie opens with a destabilization of the “nation.”   
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 Likewise, Bombay Talkie presents scenes in India that are dense with references to 

American culture.  For example, Sabah goes to a club with her friends and notices that “the 

light is coming from the floor.  Saturday Night Fever.  The floor is made of flashing colored 

lights.  And the music is the latest in disco-pop” (126).  When Sabah and her friends are 

dancing, “Pierre and Rani are doing a fifties rock and roll, she and Brian are doing an 

American shuffle, and Mahinder has already caught the eye of a young boy farther down the 

dance floor… Mahinder zigzags through the crowd to the boy… Mahinder and the boy turn 

into silhouettes as they walk out” (129).  The references to Saturday Night Fever, a “fifties 

rock and roll,” and an “American shuffle” all suggest that this is an American space.  In 

addition, the frank sexual encounter between the two men destabilizes notions about 

sexually conservative, even repressed, Indians.  In fact, in another part of the text, an 

American woman says to an Indian man, “I bet they don’t go to bars a lot in India.  Are 

there bars in India?” (257).  

Bombay Talkie, like Rushdie’s novels, also rejects the linear time of the nation.  

Echoing the way Midnight Children associates the “tick-tock” of linear time with the 

“civilization” of the West, Sabah says of travel between India and the West, “My mother 

says they arrive and leave at an uncivilized hour in India so that they’ll always arrive at a 

civilized time in the West” (172).  Sabah’s mother’s sentiment suggests that a particular 

sense of time organizes the world into “civilized” and “uncivilized,” presenting the 

totalizing effect of the linear time of the West.  As a result, Bombay Talkie rejects the 

realistic novel’s narrative style structured by linear time.  Instead the novel consists of four 

large sections, and each large section is divided into subsections that are connected, not by 

chronology, but by associations.  For example, a section, set in the present day, that 
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describes Sabah’s college life, ends with a reference to Sabah’s father. The following scene 

is about Sabah’s childhood relationship with her father and her father’s own childhood.  This 

section ends with a reference to Sabah’s sister, Yasmine, and the following section describes 

how Yasmine and Sabah attend Islamic Sunday School in Sabah’s early adolescence.  In this 

way, the text moves from the present day to the past to a point between those times, and 

back again.  Much of the novel proceeds this way; associations and memories, in a web-like 

fashion, connect scenes rather than linear time.  In addition, there are a number of scenes 

that present people in different countries going through the same experiences at the same 

time.  This presentation of simultaneous time also challenges a concept of linear time. Also, 

the very first subsection is called “The End,” and the whole novel comes back to this scene 

at the end.  In all these ways, Bombay Talkie rejects a narrative style structured by linearity.   

One of the last two large sections is called “Down from the Gardens of Asia,” a reference to 

Walt Whitman’s Passage to India, the title of E.M Forster’s novel.  The other section is 

called “A Midsummer Night’s Dream,” Shakespeare’s play.  As Meer uses these sections to 

tell the stories of Indian migrants, Bombay Talkie clearly means to tell a new kind of story.   

Bombay Talkie’s representation of the different subjectivities of a number of 

migrants, both male and female, point to Rushdie’s universalizing of “the migrant.”  

Rushdie’s migrant is an upper-class, heterosexual male, wealthy enough to travel and study 

abroad.  Thus Rushdie’s migrant excludes the experiences of all sorts of migrants, including 

women, the lower classes seeking financial improvement, and people who leave their 

countries involuntarily, for reasons like religious or political affiliations.  Bombay Talkie 

presents a number of migrants.  In fact, all of the major characters, as well as some of the 

minor ones, are experiencing some form of migration and the associated cultural 
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confrontations.  

 Bombay Talkie presents Sabah, an Indian-American woman who was born in 

Massachusetts and educated in California.  The first scene of the novel, portraying Sabah 

dealing with gender constructions and notions about women of her “culture” as she’s 

walking to class, reveals her changing and contradictory subjectivity. At first, she “loves the 

effect” of her dress, but then a man begins to follow her.  He says, “‘Mm, like that dress. I 

like that dress,’ and as he follows her, he begins to threaten her.  ‘I’ll tie you up and then 

spank your little ass, your tight little ass.  You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’” (6-7).   Sabah, 

manages to evade him, but the encounter leaves her “trembling.  Her breakfast is climbing 

up her throat” (7).  The man’s comment about her dress suggests that he interprets the dress 

as a signal that he can objectify and abuse her, and she will even “like” it.  Sabah refuses to 

discuss such matters with her mother because she knew “the response would be sharp, ‘If 

you go around looking cheap and accenting your body, you’re just inviting all sorts of 

disgusting behavior’” (6).  Thus, the man threatening Sabah and her mother both operate 

within a gender system that defines how “good girls” dress and behave.   

  Sabah then walks by a group of “Indians or Pakistanis,” and “cringes as they turn to 

look at her.  She’s embarrassed….  She feels like the paper doll who’s had the wrong outfit 

put over her body.”  One man shouts out to her, “‘Hey… Miss America!’” (8).  The text 

portrays how notions about “culture” and nationality affect gender codes, particularly in 

terms of women’s sexuality.  In addition, the text depicts her changing, contradictory 

subjectivity as an Indian-American woman.  During the course of her walk, she goes from 

appreciating her dress, to feeling vulnerable in it, and finally to being embarrassed by it.     

Sabah becomes one of the novel’s migrant characters when she makes a trip to India 
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because her parents want her to meet suitable Indian men, marry one of them, and have what 

her mother describes as a “normal” life (6).  Sabah agrees to take the trip.  “Maybe in India 

she’d be able to straighten it all out, she’d thought, Maybe she’d be able to find a happy 

medium between what her parents wanted to do (the good Indian girl) and what she wanted 

to do (the bad American girl).”  Thus Sabah reveals that, as she prepares for her trip to India, 

she, too, participates in the gender system of her mother and the man that threatened her. 

Another migrant character in the novel is Rani, who was born in America and raised 

there until she was about thirteen years old when she goes to a boarding school in India.  

When she’s fifteen years old, her Caucasian American father and her Indian mother divorce, 

and Rani and her mother move to India permanently.  As Rani’s mother and Sabah’s mother 

became best friends when they first came to America, their families stay in contact even 

when living in different countries.  When Rani has an arranged marriage, Sabah’s family 

believes that she’s living in “nuptial bliss.”  However, Rani is having trouble navigating her 

marriage to an Indian man.  Her husband asks her to stop modeling, which he describes as 

using her body “‘to sell washing machines’” (206).  He also says to Rani, “‘You’re the 

middle-class Indian wet dream….  Everyone is looking at you! Every rickshaw driver and 

paanwallah falls asleep at night masturbating to your picture, Rani.  They dream about 

grabbing my wife with their dirty black hands’” (207).  Thus Rani’s husband describes his 

need for his wife to give up the public nature of her work as a class issue.  Rani refuses to 

stop modeling because she wants financial independence from her husband and his family.  

She insists that he doesn’t give her “one rupee to buy a stick of kajal! Not one rupee!” (207).  

Rani’s choice to continue working in India means that when her husband moves to London, 

she remains in India, living with her mother-in-law.  One of Rani’s friends, Sanjay, says that 
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Rani doesn’t know how to present herself “properly.”  While Rani is not having extramarital 

affairs, that fact is less important than the appearance of fidelity.  Sanjay says that upper-

class married people in India have affairs without harming their marriages all the time.  “All 

you have to do is be discreet.  That’s where Rani’s not doing it properly…. Flirting around 

and going out alone all over the place and shouting up and down about her husband 

everywhere” (117).  Thus, the text portrays how Rani’s upbringing in America plays a part 

in her inability to interpret and accept the gender codes of her class in India, resulting in a 

disastrous marriage.    

Bombay Talkie also presents the migrant experiences of a pair of opposite sex 

siblings, Adam and Alia.  They are the children of a famous Indian movie actor, Sabah’s 

uncle, Jimmy.  When Adam is born, Jimmy is delighted because Adam is the “next heir to 

the family” (21).  Sabah and her sister, Jimmy’s nieces, don’t count because they are female.  

Thus Adam is born with familial obligations because of his gender.  As the “next heir to the 

family,” he cannot have his choice of career.  When he tells his mother that he wants to take 

a course in design in New York, his mother says, “Adam, boys don’t study design.  How 

will you get a job?  Anyway, that’s not the kind of work boys from good families do” (79).  

Furthermore, as the “next heir to the family,” he cannot disclose his homosexuality to his 

family.  When he moves to Paris to work as a banker, he falls in love with Marc, a man 

known for his interest in young Indian men. Adam follows Marc from Paris to London and 

then to New York, even though Marc has lost interest in him.  Adam’s family in India, 

bewildered by the lack of communication from him, follows him from India to Paris and 

then to London. 

In this search for Adam, Alia, Adam’s sister, also becomes a migrant.  Unlike Adam, 
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Alia is successful in school; she is a strong student and the girls’ hockey team champion.  

However, for Alia’s parents, her success in school is only a measure for the kind of wife she 

will be.  “Jimmy was proud of his daughter.  She would make a good wife for a professional 

man.  She worked hard.  She had some brains, but not too much, she wasn’t too quick.  

Really, she was the perfect mix for a young girl…. Finding her a husband would be easy” 

(46).  However, Alia has other plans.  “She was going to be something – not a wife – maybe 

a famous artist, she was going to leave here…. She knew she could do anything Adam 

could, that any boy could….  All her hard work and frustration were focused on that goal 

like the crack of the hockey stick hitting the ball” (46).  Thus, Alia plans “to leave here” 

even though her parents’ attitude towards their son living abroad is very different from the 

idea of their single daughter doing so.  For both Adam and Alia, migration entails the hope 

of overcoming gender constructions.  

Bombay Talkie’s representations of these different migrants’ subjectivities shed light 

on several sexual and gender issues overlooked in Rushdie’s representation of the upper-

class male migrant.  First, while a part of the pathos of Rushdie’s migrant is that he attempts 

to “put roots in the women [he] love[s],” Bombay Talkie portrays the problem with 

associating women with space through the depiction of Sabah’s hybrid subjectivity.  When 

men associate Sabah with space, the encounter turns sexually violent.  For example, the text 

portrays a family friend, whom Sabah calls “Tony Uncle,” as another migrant figure.  He is 

“one of India’s best known scientists, sent to America to get awards and scholarships” and 

presents lectures and seminars “around the world” (28).  Tony is also “obsessed with the 

concept of the American teenager.  He watched all the American pop movies….  [Sabah] 

hated the way he always seemed to be following her…. He always wanted to know what she 
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was doing” (28).  Thus, the text suggests that Tony is fascinated by the then-thirteen-year-

old Sabah because he considers her an American female, and, as Rushdie would have it, as a 

migrant, he is likely interested in putting roots in an American woman.  Indeed, Tony 

“following” the teenaged Sabah recalls the way The Satanic Verses’ migrants Chamcha and 

Jumpy strive “to be near” the sexualized teenager Mishal. 

Tony is charged with driving Sabah to her first school dance, and when he has her in 

the car, he asks if she has a boyfriend.  “‘No,’ said Sabah.  She had none.  She’d never even 

kissed a boy before.  She hoped she would tonight.”  Tony replies with, “I thought American 

girls had much more freedom than Indian girls….  But you’re lucky because you’re both.  

As beautiful as an Indian girl and as free as an American one.’”  Again Tony seems to recall 

Rushdie’s migrants’ narcissistic interest in women that represent hybridity.  In The Satanic 

Verses’ Chamcha and Jumpy are sexually drawn to Mishal because of her hybridity as both 

Bangladeshi and British.  Here, Tony is attracted to Sabah because she is “both” Indian and 

American.   

At first, Sabah tries to understand Tony’s advances through what she has observed in 

romantic movies.  “He stopped the car and turned toward her.  He kissed her, his tongue 

moving around her mouth, and held her head in his hands, the way they did in movies…. 

She watched him, tried to decide if she thought he was handsome or not.”  However, when 

Tony proceeds to have sex with her, she becomes conflicted.  “His mouth on her breasts, on 

her stomach, felt good, so good, but good and disgusting at the same time…. This is bad, 

remembered Sabah.  She felt a wave of guilt wash over her like nausea….  She thought of 

her mother saying, ‘Muslim girls don’t do things like that.’ She felt embarrassed and sick” 

(30-1).  Again, the text portrays Sabah’s changing, conflicting subjectivity as she 
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experiences sexual pleasure and tries to understand it through the lens of romantic movies, 

then through what she has learned from her parents and her religion.  It reveals that the 

hybridity in the women that draws the migrant male is present also in their attitudes towards 

sex.  Thus when Tony’s description of Sabah as a sexually “free” American is revealed as a 

totalization, Rushdie’s sexualization of the Britain-born Mishal is also revealed as a 

totalization.  Thus the representation of the hybridity of Sabah’s subjectivity illuminates the 

way Rushdie objectifies women when he depicts his migrants’ attempts to put roots in 

women.  

There are other ways that Bombay Talkie’s depiction of different migrant 

subjectivities exposes Rushdie’s exclusions regarding gender.  For example, while women in 

Rushdie’s work are often defined by how they relate sexually to men, Bombay Talkie’s 

articulation of the heterogeneity of women’s sexuality challenges Rushdie’s characterization 

of women’s sexuality as centered around men.  Instead of Rushdie’s boundaries and 

hierarchies constructing gender, it presents women’s sexual desires as fluid, resistant to 

boundaries or even definition.   

Bombay Talkie depicts Sabah’s sexuality as a flow of heterosexual, homosexual, and 

autoerotic desires, thereby challenging the notion that men are central to women’s sexuality 

and extending to gender and sexuality Rushdie’s theme of the dissolution of borders.  

Sabah’s heterosexual feelings and relationships are clearly depicted in the novel as she lives 

with her American boyfriend, Rob, before she leaves for India.  However, that Sabah’s 

desires spill out over all kinds of sexual barriers is also evident in the text.  During her 

parents’ visit to her house, Sabah’s mother passes to Sabah a letter from her childhood 

friend Rani, now living in India.  After her parents leave, Sabah reads the letter in a way that 
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suggests that Sabah has unacknowledged sexual feelings for Rani: 

Sprawled across the sofa in a beam of sunshine, Sabah took a deep 

breath.  She pulled off her T-shirt and let the sun warm the expanse of her 

stomach and breasts…. Slowly, she turned her head and stared out the open 

windows at the hummingbirds buzzing around the thick fuchsia bushes.  For 

some reason, they never got confused and flew in the windows.  She lifted 

her hips and pulled the envelope out of the back pocket of her jeans.  She 

unfolded the letter on her stomach, enjoying the crackly feel of the 

aerogramme paper on her skin.  ‘Dear Sabah, I’m beginning to think you’re 

the only person who’ll understand what’s happening to me.  I know we’re 

both in such different worlds now, but – ‘ 

Rob crashed inside, his heavy shoes making the floorboards tremble.  

He dropped his bicycle against the bookcase, threw his backpack across the 

room onto the sofa.  The cat yowled.  

‘Hey!’ Sabah jumped up, grabbing her T-shirt.  (35-6) 

The passage describes Sabah’s reading of Rani’s letter as a sexual experience. Before 

reading the letter, Sabah takes a deep breath, which suggests that the thought of Rani has a 

physical effect on Sabah.  She needs to take a deep breath to relax.  Then, as if she wants 

Rani’s caresses on her breasts and stomach, she removes her shirt so that she can feel the 

sun on her body and then enjoys the feeling of the letter on her stomach.  Also, when Sabah 

reflects that “for some reason” the hummingbirds never get confused and fly in the open 

windows, it points to the confusion Sabah feels, not only about where she belongs in the 

world, but also, about her feelings for Rani.  Sabah’s reading of Rani’s letter is also depicted 
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as an intimate, even tranquil, experience until Rob intrudes.  He literally interrupts her 

reading of the letter, and the passage contrasts the quiet and stillness of Sabah’s reading to 

the noise of Rob’s “crash[ing]” in.  As Sabah reads, the only noise appears to be the 

hummingbirds’ buzzing, and she had even turned her head “slowly” to look out the window.   

However, Rob’s entrance is accompanied by the sounds of his heavy shoes, of his throwing 

down his belongings, and of the cat yowling.  The text portrays how Rob intrudes on Sabah 

as she’s having a sexual experience that suggests that she has unacknowledged, sexual 

feelings for Rani.   As a result, the text portrays that men are not always central to women’s 

sexual experiences and that there are heterogeneous sexual experiences that defy much 

definition at all.   

 Sabah’s feelings for Rani become more explicit during the course of the text.  When 

she finally reunites with Rani in India, Sabah “keeps staring at her, she can’t believe how 

beautiful she is” (100).  The text then portrays how Sabah sees Rani, comparing her body to 

Greek architecture and her beauty to a Greek goddess. “[Rani is] almost architectural, all 

lean, graceful lines.  Her long neck rises out of the plane of her shoulders like a Corinthian 

column, topped by a froth of black ringlets of hair pinned up at the nape.  In the drape of her 

sari, she looks… like a gleaming coffee-colored Athena” (101). Thus the text presents how 

Sabah’s subjectivity mixes classic Greek mythology and tropes with an Indian woman’s 

body and clothing while positioning herself as the classic male lover worshipping a woman 

he compares to Greek goddesses.  In this way, the text destabilizes binaries constructing 

“nation” and “gender” and portrays how men are not central to women’s sexual desires.  

Later in the meeting, Sabah “imagines running her fingers along the lines of Rani’s perfect 

collarbone… Sabah can almost feel her awkward American fingers scraping across Rani’s 
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smooth skin” (101).   

 Finally, Sabah has a dream about Rani that articulates Sabah’s desires for her.  In the 

dream, “Rani leans toward Sabah to give her a kiss good-night… but then Rani turns her 

head and kisses Sabah dead on the mouth. Sabah’s lips sink into hers, her teeth click against 

Rani’s before they open” (205).  However, like Sabah’s reading of Rani’s letter, Sabah’s 

sexual experience is interrupted by another “crash” as Rani and her husband have a fight in 

the next room.  “Rani’s breasts are pressed against hers, and Sabah gasps…. [Rani] groans, 

and the rumble in her throat gets louder turns into a shout… ‘You bastard! Haramzada! 

Sabah hears a crash as something smashes against her wall.  She opens her eyes… The 

dream is gone” (205).  Again, Sabah’s sexual desires portray how men are not central to 

them.  Here, a fight between Rani and her husband intrude on Sabah’s dream, suggesting 

that the institution of marriage can be a deterrent for women finding sexual fulfillment.  

This, of course, interrogates Rushdie’s numerous characterizations of women whose main 

desire is to marry a man.   

Furthermore, there are a number of scenes in which Sabah’s sexuality is presented as 

“autoeroticism,” not only challenging the assumption that men are central to women’s 

sexuality, but also refuting the system of linear time.  In his discussion of “normal” sexual 

development, Freud describes “autoeroticism” as a part of infantile sexuality, and this 

autoeroticism is evident in babies’ thumb-sucking.  In “normal” sexual development, a baby 

transfers this eroticism for himself to his mother, which is evident in breastfeeding, and then 

finally, in childhood, to people of the opposite sex (Freud 98-101).  Clearly, Freud’s use of 

linear time to describe “normal” development shows how linear time excludes all kinds of 

heterogeneous sexualities from “normal” sexual development.  When Bombay Talkie 
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presents Sabah’s autoeroticism as an adult, it refutes Freud’s conception of “normal” sexual 

development through linear time.   One of the first scenes that suggest Sabah’s autoeroticism 

is when she is looking at parts of herself in the reflections of windows as she passes by 

them: 

Office equipment store: she can see her face (a little wide, but cute and 

kittenish), shiny brown hair framing the smooth honey-colored skin in not-

unflattering waves.  She smiles and adjusts her sunglasses….  Pizza parlor: she can 

only see below the waist because of the counter.  She… smiles, she knows she has 

strong legs. Five feet, four inches, of which half are legs, good proportions, she 

thinks. 

The dress is a caramel brown, almost the same color as her skin, and she 

loves the effect.  From a distance, it looks as if she’s wearing nothing underneath the 

jacket.  It’s exciting.  Not quite walking down the street in the nude, nothing 

obviously improper, but – not a business suit, anyway. 

She’s irritated by all the men yelling at her.  It’s not for you, she thinks.  You 

think I give a damn whether or not you like it? (4-5) 

This passage touches on many of the themes in Rushdie’s work.  Midnight’s Children 

depicts how characters fall in love by viewing a member of the opposite sex in fragments.  

Aadam falls in love with Naseem as he views her “in parts” while he administers to her as 

her doctor.  Ameena teaches herself to love Ahmed by mentally dividing him into sections 

and then teaching herself to love each section separately.  Rushdie is portraying how 

fragmented subjectivities love in a fragmented way, but he constructs the subjectivities as 

heterosexual and relies on a gendered “self”/ “Other” divide to make his point.  However, 
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this passage depicts the subjectivity of the hybrid Sabah viewing herself in fragments.  

Further, she describes herself in an objective manner, as if someone else were assessing her 

physical attributes.  Her nose is “wide, but cute and kittenish.” She notes that her legs are 

“strong,” and that “half’ of her body length consists of her “legs, good proportions.”  Sabah 

looks, finds what she sees “exciting,” and “smiles” her pleasure.  As a result, Sabah’s 

interaction with her reflections reads like an interaction between two people, but she is both 

the gaze and the object of the gaze.  Meer reworks Rushdie’s theme of loving in fragments. 

Because Sabah is both “self” and “Other,” the gendered “self”/ “Other” in Rushdie’s work is 

deconstructed.   

 This passage also speaks to Rushdie’s portrayal of women because while Rushdie 

defines women by their sexual relationships with men, Sabah articulates that her attractive 

attributes are “not for [men].”  Instead, her attractiveness is for herself.  As a result, the 

men’s assumption that she is interested in attracting them is revealed as presumptuous and 

intrusive.  When this subject asks, “You think I give a damn whether or not you like it?” it 

challenges Rushdie’s assumption that men are central to women’s sexuality, thus rejecting 

the necessity of characterizing women by how they relate to men.   

Sabah’s autoeroticism is also evident when she is in a drug-induced state.  In her 

college dorm room, Sabah and three male friends get high on acid:   

Her tongue was playing music on the roof of her mouth, an undulating 

ribbon of music.  She did it again and again….  She smiled to herself and 

looked around the room to see if anyone else could hear it.  Of course, they 

couldn’t.  It was just for her. 

The feeling was erotic… 
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Her hand brushed against her thigh.  It was electric.  She touched her 

thigh again and little sparks flew out of her fingertips, tingling her skin under 

her jeans.  The rough cloth was as tight as the skin above the muscles in her 

leg.  She traced the muscles with her fingernails.  She drew little circles on 

her leg.  She tightened the muscles in her thighs and let the thick seams rub 

against them.  The sensation was so erotic, so sexual, she was embarrassed.   

She felt a hand on her cheek.  It was Rob.  He leaned forward and kissed her.  

His tongue felt like an intrusion in her mouth.  (9-10)   

Again, the text articulates that there is sexuality for women beyond men.  Sabah’s 

experience is described as “erotic,” but it is “just for her.”  Rob’s advance is an “intrusion in 

her mouth,” much like the intrusion of the men commenting on her appearance as she 

looked at her reflection in the store windows.  In both cases, an autoerotic moment is 

interrupted by men, negating Rushdie’s assumption that men are central to women’s 

sexuality.  The focus on Sabah’s leg muscles recalls Saleem’s fixation with Padma’s 

muscles.  Padma’s muscles hold her “still” as she listens to Saleem’s story.  Her muscles, the 

object of Saleem’s gaze, hold her “immobile” and reinforce her inferior position in their 

gender dynamics.  Here, Sabah’s muscles present her activity and passivity in her sexual 

behavior.  The passage describes how various muscles of her body “brushed,” “touched,” 

“traced,” “drew little circles,” and “tightened,” while her leg muscles receive this attention.  

Sabah’s body is again presented as both subject and object, and again the gendered “self”/ 

“Other” binary in Rushdie’s work is deconstructed.       

 This image of a character treating parts of her body as “Other” is used frequently in 

the text to portray how the character is aware of herself as an “Other.”  Specifically, a 
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number of culturally hybrid characters, while they are interacting with someone who 

considers them “Other,” look at their feet and reflect on how they appear alien.  In one 

scene, when Muzzafer, Sabah’s father, talks to eleven-year-old Sabah about the pony he had 

as a child in India, Sabah responds with, “‘If that’s the way Indians think of animals, I will 

never marry an Indian.’”  As the conversation progresses, he looks down at his feet clad in 

size eleven running shoes. “They looked large and foreign….  He was surprised by the size 

of his feet, as if the change had happened in the past few minutes rather than in forty years” 

(13).  Muzzafer sees himself as “Other,” and this is significant because that is how Sabah 

views him as an adult and an Indian.  As a result, in Muzzafer’s decentered subjectivity, the 

“self”/ “Other” binary collapses.   

In addition, when Sabah struggles to explain to her American live-in boyfriend, Rob, 

why she hid all his belongings when her parents visited and that she plans to have an 

arranged marriage in India, she looks “at her flat bare feet that always appeared so Asian, 

like they should be poking out of the mud of a rice paddy.  ‘I’m sorry’” (36).  Sabah sees 

herself the way Rob is seeing her, as a “backward” Asian woman.  That is, he sees her as an 

“Other.”  Like Muzzafer, she is able to see herself as both “self” and “Other,” 

deconstructing the “self”/ “Other” binary.  Finally, when Adam is in New York, searching 

for Marc, he visits a museum and attempts to connect with people.  As he listens in on the 

conversation of a well-dressed group of people, trying to figure out how to talk to them, he 

looks at his shoes.  “They are brown and they look scuffed and schoolboyish on the clean 

carpet….  He stares at the worn brown leather as the voices of the group fade away” (226.)  

Adam is able to see himself the way these well-dressed, sophisticated people see him – as 

the “Other.”  In this way, he is also able to deconstruct the “self”/ “Other” binary.  While 
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these cases depict decentered subjectivities, they also portray the problem with people who 

have fixed notions of “self” and  “Other”:  Sabah cannot connect with her father, and, 

instead, leads a double life to hide parts of herself from her parents, Rob belittles Sabah’s 

complex need to gain her parents’ approval, and a group of people are unable to notice 

Adam’s desperate loneliness and befriend him.   

 In addition to destabilizing the “self”/ “Other” binary, Bombay Talkie overturns the 

gender stereotypes presented in Midnight’s Children by presenting Adam and his sister, 

Alia, with a shared subjectivity.  It is meaningful that the names of these characters are 

“Adam” and “Alia,” as they speak to the characters of the same names in Rushdie’s 

Midnight’s Children.  In Midnight’s Children, Aadam is the main migrant figure and he is 

also the patriarch of Saleem’s family.  Thus he is named after the “first man” in the Judeo-

Christian and Islamic traditions.  Midnight’s Children provides an example of how Rushdie 

characterizes his (male) migrant with the fathering of heirs.  However, as Bombay Talkie’s 

main male migrant figure is Adam, and he is homosexual, the text offers a new 

representation of the male migrant.  Also, in Midnight’s Children, Alia is the archetypal 

figure of the “bitter old maid,” defined by her unmarried status.  Midnight’s Children 

reinforces the stereotype that unmarried women are “abnormal” because all women need 

men.  However, in Bombay Talkie, Meer rewrites Midnight’s Children’s gender 

constructions by portraying the shared subjectivity of Adam and Alia, thereby presenting a 

complete dissolution of the boundary between “self” and “Other,” especially in terms of 

gender.  

The first indication in the text of their shared subjectivity is when Adam’s family is 

in Paris, searching for Adam, and Alia suddenly starts speaking fluid French.  “Somehow, in 
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the middle of dinner, Alia starts speaking French.  Not the short, accented syllables she’d 

fumbled with before, but flowing sentences of beautiful French, with the proper pauses and 

useless flourishes and swirling phrases” (63).  Alia has studied French, but she and her 

family are surprised by her sudden fluency.  “As for Alia, she doesn’t know where the 

French had come from.  It is as though all the sounds she’d heard during the day had become 

part of her brain without her realizing it.  And then the sounds just play back out of her 

mouth…. She thinks she’s speaking French like Adam, as if she’s using his mouth” (64). 

Alia’s thought that the French she had heard during the day had “become part of her brain” 

suggests that Alia’s ability to speak French so suddenly is connected to the way her 

subjectivity deals with suddenly being immersed in French culture.  Instead of 

understanding the difference around her in the binary terms of “self” and “Other,” she is 

suddenly able to speak the language of the “Other.” Even more significantly, she thinks that 

“she’s using [Adam’s] mouth to speak French the way he does.”  This image of two people 

merging so that one speaks with the other’s mouth suggests that Alia’s subjectivity has 

overcome the barrier between  “self” and “Other” to the point that she can speak with the 

“Other’s” mouth.   

 The shared subjectivity between Alia and Adam becomes more evident later in the 

novel when Alia, in London, starts to dream about Adam, who is in New York.   This is 

much like the way The Satanic Verses’ Gibreel dreams about the founding of a religion 

called Submission.  Just as The Satanic Verses presents the story of the beginnings of 

Submission through Gibreel’s dreams, Adam’s experiences in New York are depicted 

through Alia’s dreams.  As a result, in both novels, there is some uncertainty about whether 

the dreams have any truth to them or whether the dreamer is experiencing some kind of 
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psychosis, and in both novels, the boundary between “reality” and “dream” becomes 

blurred.  When Gibreel dreams of himself as the angel tropicalizing London, weathermen do 

actually report that London is having a heat wave.  In a similar way, when Alia dreams 

about Adam, her own body goes through what she has dreamed Adam is going through.  

Alia starts dreaming about Adam with increasing frequency.  When Adam is sweating and 

feeling claustrophobic in a hot bar in New York, Alia is sweating and feeling nauseous in 

her bed.  When Adam gets drunk on strawberry daiquiris, Alia vomits red liquid.  At times, 

even when Alia is awake, she experiences what Adam is experiencing.   

 The text gives more evidence that Alia is actually experiencing what Adam is 

experiencing when she starts to dream about information that she doesn’t know.  For 

example, she dreams that Adam goes to an Indian restaurant and a temple in New York that 

actually exist; the reader realizes this when Sabah goes to them.  In addition, Alia dreams 

about the circumstances that actually lead to Adam’s death.  In fact, the text suggests that 

Alia’s ability to connect with Adam in this way may be that she was anxious about him, as 

she knew Adam was out of control and would get himself killed.  In New York, while Adam 

is having drinks with a woman named Paula, his alcohol-related death approaching, he 

knows that Alia is worried about him.  “He can almost see Alia’s face, sweet and twisted 

with worry, on Paula’s body.  It’s strange, he knows his sister’s worried about him, he can 

feel her anxiety like a burning wave of radiation all the way from London” (254).  That he 

can almost “see” Alia’s worried face “on Paula’s body” suggests that he, too, can see what 

Alia is experiencing at the moment.  In addition, the “burning wave of radiation all the way 

from London” describes their connection that spans nations and thousands of miles. Thus, 

while Gibreel’s dreams deconstruct the nation, Alia’s dreams deconstruct the nation and 
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gender.   

The significance of this shared subjectivity between Adam and Alia is articulated at 

the end of the novel when their father, Jimmy, dreams about Adam when he was five years 

old.  He dreams that he and Adam are on the beach: 

‘Oh, little boy,’ teases Jimmy, ‘do you know who Adam was? Do you 

know who you’re named after?’ 

Adam runs back to the sea, chest thrust forward, fists in the air like 

he’d just won the Olympics, ‘I’m the first man!’ 

Jimmy laughs, ‘Well done! And who’s the first woman?’ 

‘Alia!’ shouts Adam, as he runs into the waves. (273) 

This is the way the novel ends, and it presents the replacement of Adam and Eve with Adam 

and Alia. This has several implications.  First, Bombay Talkie, with its multidimensional 

time and rejection of the linear narrative structure, replaces the linear narrative of the origin 

story.  Also, when the first patriarch is replaced by a homosexual, it articulates how the 

linear narrative of the origin myth excludes heterogeneous people and experiences.  Finally, 

when Eve, the first archetype of “the evil woman” and Man’s “Other” is replaced by the 

decentered subjectivity of Alia, the whole system of “self” and “Other” that is at the base of 

classic oppositions like “man” and “woman” crumbles.  

 Finally, Meer’s postmodern use of the Bombay Talkie in her work calls attention to 

how her treatment of gender and sexuality contrasts to Rushdie’s use of the Bombay Talkie.  

Both Rushdie and Meer splice their narratives with scenes that read like scenes from a 

Bombay Talkie.  These scenes disrupt the linear representation of time and the fixed 

representation of space by introducing the time and space of the film.  Bombay Talkie 
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depicts a scene that is similar in several ways to the scene in Midnight’s Children in which 

Aadam learns of the hartal in Amritsar.  Both scenes are portrayed like scenes from Bombay 

Talkies; however while the scene from Midnight’s Children presents the male subjectivity of 

the migrant as he encounters and critiques nationalism, the scene from Bombay Talkie 

disrupts gender, sexual, and nationalist constructions.  In the following passage from 

Bombay Talkie, Alia and her parents are having dinner in a Parisian restaurant with Adam’s 

supervisor, Mr. Kureishi, and his wife, Farkhunda.  Alia has just displayed her sudden 

fluency in French, and the Kureishis are dismayed because Kureishi had believed he was 

“impressing everyone by ordering and vaguely translating the menu with help from his wife 

who was taking a class in the morning at the Sorbonne” (63).  Kureishi decides to retaliate 

by informing Alia’s father, Jimmy, of Adam’s homosexual relationship.   

[Kureishi] glares at Alia and slaps Jimmy on the back so hard his jaw 

snaps shut because he’d been watching his daughter, open mouthed.  ‘So, so, 

Mr. Jimmy Al-Hussain, what a surprise your children are.   It seems even you 

don’t know what they’re going to come up with.’… 

‘Look,’ says Kureishi. ‘I don’t know where Adam is, or if he’s 

coming.  But…’ He looks at Alia again and then he whispers in Jimmy’s ear. 

‘What!’ shouts Jimmy, his face distorting into a twisted red mask of a 

Karthakali dancer.  His eyes bulge out of the sockets.  ‘How dare you say 

such a thing about my son!’… Jimmy is in character now. ‘Why should my 

son work for you or your stupid bank?  I’ll buy him ten banks if he wants 

them…. And I don’t need to drink your whiskey.’  Dramatically, Jimmy 

picks up the whiskey glass, as if he were magnified twenty times on a crackly 
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movie screen in Lahore.  Jimmy holds the glass up to the light and swirls the 

remaining liquid.  Kureishi knows the camera would cut in close now – he’s 

watched Jimmy’s knuckles a thousand times on video in Revenge—the 

fingers trembling with passion, each wrinkle, each hair magnified a hundred 

times – the way he’s watching them now.  ‘Keep your stinking French 

sherab!’  Jimmy throws the drink in Kureishi’s face, and his wife gasps, 

‘Kureishi!’ and rushes a napkin to his face as Jimmy, his wife and daughter 

marching after him, leaves the restaurant.  (65-6) 

Several aspects of the passage are noteworthy.  First, the descriptions of Jimmy as if he were 

“magnified twenty times on a crackly movie screen” and of the camera’s close-up on his 

fingers with knuckles and hairs clearly recalls Midnight’s Children as Aadam holds the 

pamphlet calling for a national hartal.  Both scenes seamlessly move from the narrative of 

the story to a scene that reads like a Bombay Talkie.  The boundary between the “reality” of 

the narrative and the fiction of the Bombay Talkie is breached as the texts describe “close-

ups.”  In addition, both scenes describe men allowed to travel abroad, men allowed to be 

migrants.  Just as Midnight’s Children’s Aadam travels to Germany for medical school, in 

Bombay Talkie, Jimmy studies in London and Adam takes a job in Paris.  As a result, both 

scenes use the Bombay Talkie to depict how migration results in cultural confrontations.  In 

fact, the use of the Bombay Talkie is an excellent vehicle to describe cultural mix.  The 

splicing of Bombay Talkie scenes into the narrative results in the narrative mixing with film 

and with reality mixing with fiction in the same way different cultures mix and result in 

something new.  Furthermore, the Bombay Talkie itself is a product of globalization as 

Jimmy’s movies can be seen both in a theater in Lahore and on video in Paris.  This concept 
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is further emphasized by the way Kureishi seems to be watching a Bombay Talkie in a 

Parisian restaurant.  Kureishi “watched Jimmy’s knuckles a thousand times on video in 

Revenge—the fingers trembling with passion, each wrinkle, each hair magnified a hundred 

times – the way he’s watching them now.”  A Bombay Talkie is being enacted in a Parisian 

restaurant, much like Rushdie’s tropicalized London.  Finally, in “Rushdie and Bollywood 

Cinema,” Vijay Mishra describes how Bombay Talkies, now referred to as Bollywood films, 

have become increasingly followed by the Indian diaspora.  “This new global diaspora 

turned to Bollywood for a commodified ‘feel-good’ version of their own culture….  So 

when the Indian diaspora began to intervene in British cultural productions with an eye to its 

own distinctive artistic traditions, Bollywood became the indispensable form to imitate” (14-

5).  However, Mishra notes that there is a “dissonance” between these cultural productions 

and the Bollywood films they seek to imitate.  “The original can never be adequately 

replaced.  The original remains the sign of the lost homeland that in the end defies complete 

reclamation.  As Rushdie presciently observed: ‘we will not be capable of reclaiming 

precisely the thing that was lost’” (15).  In this way, the incorporation of Bollywood into the 

cultural productions of the Indian diaspora is a representation of cultural mix.  Furthermore, 

the global Indian diaspora looking for a “version” of their culture and then using this 

“version” of Indian culture in their own hybrid cultural productions indicates that 

Bollywood cinema presents an acknowledgement of the nonexistence of “cultural purity.”  

When the Indian diaspora, in their own cultural productions, build in a “dissonance” 

between it and the Bollywood cinema it imitates, it is further acknowledgment that cultural 

purity is impossible.  In all these ways, the Bombay Talkie is an excellent representation of 

cultural mix.   
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Both scenes also depict women who can travel only with family members or 

husbands.  In Midnight’s Children, Naseem travels from Kashmir to India after marrying 

Aadam, and in Bombay Talkie, Jimmy’s wife, Zenab, is traveling abroad with her husband, 

and Alia is traveling with her parents.  Thus both scenes show how men and women 

experience migration differently.  However, the Bombay Talkie’s espousal of mixing is 

applied to gender as well as nation and culture in Bombay Talkie.  While gender lines remain 

delineated in Midnight’s Children as Aadam, the hybrid migrant, views Naseem as his 

housebound, narrow-minded Other, Bombay Talkie presents a melding of gender as Alia is 

able to talk with Adam’s mouth.  Also, when Alia is able to speak fluent French, she is 

overcoming a limitation that her gender and nationality should present.   

While the mix associated with the use of Bombay Talkies as a narrative tool in 

novels is extended to issues of culture and nation in Midnight’s Children, “gender” is 

constructed as clear and unambiguous.  Men, as migrants, are hybrid and culturally 

“something new,” while women are housebound, the protectors of traditions and unities.  

While Aadam contemplates the political environment resulting from the mass migrations of 

people during colonialism, Naseem worries that Aadam met “bad girls” abroad and will 

expect her to be one.  While Aadam is fragmented as a result of his travels, Naseem 

becomes “unified and transmuted into the formidable figure she would always remain…. 

She had become a prematurely old, wide woman… and she lived within an invisible fortress 

of her own making, an ironclad citadel of tradition and certainties” (39-40).  Because 

Aadam, as a male, is able to travel abroad, he becomes culturally hybrid.  His wife, 

housebound, embraces cultural purity.  As a result, Woman is the (heterosexual,) migrant 

male’s Other.   
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 Bombay Talkie’s parallel scene depicts a very different intersection between 

migration and gender.  That Kureishi “looks at Alia again” before telling Jimmy about 

Adam indicates that Kureishi is in fact reacting to Alia’s sudden fluency in French.  Thus, 

there is something about Alia that threatens and angers him.  In the novel, Alia’s subjectivity 

is represented as the most fluid.  She is able to speak French because she is able to use 

“[Adam’s] mouth to speak French the way he does,” destabilizing both gender and 

nationalist binaries at the same time.  Furthermore, when Kureishi says that Jimmy’s 

“children” are surprising, he lumps Alia’s speaking French with Adam’s homosexual 

relationship, suggesting that he views both behaviors as aberrations from gender and sexual 

norms.  Kureishi’s expectation that a girl from India would be hopeless with French has 

been disappointed.  When Alia is able to speak French like Adam, who, as a male, has been 

allowed to travel abroad and learn to be fluent, Alia is circumventing rules established to 

define and regulate women’s behavior.  That Alia is not behaving the way the Kureishis 

expect girls to behave is clear when Farkhunda Kureishi suggests that her daughters may 

bore Alia.  “They’re very simple girls, very unsophisticated,” says Farkhunda proudly” (65).   

That Farkhunda is proud of her daughters’ simplicity and lack of sophistication indicates 

that these are valued qualities in girls.  In fact, they sound like Midnight Children’s Naseem, 

perplexed by Gandhi’s call for the hartal and the politics surrounding the Amritsar 

Massacre.  Furthermore, throughout the novel, Jimmy subordinates Alia’s intelligence and 

education to qualities desirable in a wife.  However, when Alia speaks fluid French, she 

presents the possibility that she could have abilities that enable her to be successful without 

the help of a man.  In fact, her ability to pick up a second language so quickly foreshadows 

her ability to navigate the streets of London on her own.  Later, when she is finally reunited 
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with Adam and they are sightseeing in London, Adam suddenly informs her that he is taking 

a train to New York, leaving Alia to find her own way back to their aunt’s home.  She does 

navigate the streets of a foreign city, proving her agency and ability to adapt to different 

environment and cultures and providing a contrast to Midnight’s Children’s Naseem.  As a 

result, the passage uses a Bombay Talkie scene to represent cultural mix much like 

Midnight’s Children does, but instead of reinforcing gender stereotypes, it destabilizes 

gender binaries and presents women’s agency.   

 Another scene in Bombay Talkie reads like a scene from Bombay cinema and, again, 

it seems to intervene in Rushdie’s use of Bombay Talkie scenes to represent women as 

lacking agency because they are bound by social convention.  In Midnight’s Children, 

Saleem’s mother, Amina, is unable to pursue her desire for Nadir Khan because her family 

realizes he is impotent and unable to consummate the marriage or provide Amina with 

children.  As a result, pursuing conventional marriage and motherhood, she marries Ahmed.  

She subordinates her desires to social conventions, and Rushdie uses the Bombay Talkie 

format to illustrate Amina’s lack of agency.  Because national censors did not allow physical 

kissing in Indian films, one director, Hanif Aziz, Saleem’s uncle, creates the “indirect kiss,” 

in which actors kiss inanimate objects to simulate kissing each other.  Saleem describes the 

“indirect kiss” between the hero and heroine of The Lovers of Kashmir, Pia and Nayyar, 

when it was first presented to the public at the movie’s premiere: 

In those days it was not permitted for lover-boys and their leading 

ladies to touch one another on screen, for fear that their osculations might 

corrupt the nation’s youth … but thirty-three minutes after the beginning of 

The Lovers, the première audience began to give off a low buzz of shock, 
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because Pia and Nayyar had begun to kiss—not one another—but things. 

Pia kissed an apple, sensuously, with all the rich fullness of her 

painted lips; then passed it to Nayyar; who planted, upon its opposite face, a 

virilely passionate mouth. This was the birth of what came to be known as the 

indirect kiss. (162) 

 
Thus, the text describes how social mores restrict the productions of moviemakers, resulting 

in  what Saleem later describes as “bad art” (249).  Furthermore, through this Bombay 

Talkie scene, the text offers a literal depiction of unmet sexual desire, redirected to appease 

social conventions.  It is also of note that the films were censored to avoid the corruption of 

the “nation’s youth,” which presents the nation as a space of desires subordinated to the 

nation.     

 Midnight’s Children then compares The Lovers of Kashmir’s socially restricted art 

and its characters’ unmet desires to Amina’s relationship with Nadir Khan.  Saleem watches 

as Amina secretly meets with Nadir Khan, who is now called Qasim.  Constrained by her 

marriage and family life, she resorts to indirect kissing.  “What I saw… my mother’s hands 

raising a half-empty glass of Lovely Lassi; my mother’s lips pressing gently, nostalgically 

against the mottled glass; my mother’s hands handing the glass to her Nadir-Qasim; who 

also applied, to the opposite side of the glass, his own, poetic mouth. So it was that life 

imitated bad art” (249).  Saleem’s repetition of  “my mother” in this passage reinforces that 

she is subordinating her desires to her family life.  She is also initiating the indirect kiss 

while Nadir-Qasim is simply responding, foreshadowing that she will redirect her desire for 

Nadir-Qasim because of her adherence to social conventions.  Saleem reflects on how 

Amina, unhappily married to Ahmed, who is now impotent as a result of his financial 
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failures, and still in love with her former husband, is left with her desires unfulfilled.  “Now 

that Ahmed Sinai was frozen up, Nadir-Qasim didn’t even have a sexual disadvantage; torn 

between a husband who locked himself in an office and cursed mongrels, and an ex-husband 

who had once, lovingly, played games of hit-the-spittoon, Amina Sinai was reduced to 

glass-kissery and hand-dances” (249).  Amina, then, in a conventional marriage but longing 

for her former unconventional marriage, is “reduced” to the glass-kissery of the Bombay 

Talkie.  The “hand-dances” refers to the episode in which Saleem witnessed Amina 

masturbating as she says “a name which has not been spoken since Mumtaz Aziz became 

Amina Sinai: Nadir. Nadir. Na. Dir. Na” (183).  In this way, Amina is defined mostly by her 

unfulfilled desire for Nadir Khan.  The way the sentence ends with “Na” suggests that she 

will continue saying his name because her desire for him will never end.  However, her 

desire will remain unfulfilled because she will subordinate it to her familial obligations.  

 Bombay Talkie challenges Rushdie’s use of Bombay cinema to depict women’s lack 

of agency by presenting Bombay cinema scenes that depict women making choices and 

attaining their desires. A scene that depicts how Jimmy and Zenab got married reads just 

like a wedding scene from a typical Bollywood movie.  In it, the woman who was supposed 

to marry Jimmy decides to run off with a French diplomat, leaving Jimmy and all their 

guests waiting at the wedding hall for hours.  Then Jimmy’s mother makes an announcement 

that Jimmy is looking for a wife, and Zenab, a wedding guest who is in love with Jimmy, 

decides to act: 

Zenab stood up….  [She] was overcome by the sensation that her 

moment had arrived.  She knows it’s time.  “I will,” she pronounces clearly 

and definitively to the ‘ahs’ of the crowd.    
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Zenab had been in love with Jimmy since she was twelve.  His record 

‘Love Is a Flame in the Heart” was the first one she ever bought….  He had 

been her inspiration all through her singing lessons.  And, what luck, when 

she’d been an extra in the film he was in and been asked to sing part of a 

song with him because his partner was not well….  Somehow she’d managed 

to sing along as he lip-synched, and even a year later, she sang along with the 

record of the film at least once a day – ‘How can you hide your eyes from 

me, my darling? They are all my light.  Without them, I am blinded, alone in 

the darkness.’  Zenab can never separate Jimmy from the voice and lyrics, 

even though, in tiny print on a corner of the album cover, the real singer and 

writer are credited…. 

Zenab climbs the stairs, looking down, transformed from an 

outspoken young actress to a shy bride…. 

Now they were sitting together on the platform, as they should have 

been all along, as Zenab knew they should have been.  When she was twelve, 

an old man who smelled of betel nut had held her pale hand in his brown 

wrinkled one.  ‘You will marry the first man you love,’ he had told her.  ‘A 

man with a mustache.  A very famous man.  And it is through your own 

strength that you will marry him.  Yes, you are a very lucky woman’…  

There she is, sitting beside the man intended for her by fate.  Jimmy is her 

kismet.  (50-2) 

The passage presents Zenab’s decision to take action and marry the man she wants in terms 

of a Bollywood film.  Zenab is empowered by the idea that she is destined to marry Jimmy, 
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a theme very common in Bollywood movies.  This idea is presented in the passage several 

times with phrases like “her moment had arrived.  She knows it’s time,” “they were sitting 

together on the platform, as they should have been all along, as Zenab knew they should 

have been,” and “the man intended for her by fate.  Jimmy is her kismet.”  This idea that 

Jimmy is her destiny overcomes considerations of social consequences, including whether 

her family will permit her to marry Jimmy.  This highly dramatic situation of the derailing of 

a planned marriage so that the “right” marriage can take place is very common fare in 

Bollywood films.  In addition, the passage depicts the importance of music in Zenab’s 

feelings for Jimmy as she listens to his music and actually sings with him.  It is well known 

that Bollywood films are usually musicals that present major events with music and dance 

numbers.  The love between two characters is often presented with the actors lip-synching 

the words of a love song.  In a similar way, the passage presents the development of Zenab’s 

feelings for Jimmy through song, even quoting the words of the song Jimmy and Zenab sing 

and referring to Jimmy’s lip-synching.  The text recalls a Bollywood film’s montage set to 

the movie’s soundtrack as Zenab takes singing lessons and eventually sings with Jimmy.          

The novel Bombay Talkie makes several references to the divide constructed 

between reality and the fantasy of Bollywood film.  Bollywood cinema is the predominant 

form of entertainment in India, but acting in them is considered socially distasteful.  For 

example, when Jimmy chooses to become an actor, his family is furious.  When Jimmy and 

Zenab are about to marry, someone warns Jimmy that her career as an actress will pose 

problems in the marriage.  “No wonder she does dramatic things.  Better watch out, Jamal-

Jim.  Next thing you know she’ll be breaking plates on your head.  These filmi girls are very 

independent” (52).  This concept of a “filmi girl” presents the problem of a girl that doesn’t 



 

167 
 

recognize the difference between her reality and the fantasy of films.  When she doesn’t 

recognize this difference, she does “dramatic,” “independent” things.  Bombay Talkie 

presents how a melding of reality and Bombay Talkie opens up the possibility for women to 

circumvent the restrictions of “reality” and act on their desires.  Mishra has argued that 

Rushdie’s incorporation of Bollywood Talkies in his work ultimately depicts how 

Bollywood cinema is a “form that mediate[s] how Indians, both homeland and diaspora, 

read quotidian life” (15).  In this way, the use of Bombay Talkies in the novels of Rushdie 

and Meer present a breaching of the divide between reality and fantasy.  However, Meer’s 

use of Bollywood cinema in her novel presents the possibility that Bollywood films enable 

women to articulate desires beyond social conventions and restrictions regarding familial 

duty and to act on those desires.  When reality and Bombay cinema mix, as the fortuneteller 

predicts, women can meet their desires “through [their] own strength.”  In contrast to 

Rushdie’s use of the Bombay Talkie to present Amina’s lack of agency, then, Meer’s 

Bombay Talkie presents how Bollywood cinema presents the possibility for women to 

articulate and act on their desires. 

As a side note, I want to point out that Meer’s Bombay Talkie further rejects the lack 

of agency in Midnight’s Children’s Amina with the character of Amna.  Just as Rushdie uses 

characters with names similar to his own first name, Salman, such as Midnight’s Children’s 

Saleem and The Satanic Verses’ Saladin, Ameena Meer uses a character named Amna to 

provide a counterpoint to Midnight Children’s Ameena.  Unlike Ameena, Amna has never 

had any intention of marrying or having children, and the text never indicates that this 

decision has posed problems for her; she seems to be leading a fulfilling life in London.  Her 

lack of interest in marriage and procreation is most evident in her reaction to Jimmy asking 
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her to come to the hospital to witness his son’s birth.  In the midst of writing her doctoral 

thesis, Amna responds, “‘I wish Zenab luck, but this is India.  I don’t think a new baby is 

anything to get excited about – and if you’re so sure it’s a boy, there’s even less reason.’  

She shut her bedroom door behind her as she disappeared into her books and papers for the 

rest of the night” (61).  The similarity between the names “Ameena” and “Amna” cannot be 

ignored.  Bombay Talkie intervenes in Midnight’s Children’s depiction of women solely 

motivated by marriage and children. Thus, like Midnight’s Children’s Alia, we have another 

unmarried aunt, but, unlike Rushdie’s novel, her unmarried status is a choice and does not 

deter her from leading a happy life.   

 In challenging modern concepts of fixed and uniform space and of homogenous and 

universal time Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children and The Satanic Verses challenge so 

many kinds of boundaries, including those of the nation.  However, these texts leave the 

constructions of gender and sexual roles basically intact.  Rushdie’s work is celebrated for 

its portrayals of the migrant and the related explorations of cultural hybridity and 

multiplicity.  However, Midnight’s Children and The Satanic Verses portray the migrant 

with a distinctly male subjectivity whose Other is Woman.  As a result, Rushdie’s texts 

define women by how the relate to men.   

Although Meer’s Bombay Talkie extends Rushdie’s work with its destabilization of 

the nation, it diverges from its treatment of gender.  By presenting the subjectivities of 

several migrants, both male and female, Bombay Talkie articulates the exclusions in 

Rushdie’s depiction of a universalized migrant.  The representation of these different 

subjectivities account for migrant experiences of cultural confrontations that are not voiced 

in Rushdie’s texts, particularly in terms of how nation and culture transcribe women’s 
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sexuality.  Also, whereas women in Rushdie’s texts are defined by how they relate sexually 

to men, Bombay Talkie articulates women’s different kinds of sexualities, including those 

that are independent of men.  In addition, while Rushdie’s postmodern texts effectively 

dismantle the “nation,” it reifies the “self”/ “Other” binary in gender constructions.  In 

contrast, Bombay Talkie displays how a postmodern representation of subjectivity, time, and 

space can deconstruct the “self”/ “Other” binary in terms of both nation and gender. 
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Chapter IV: Literary Colonization and Literary Resistance: Colonial Language and 
Narrative Form in the Memoirs of Bharati Mukherjee and Theresa Hak Kyung Cha 

 

This chapter considers how transnational American women writers can use 

postmodern narrative forms to relate Woman and the nation in new ways.  Autobiography or 

memoir, traditionally focused on the “writer’s self” (Spengemann xvi), enable productive 

studies of the relationship between the “self” and the “Other.”  In addition, such studies of 

the “writer’s self” offer explorations of the way form relates to subjectivity and social 

formations, like gender and nationality.  In this chapter, I compare the very different forms 

of the memoirs of two transnational women writers: Bharati Mukherjee’s Days and Nights 

in Calcutta and Theresa Hak Kyung Cha’s Dictee. 

These memoirs present subjectivity very differently, and as a result, present the 

intersection of gender and nation in very different ways.  A comparison of these memoirs 

demonstrates that deviations from traditional narrative structure can present new 

relationships between “self” and “Other.”  Instead of representing a stark, hierarchical 

opposition, a merging of “self” and “Other” is possible. 

Both Mukherjee and Cha treat issues regarding the nation by writing about their 

nations of origin, India and South Korea respectively, both formerly colonized nations.  

Some anti-colonial or postcolonial critics have argued that the teaching of colonial 

languages, which have been primarily English and French, has been disastrous for cultures 

of colonized people.  For example, Ngugi wa Thiong’o argues that it “annihilate[s] a 

people’s belief in their names, in their languages, in their environment, in their heritage of 

struggle… It makes them want to identify with that which is furthest removed from 

themselves; for instance, with other people’s languages rather than their own” (3).   The 
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memoirs of Mukherjee and Cha relate in very different ways to Ngugi’s comments, 

comments that led him to decide to write exclusively in his native language Gikuyu (Gandhi 

151).  A consideration of these two memoirs together reveals that the authors’ perceptions of 

language, particularly colonial language, affect the form of their memoirs and their 

representations of the relationship between “self” and “Other.”  Mukherjee, in Days and 

Nights in Calcutta, seems to regard knowledge of English and English texts primarily as a 

tool to separate herself from other Indian women of her class, women she represents as 

having oppressed and stagnant lives.  That Mukherjee relates to language in this way results 

in a realistic, linear narrative based on the idea that word and world are equal and that the 

writing subject is unified and centered.   

Days and Night in Calcutta, written in 1973-4 and reissued in 1995, is an excellent 

text to analyze how a transnational woman writer’s realistic memoir represents subjectivity, 

“self,” “Other,” “nation,” and “Woman,” and how this leads to the text’s privileging of 

feminist concerns over nationalist sentiments.  The text ultimately concludes that there can 

be no reconciliation between feminism and nationalism because it promotes a “woman’s 

self” that is centered and unified exclusively around a feminine identity.  Such a centered, 

unified “self” is not able to fuse with the “Other,” and there is a “self”/ “Other” binary 

constructed between Mukherjee and the women she represents.    

It is also of note that Mukherjee’s writing style has changed over the years.  As Rob 

Burton argues, “Stylistically, [Mukherjee] has turned from realistic modes of representing a 

‘masculinist, Western notion of a unified self’ (Goellnicht 350), and celebrated, instead the 

multiple perspectives afforded by Mughal aesthetic principles” (85).  Thus, Mukherjee is 

one of the many transnational women writers who have struggled to find ways to write about 
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nation and gender, and she eventually moves away from the realistic writing evident in Days 

and Nights in Calcutta.  Written with her Canadian husband, Clark Blaise, Mukherjee’s 

memoir takes a form that presents the possibility that the “self” writing the memoir can be 

both female and male, certainly presenting an alternative to a centered, unified, gendered 

self.  However, the two perspectives are sharply divided by two individual sections that read 

like two separate memoirs side by side.  Thus, in form, the memoir is divided by gender and 

nationality, reproducing conventional notions of a centered, unified “I.”  In fact, this theme 

of division runs throughout the memoir and ultimately, aided by a clear distinction between 

Mukherjee’s writing “self” and these “Other” women, results in “Orientalist” representations 

of women.  Thus, Days and Nights in Calcutta validates some of Ngugi’s concerns.   

Cha’s Dictee, first published in 1982 and, like Days and Nights in Calcutta, re-issued 

in 1995, also represents a number of other women besides Cha herself, but it is a radically 

different kind of memoir.  As opposed to the realistic style of Mukherjee’s memoir, Dictee is 

nonlinear, fragmented, multilingual, full of misinformation and grammatical “errors,” and 

interspersed with a number of varied images.  The text, in the first pages, conveys a deep 

suspicion of any particular language, especially colonial language, as a hegemonizing force, 

erasing difference, especially that of gender, culture, and the heterogeneity of people living 

in a particular nation.  This suspicion of standard language necessarily also throws suspicion 

on the conventional narrative form as hostile to difference.  Thus, Dictee’s form is 

experimental and a challenge to conventional forms.  As Lisa Lowe writes in Immigrant 

Acts, “Dictee is not a developmental narrative. Without a recognizable linearity that depicts 

a unified subject’s progress from youth to maturity, the text is often broken, at times 

painfully disrupted” (129).  Instead of telling the story of a singular “self,” Dictee tells the 
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stories of different women.  As the authors of Postmodern American Fiction explain, 

“Fragmented and contingent, the postmodern subject is less ‘self’ than an intersection of 

fluctuating subject positions within languages, cultures, and social structures that have 

themselves been shifting throughout history” (Geyh, Leebron, and Levy xxvi).  Ultimately, 

Cha’s text, a challenge to the homogenizing effect of language and to conventional narrative 

forms, replaces the unified “self” of traditional memoir with the multiple selves represented 

in the text and provides a sharp contrast to the “self”/ “Other” binary necessary for social 

formations, like gender and nationalism, that are present in Days and Nights in Calcutta.  In 

this way, Cha reflects Ngugi’s concerns about the effects of teaching colonial language on 

cultural difference, but she also shows that it is possible to write with and read colonial 

language in ways that resist these effects and enable agency. 

 

Days and Nights in Calcutta and Literary Colonization 

 One of the most striking differences in these memoirs is how these authors view 

missionary school education and colonial language in ways that result in radically different 

representations of “Other” women and the nation.  Mukherjee presents her missionary 

school education and knowledge of English as tools that helped her escape the oppression of 

Indian women in her class.  It is evident in her memoir that her missionary school education, 

based on Western metaphysical thinking, taught her to think in terms of binaries.  From the 

reference to “day” and “night” in the title, to the sharp division between Mukherjee’s and 

Blaise’s sections, to the pervasive theme of separateness and divisions in the text, Days and 

Nights in Calcutta presents the world as binary.  Mukherjee exhibits the influence of this 

colonial education in her realistic writing style and her use of conventional literary forms 
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and language.  As Jesus Benito Sanchez writes about the realistic narrative style, “The 

apparent order of the real is only the order that has been imposed upon the world by 

instrumental reason or by literary realism.  This totality is structured according to the 

demands of logic…A direct result of enlightenment and reason, realism is also instrumental 

and normative” (241-2).  As we saw with Jane Eyre, one way that realistic writing imposes 

a normative order of reality is through the use of binary oppositions.  Forced, hierarchical 

oppositions are presented as real and assert values about what it is to be a logical, 

reasonable, human being.  However, these values are based on Western values.  As a result, 

Mukherjee represents herself and the women she interacts with during a visit to her 

homeland of India in terms of a “liberated, Western woman”/ “oppressed, Indian woman” 

binary, reproducing representations of India and Indian women in ways that participate in 

Edward Said’s concept of Orientalism.  Describing this reductive discourse by the West to 

represent the Non-West, Said writes:  

Orientalism is a style of thought based upon an ontological and 

epistemological distinction between ‘the Orient’ and… the ‘Occident.’ Thus 

a very large mass of writers, among whom are poets, novelists, 

philosophers… 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. (2-3) 

Furthermore, according to Said, for the West, the Orient is “its cultural contestant, and one 

of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other.  In addition, the Orient has helped to 

define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting image, idea, personality, experience” (1-2).  
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Said identifies a reductive discourse that assumes the authority to represent the Orient and 

its people, a discourse that is based on a clear distinction between the East and the West and 

that enables the West to define itself by opposing itself to the Other, the Orient.  Mukherjee, 

in her memoir teeming with all sorts of divisions, the most significant of which is the 

division between herself and the women in India that she represents, certainly bases her 

descriptions on an accepted distinction between the East and the West.  Her Western 

education leads her to learn and reproduce this system of representing the East, and in doing 

so, she manages to define herself as a liberated Western woman in opposition to her Other, 

the oppressed Indian woman.  Malini Johar Schueller, in her argument that women of color 

do not always write to subvert Western myths, finds that Mukherjee’s work actually 

“affirm[s] to an extent the binaries of Western rationality, modernity, and progress and 

Eastern irrationality, prejudice, and backwardness” (par.31). 

One way Mukherjee constructs this opposition is by consistently associating the 

West and English with rationality and India and Hinduism with magic.  Describing her 

reaction to an upcoming visit to India after several years abroad, she writes, “I realized that 

though my usurpation of English had forced me to act as if I were rational and analytic, it 

had not destroyed completely my susceptibility to magic. To be a Hindu is to believe in 

magic; it is to see madmen as visionaries and prophets. The trip seemed to have detonated an 

energy which I spent years restraining and disguising” (170).  Throughout her memoir, 

Mukherjee articulates that she recognizes how English and her missionary education have 

affected her perspectives, but then continues to describe Hinduism and India itself in 

Orientalist ways.  Here, Mukherjee seems to suggest to her Western readership that 

Hinduism and her trip to India have given her access to extraordinary powers.   
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Janet M. Power’s discussion of Mukherjee and the literature of immigration gives 

some insight into why Mukherjee represents Hinduism in this way.  Discussing Mukherjee’s 

interview with Bill Moyers, Powers writes: 

Stressing the similarity between the experiences of all immigrants from the 

Third World, Mukherjee asserts that America offers ‘romanticism and hope’ 

to those coming out of cultures of ‘cynicism, irony, and despair,’ allowing 

immigrants to ‘dream big’ and ‘pull it off,’ actions that are not possible in a 

traditional society. Yet immigrants lead dangerous lives: they can’t take 

shelter in traditional values, but neither do they know the rules of dominant 

culture. Thus, newcomers to North America lead ‘raw, raucous, messy lives,’ 

which contrast strongly with the ‘small crises’ of settled, suburban lives.  The 

literature of the dominant culture generally deals with subtlety, with such 

small crises in terms of a single cultural code.  Literature of immigration, 

however, is a variant of postcolonial literature, which complicates the 

reader’s task by introducing multiple cultural codes. (89) 

Powers’ discussion illuminates several reasons why Mukherjee uses her nationality and 

Hinduism to position herself as a writer for her American readership.  First, it allows both 

Mukherjee and scholars of immigrant literature to argue that immigrant literature has 

something “more important” to write about than the “small crises” of the literature of the 

dominant culture.  Second, and perhaps even more importantly, Mukherjee’s description of 

immigrants coming from cultures of ‘cynicism, irony, and despair” and able to ‘dream big’ 

and ‘pull it off’ in America breathes new life into the American Dream narrative, which, of 

course, is very appealing for an American readership.  One obvious problem is that 
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Mukherjee and Powers unify the experiences of all “Third World” immigrants, which, of 

course, range from elites coming to the U.S. for higher education, like Mukherjee herself, to 

people escaping political persecution or following international labor.  Thus the linear, 

progressive narrative of the American Dream subsumes difference.  Another major problem 

with Mukherjee’s authorial positioning is that it is based on representing the “Third World” 

culture as one of  “‘cynicism, irony, and despair,’” where happiness lies only in escape to 

the “First World.”  As a result, she does represent India and Indian women in Orientalist 

ways, often using geographic binaries that privilege the West.   

Her memoir demonstrates how the use of English and realistic writing forms are 

wrapped up in Western metaphysics, constructing the world in ways that privilege its 

rational, Christian thought, otherizing difference.  In addition, she connects the very use of 

English to a rational, analytic way of thinking, clearly articulating that language constructs 

or “transforms our ways of apprehending the world” (170).  This idea that language 

“transforms” people is a recurring one in the text.  She seems very invested in the idea that 

her knowledge of English changed her, made her different from the other women of her 

class.  In Days and Nights in Calcutta, this becomes particularly evident in Mukherjee’s 

representations of India and Indian women.   

  We can look to Mukherjee’s missionary education to understand how she ends up 

participating in these Orientalist representations.  In the memoir, Mukherjee describes how 

her grandmother taught her about Hindu gods and goddesses “before [she] could read,” but 

her missionary education replaced that early learning.  She writes, “The missionary school I 

attended taught no Indian history, culture, or religion…  After I started missionary school in 

earnest, the old gods and goddesses and heroes yielded to new ones, Macbeth and Othello, 
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Lord Peter Whimsey and Hercule Poirot....  Within its missionary compound, multiheaded 

serpents who were also cosmic oceans and anthropomorphic gods did not stand a chance of 

survival” (171).  Mukherjee’s Christian, British-style education erases the multiplicity 

presented by Hindu gods that were also serpents and oceans.  She describes how such an 

education affected her: 

My imagination, therefore, created two distinct systems of cartography.  

There were seas like the Dead Sea which New Testament characters used as a 

prop to their adventures and which the nuns expected us to locate on blank 

maps of Asia Minor. And then there were the other seas and oceans, carved 

in stone on walls of temples, bodies of water that did not look like water at all 

and which could never be located on maps supplied by the school. (171-2) 

Mukherjee’s description of “two distinct systems” of understanding the world, one of 

rational Christian thought, and the other of Hindu “mysticism,” is exactly in keeping with 

the binary oppositions of colonial discourse that justified the British presence in India.  

These colonial binaries always produce hierarchies that construct the West, its languages, 

and its cultures as superior to the East and its languages and cultures.  This is why 

Mukherjee reproduces colonial binaries and ultimately positions English and her missionary 

education as tools that helped her escape a life of oppression and stagnation as a woman in 

India.     

 Indeed, throughout the text, Mukherjee reflects on how her ease with English 

separates her from other females in her class, and this, in turn, makes her life easier.  She 

recollects how her family lived in Europe for a few years during her school years, thus 

enabling her ease with English.  She writes, “That period abroad is the only time I have felt 
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perfectly bilingual.  It was a time of forgetting Bengali and acquiring English until I reached 

an absolute equilibrium….  I began to regard facility in English as my chief weapon for 

bending my own personality and for making friends among the British” (182).  This idea of 

English “bending” her “personality” seems to be another articulation of how it changes her, 

separating her from her Indian female peers. 

Throughout the text, Mukherjee represents her “chief weapon,” her ease with 

English, as something that makes her special and different from other Indian women.   In her 

childhood, after returning to India after a few years abroad, she begins her education at a 

new missionary school.  She recounts, “In our new school, the foreign nuns treasured us for 

our faintly British accents which had survived the long homeward journey” (183).  As an 

adult returning to India for a visit, she reflects on how her ease with English caused other 

women to envy her.  She describes it in the following way: 

 It was my knowledge of conversational English that they envied; fluency in 

English (especially with an American accent) rendered me a special creature, 

made success possible, gave me access to… Canadian dollars.  I was a career 

person, which meant I had the right to independent thought without incurring 

censure, while the middle-class Bengali woman was locked into a woman’s 

world of gossip and speculation. (225) 

Mukherjee makes a clear distinction between herself and “the middle-class Bengali 

woman,” “locked” in a “woman’s world of gossip and speculation.”  It is her ease with 

English that enables the distinction.  Her knowledge of English makes her “special” and 

allows her success, money, a career, and “independent thought without incurring censure.”  

Thus, Mukherjee draws a stark contrast between herself and these women.  Further, 
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Mukherjee fails to acknowledge the heterogeneity of this group of women.  According to 

Mukherjee, none of them are allowed even “independent thought.”  In her biography of 

Indira Gandhi, Pupul Jayakar describes a conversation she had with Gandhi during this 

period in which they acknowledge that, because of social pressures, many women among the 

land-owning aristocracy and certain sections of the middle class were not allowed much 

freedom.  However, they also ascribe agency to Indian women.  In the following passage, 

Jayakar describes how she and Gandhi discussed the women of Madhubani in Bihar, a state 

neighboring Mukherjee’s Bengal in East India.   

The discovery of these women of a live imagination, rich in color, symbol 

and myth, coupled with inherited skills which enabled them to be recognized 

as powerful painters, transformed their lives and social relationships.  They 

emerged as wage earners supporting the household…  For Indira they were 

symbols of a strong conditioning ending without struggle. (200) 

Thus, these women, in spite of “strong conditioning,” were able to exercise agency and gain 

access to freedom through art and economic independence.  These women, creators of the 

famous Madhubani paintings, brought global attention to India’s art and were inspirational 

for an Indian prime minister.  These women, not only present a new way female agency and 

traditionally masculinized nationalism intersect, but they also demonstrate, contrary to 

Mukherjee’s representation, that they had access to creative and financial independence in 

India.  Jana Matson Everett, author of Women and Social Change in India, published within 

six years of Mukherjee’s trip to India, finds that “One of the most striking contrasts in 

modern Indian history is the one between the position of upper-caste Indian women in the 

mid-nineteenth century – subservient, uneducated, secluded- and their position in the mid-
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twentieth century- articulate, educated, and active in professions and public life.”  Indeed, 

she notes that in the 1960s, Indian women participated in “elite politics at higher levels than 

have their Western counterparts… female representation in respective national legislatures 

were higher in India than in the United States or Great Britain” (1).  Everett finds that in 

India, “upper-caste, educated women have been instrumental in the passage of [more] social 

legislation …designed to improve the status of women than [there is in] the United States or 

Great Britain” and offers several examples of upper-caste Bengali women, like Mukherjee’s 

peers in Calcutta, that were extremely active in politics and the women’s movement.  

Specifically, she notes that one of the major national women’s associations, the Bharat Stri 

Mahamandal, had a branch in Calcutta, Bengal, Allahabad, and Lahore that were headed by 

expatriate Bengali women (68-9).   In addition, a Bengali Hindu, Hannah Sen, headed a 

major national women’s association, the All-India Women’s Conference, in 1951, the last 

year of the study’s analysis of the group’s presidents (68).  Thus, while many upper-caste 

Hindu Bengali women did not have access to much social freedom, there were several who 

did, demonstrating the heterogeneous nature of this group.   

However, Mukherjee’s memoir doesn’t account for the heterogeneity and agency of 

Indian women in its representations of them.  In addition, whether intentionally or not, by 

depicting this “woman’s world” of gossip and speculation, Mukherjee seems to be recycling 

colonial Orientalist descriptions of Indian women “locked” in purdah, the Hindu practice of 

keeping women out of public view and thereby out of the view of men outside their families.  

In colonial discourse, this practice was frequently represented as indications of India’s 

“backwardness” and the need for British cultural influence.   
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 In fact, the way Mukherjee relies on Western texts to understand and represent India 

is clear in her memoir.  Mukherjee describes how her sense of India is guided by the work of 

German Indologist Heinrich Zimmer.  Mukherjee writes that while friends talked of modern 

India’s “tiresome problems of overpopulation and hunger,” she thought of a different India: 

I thought of the India of derelict temple friezes, embodying in plaster 

or stone derelict wisdom. 

I thought particularly of a temple relief from Deoghar, Bihar (an area 

crowded with skeletons on maps of global starvation).  I had not seen the 

temple relief itself, only a plate of it in a book about Indian art written by 

Heinrich Zimmer. 

I was entranced not by craftsmanship but by the inspired and crazy 

vision, by the enormity of details… For me, it was a reminder that I had 

almost lost the Hindu instinct for miraculous transformation of the literal… 

The preparation for the visit to India was setting off an explosion of unrelated 

images. Reptile, lotus, flying bull, gods, and heroes: All functioned 

simultaneously as emblem and as real. (171) 

It is striking that although Mukherjee was born and lived in India for many years, her idea of 

India is based on an image she did not personally see, but, instead, an image depicted in 

Zimmer’s book.  Instead of considerations of poverty and overpopulation, she chooses an 

“inspired and crazy vision” that was “setting off an explosion” of images like flying bulls, 

gods, and heroes, which were both emblem and real.  Thus Mukherjee, guided by a Western 

text, describes a romanticized India exploding with storybook character–like figures.  In this 

way, we see Mukherjee recycling Orientalist representations of India, producing a realistic 
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memoir that otherizes India, especially its women.  Mukherjee’s privileging of the English 

language and her acceptance of texts influenced by Western Enlightenment thought can be 

understood as what Anindyo Roy calls “literary colonization” (129).  Roy argues that 

Mukherjee uses her “Hindu imagination” in an “American craft of writing” to position her 

“difference” and “identity” as a writer. However, “these forms are clearly indicative of the 

stabilization and commodification of a colonized culture by a postcolonial writer whose own 

authorial gaze corresponds to that of the Orientalizing West.”  Not only does Roy find that 

Mukherjee participates in Orientalized representations of India, but also that although 

Mukherjee claims an “American craft of fiction” as a literary influence, it is actually the 

effect of this literary colonization, “a process that was initiated in the author’s own English-

medium missionary upbringing in Third World but upper-class Calcutta” (129).   As a result, 

we can understand Mukherjee’s reproduction of Orientalized representations as an effect of 

her Western-style education.   

Thus we can look to the Western metaphysics that have been the foundation of 

Mukherjee’s education and reading, this “literary colonization,” as a major influence on the 

way Mukherjee represents India in her memoir in both content and form.  For example, 

Days and Nights in Calcutta abounds with binaries and frequently returns to a theme of 

separateness and division.  She ascribes this focus on divisions to a Western way of 

thinking.  Contrasting it to the multiplicity present in Hindu ideas, she writes, “My years 

abroad had made me conscious of ineradicable barriers, of beginnings and endings, of lines 

and definitions” (171).  Mukherjee then argues that in preparing for the return trip to India, 

her Hindu belief in magic and multiplicity was beginning to resurface.  Aware that she is 

focused on “barriers,” she hopes in India she’ll find “fusion.”   Reflecting on India as a 
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“world that fused serpent and God without self-destructing “ and the temple relief from 

Deoghar, she writes, “Merge, commands the Deoghar sculptor, there are no insides and 

outsides, so serpents, no gods” (187).  However, in India, all she sees are the barriers and 

lines she learned to identify in her Western education.  

 In the memoir, there is an extraordinary focus on barriers and walls, beginning with 

descriptions of Mukherjee’s childhood in a large, extended household.  She writes that in 

that house, she and her mother felt “relief when we could close the door of our bedroom and 

shut out the forty-odd relatives” (180).  She was “released” from that “terrifying communal 

bonding” when her father decides to move the family to London.  This is perhaps the first 

instance in the text when the West seems to save Mukherjee from Indians and Indian life.   

When the family returns to India a few years later, they decide to live in a house of 

their own.  Again Mukherjee focuses on barriers, describing the walls surrounding the 

compound.  This time the walls served to “protect” them from the outside world.  Describing 

how she and her sisters lived, she writes, “We were inviolable and inaccessible within our 

walled compound...  There were screening devices to protect us: gates, guards, internal 

telephones” (183).  Reflecting on these barriers, Mukherjee writes, “In a city that threatens 

to overwhelm the individual who is passive, there was nothing immoral in self-protection.  

But we had refused to merge with the city” (185).  Mukherjee represents Calcutta as a place 

from which “the individual” needs protection.  At the same time, Mukherjee conveys a 

desire to keep the “self” intact, kept from being overwhelmed by the outside.  Finally, in 

these sentences, Mukherjee, the writer living abroad, again articulates a desire for the fusion 

depicted in Zimmer’s book, a desire she hopes will be met in India.  As a result, Mukherjee 

presents the colonial idea that India is a “terrifying” place from which people need to be 
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protected, while also presenting a romanticized, Orientalist perception of India as a place of 

fusion.   

Again, Mukherjee dwells on the walls surrounding a mission at which she and Blaise 

stay: 

To protect oneself is to be sensible, I am told.  It is a city-wide obsession. 

Even the Scholar’s Guest House where Clark and I stay and which is run by 

the Ramakrishna Mission, a religious Hindu order, is set apart from the street 

by high walls.  Outside the walls are the accouterments of Ballygunge life: 

hawkers, beggars, loiterers, squatters, sleepers, cows and pariahs, cars, taxis, 

buses, mini-buses, cycles, rickshaws, bullock carts, and heedless pedestrians.  

Inside there is greenery, flowers, a studied calm.  The durwan at the gate sits 

on a stool and separates the two worlds… But still the brutal world invades 

the mission, and brass gas rings disappear from the secondary kitchen, and 

dissatisfied employees demonstrate on the edge of the judiciously kept lawn.  

(186-7) 

Mukherjee describes the two worlds: one within the walls and one beyond them.  She and 

Blaise stay within the walls, where there is greenery, flowers, and calm.  Beyond the walls is 

the “brutal world” of Ballygunge life, which seems to be made of quite regular things and 

people, like hawkers, taxis, cows, and pedestrians.  A guard at the gate keeps the two worlds 

separate.  Very strikingly, although Mukherjee keeps articulating a desire for fusion, she 

presents the trouble with it.  Here, she describes how the “brutal world” “invades” the 

mission and associates it with thievery and dissatisfied employees’ demonstrations 

encroaching on the mission.      
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 Mukherjee presents a similar situation in which barriers and a breaching of those 

barriers are presented.  Again Mukherjee’s desire for fusion is undercut by a need for 

protection from the outside world. In this case, Mukherjee describes her mother’s interest in 

locking things away.  “My mother likes to lock doors. Also windows, safes, cupboards, 

closets, trunks, valises” (192).  However, Blaise doesn’t understand the mother’s need to do 

this.  Describing the way her mother and Blaise disagree on how to store the children’s train 

set, Mukherjee writes:  

My mother would like us to store the train set in a locked wall cabinet 

whenever Bernie is not playing with it.  Clark refuses to do that.. .  We leave 

the electric train set out, and in a matter of weeks, the monsoon deposits rust 

flowers on the tracks, stealthily adventurous fingers leave dents on the 

underpinnings of carriages… and the locomotive seems clogged with fluff 

and hairballs” (193). 

The monsoons of India destroy the train set that has not been locked away properly, and the 

notion of the need for protection from India is reiterated.    

 Mukherjee describes another instance in which Blaise and Mukherjee’s mother 

disagree; this time on the need to cover the windows with black paper.  Blaise says he 

cannot work behind closed windows, has the paper removed, and opens the window.  He 

then “takes a long gulp of the outside air, and writes uninterruptedly for five hours” (194).   

Again this fusion of the inside world of the house and the outside world becomes a problem: 

Those of us who suffer from nervous sick headaches in the sun suffer them 

more than usual.  Clark…develops itchy eyes… The children suffer 

continuous hay fever.  Dust from the open window covers his desk, 
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typewriter, arms, hands, and papers; he can’t erase without smearing the 

page.  The servant mops a great deal more than he has before.  A window has 

been opened and a foreign element permitted indoors.  Clark does not yet 

understand an Indian’s relationship to ‘nature;’ he still suffers from the 

American myth of nature’s benevolence. (195) 

The passage describes all the ways the inhabitants of the house become ill and have other 

troubles because “a window has been opened and a foreign element permitted indoors.”  The 

need for protection is specific to the Indian environment, as Blaise, a Westerner, believes in 

the “benevolence of nature” until he encounters nature in India.  Thus the memoir presents 

yet another problematic fusion, for all of Mukherjee’s romanticized hope that India will 

enable fusion.  The fusions are problematic because the “self” constantly needs protections 

from the Indian environment.  As Mukherjee writes, “We… know that to merge, to throw in 

our lot with Calcutta, is also to invite self-destruction” (187).  For Mukherjee, merging with 

the rest of the city means destroying the self.  Thus, the colonial idea that India itself is wild 

and violent, and people need protection from it is upheld.   

 A look at all these presentations of barriers in Mukherjee’s memoir is important 

because it gives us insight into the way Western education and knowledge have affected 

Mukherjee.  It also reveals Mukherjee’s preoccupation with protection from India.  Her 

India is recycled from colonial, Orientalist depictions of India as violent, superstitious or 

irrational, and oppressive for women.  The “self” certainly needs protection from such an 

India.  In particular, Mukherjee is invested in representing her separateness from the 

oppressed women of India.  Pramila Venkateswaran describes Mukherjee’s preoccupation 

with divisions in the following way.  “In her narrative, Mukherjee shows that caste, class, 
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gender divisions, and their attendant values, such as the primacy of the family, contribute to 

maintaining one’s separateness.”  It allows “the possibility for reinvention of the self” and 

“the recreation of the woman’s self” (34).  The connection Venkateswaran makes about the 

relationship between the self and these divisions is important.  For Mukherjee, all these 

divisions keep a centered, unified “self” intact.  This is the same “self” we see in liberal 

feminist discourse and nationalist discourse.        

 This “self”/ “Other” binary is clearly evident throughout the text as Mukherjee, 

perhaps entrapped in her use of English and realistic narrative form, recycles Orientalist, 

colonial depictions of India as violent and uncivilized.  Brimming with violence and danger, 

Days and Nights in Calcutta presents a truly frightening India, a place people need 

protection.  Mukherjee makes numerous references to constant, pervasive violence.  First, 

she recounts the violence she witnessed as a child in India: 

I had seen a man…flung bodily out of a moving tram by an excited crowd.  

And once I had seen the heaving body of a run-over cow on the tracks just in 

front of my house… The head had not been completely severed from the 

body; I think now that a fully severed head might have been less horrible. I 

saw it as an accident, cruel, thrilling, unnecessary, in a city where accidents 

were common. (173) 

She not only conveys that such accidents are “common,” but also that there is something 

uncontrolled and uncivilized about the train, and by extension, India, that results in 

“unnecessary” deaths.  A man is “flung bodily” out of the train by an “excited crowd.”  In 

addition, a cow’s head left partially severed on the tracks is described as “thrilling” in a way 

that conveys the insensitivity that develops from being around so much death and violence.    
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 India also takes on a war zone-like quality as Mukherjee describes the death she saw 

during World War II.  “I saw a helmeted soldier on a motorcycle swerve around a car, then 

crash into a stalled truck.  His body was flung high (all the way up to the level of the second-

floor windows, my aunts said), before it splattered against the sidewalk.  That is my only 

memory of the war: street children scurrying after the helmet” (174).  Both of these passages 

describing Mukherjee witnessing death in her childhood depict bodies being “flung” about 

in a way that conveys how insignificant an individual life is in that dangerous environment.  

Again, the need for protection is made clear.  Just like the ‘thrilling” nature of the cow’s 

death, in this passage the children seem callous about death as a result of witnessing so 

much of it that they are only focused on the helmet. 

 During Mukherjee’s return visit, the threat of violence constantly hovers.  Describing 

how unchanged her town of Ballygunge remains, she still notes that “each year the periphery 

of violence draws a little closer to the center” (175).  She also recounts a story she is told 

about the violence associated with political unrest.  “Workers had been beaten up and… a 

chemist I recalled well had been knifed in the head a block and a half from the factory 

gates.”  Mukherjee emphasizes extreme violence that is close to her in terms of the victims 

and the physical proximity. 

 At other points in the memoir, Mukherjee seems to seek out violence in order to 

present it in the text.  She refers constantly to stories of violence she reads in newspapers 

and periodicals.  For example: 

The papers and periodicals were full of stories of misunderstandings.  

I read that an eighteen-year-old pregnant woman who had been cooking 

supper on the platform of a clean, new railway station was kicked to death by 
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an outraged railway official.  And that a starving mother threw her four 

daughters and herself into a well but succeeded in killing only two. 

Then there were the standard stories of rage and frustration, of men 

killing each other in movie house queues, of knifings among street sleepers 

because a child cried too loud and too long or one man had made a pass at 

another’s man’s wife. (188) 

Here, Mukherjee depicts a society full of extreme, irrational violence.  The people seem 

particularly irrational as no reason is given for their extreme acts of violence.  If a reason is 

given, it is not at all equal to the violence, like a child crying too loudly.  Thus, Mukherjee 

constructs an India teeming with extreme, irrational violence. 

 In addition, Mukherjee incorporates actual newspaper clippings describing violence 

in the country.  In one clipping, a journalist “had stumbled upon a decomposing corpse 

bearing obvious knife wounds, and that though he had done his civic duty by calling the 

police, he had not been able to arrange for immediate corpse removal.  Three days later the 

corpse had disappeared, thanks to the efforts (he believed) of neighborhood pariah dogs and 

vultures.” In another clipping, a landlord “is rumored to have been shot full of arrows by a 

tribal group who did want him harvesting in that area.”  A third clipping reads, “Hungry or 

simply immoral youths, in large gangs, attempt to hijack loaded trucks… by blockading the 

highway with boulders, then by throwing stones at the windshield of the stopped truck in 

order to injure the driver and his guard” (196).   

 Again, these clippings together construct a country that is frightening in the way 

violence and gory death abound.  As Mukherjee writes, “Only partially hidden under the 

stiff Indian-English of newspaper journalism, I see the spurts and flares of private terror” 
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(196).  Mukherjee appears to read the newspaper looking for the “private terror,” in order to 

present it for her Western readership. 

 Mukherjee’s use of newspaper clippings brings attention again to how realistic 

writing can write the world in a way that doesn’t actually correspond to reality.  Mukherjee 

uses the newspaper clippings to add credibility to her realistic memoir, attempting, not an 

interrogation of the barriers between fact and fiction, but a seamless, linear realistic narrative 

that validates the “truth” of India’s irrational violence.   However, in order to construct India 

in this way, she certainly excludes news articles about more mundane issues.  Mukherjee’s 

attempt to verify the “truth” of her memoir actually calls attention to how “realistic” writing 

is not only subjective and exclusionary, but also indicative of the gap between word and 

world.  As Geyh, Leebron, and Levy write, “Interrogation of the fact/fiction barrier has 

become in the postmodern era a central, even dominant source of artistic inspiration and 

innovation- an aesthetic in its own right.” (125).  According to these authors, postmodern 

writers incorporate  “realistic” or “truthful” texts into more subjective writing to destabilize 

all texts and challenge the equivalence between word and world.  However, Mukherjee’s use 

of news articles to verify the truth of her memoir demonstrates her faith that word equals 

world.   

In addition, not only is Mukherjee’s use of extreme violence in several of her texts to 

represent India and Indians Orientalist, but it also seems to be another way of positioning 

herself as an Indian immigrant writer writing for a Western readership.  Analyses like Samir 

Dayal’s “Violence in Jasmine” illuminate how Mukherjee’s representation of India’s 

violence allows her to present herself as an Indian author with unique access to this 

violence, able to give her Western readership a glimpse of it.  In several ways, Mukherjee’s 
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novel Jasmine echoes ideas in Days and Nights in Calcutta.  For example, in her memoir, 

Mukherjee writes about the different phases of her life in different parts of the world with 

“Each phase required a repudiation of all previous avatars; an almost total rebirth” (179).  

Likewise, the protagonist of Jasmine says, “There are no harmless, compassionate ways to 

remake oneself. We murder who we were so we can rebirth ourselves in the images of 

dreams” (70-1).  Both texts, describing, in Dayal’s words, an Indian woman’s 

“emancipatory struggle” from her “feudal condition to migrancy and exile in the West” (66), 

use a progressive, linear narrative form to describe a developmental subjectivity that moves 

from phase to phase through metaphoric “rebirth.”  More importantly, the violence in both 

texts depicts India and Indians with extreme violence.  As Dayal writes of Jasmine, “The 

novel is an account of Jasmine’s coming into her own as a woman, killing in order to live.”  

Dayal’s discussion locates Jasmine’s violence in India’s history and Hinduism.  He 

describes the violence that has taken place in India as “the matrix” of Jasmine’s 

“emancipatory struggle.”  He also notes the role of the Hindu goddess Kali in Jasmine’s 

violent behavior.  He writes, “Perhaps the apocalyptic moment of Jasmine’s self-assertion 

[is] in killing Half-Face, … In that act of violent self-transcendence, she becomes Kali, the 

goddess who drinks (evil) men’s blood… Demonized into Kali, she becomes ‘Death 

incarnate’” (71).  Both Mukherjee and Dayal seem to argue that Jasmine is able to survive in 

the New World because her Indian-ness allows her to be extremely violent when necessary.  

Dayal describes how in the novel, a New York woman, upon hearing that Jasmine was 

almost killed as a newborn for being female, “‘misses the point’ and ‘shrieks at my 

foremothers.’”  Unlike the New York woman, the texts seem to argue, Jasmine is from and 

of violence, and this makes her uniquely able to survive in the New World.  In the same 
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way, Mukherjee as an Indian writer has unique access to this violence and can present it to 

her Western readership.  As Dayal writes, “There is something spectacular and sensationalist 

about the violence associated with Mukherjee’s characters” (82).  When Mukherjee 

represents this extraordinary violence, she may be reproducing Orientalist ideas in order to 

position her own uniqueness as an Indian writer in the West.    

Not only does Mukherjee construct India as particularly violent and uncivilized, she 

also represents it as steeped in superstition and irrationality, again repeating Orientalist 

representations of the country.  In the following passage, Mukherjee describes how her 

mother says she somehow knew that Mukherjee was in trouble at the exact time the family 

home in Canada caught fire: 

She had sensed our danger through mental telepathy.  Though we had been 

oceans apart, she had shared our misery.  That was the point of her story. 

Drama and detail did not concern her. Nor causality, nor sequence: What 

mattered was her oneness with our suffering.  It was as though we were 

figures in the same carving and the oceans that separated us were but an inch 

or two of placid stone.  This is, quite simply, the way I perceive as well.  In 

Deoghar several time sequences coexist in what appears to be a single frieze.  

In the eye of God, runs another quote from Zimmer, mountain ranges rise 

and fall like waves on the ocean.” (176-7) 

The passage conveys some of the mysticism that Mukherjee feels she has lost in the West.  

Her mother articulates a belief in mental telepathy that contradicts the Western 

Enlightenment sense of time and space and resonates with Mukherjee.  However, it is 

striking that Mukherjee’s thoughts are again influenced by Zimmer.  As Mukherjee develops 
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her thoughts on mental telepathy and Hinduism, her sense that they are irrational come 

through.  “Unlike me, my mother did not isolate details from their metaphoric content… 

Mental telepathy was possible in a world that fused serpent and God without self-

destructing” (177).  Mukherjee, by pointing out the lack of details to support her mother’s 

belief in mental telepathy and then explaining it with the idea that Hindus can believe in 

anything, seems to bring a Western rational challenge to the possibility of mental telepathy.  

She then freely admits her discomfort with the idea.  “On that first night in Chembur, I did 

not dispute my mother’s claim of mental telepathy.  I heard it as a call from a portion of my 

brain that I thought had long ago been stilled.  But because talk of miracles, magic, and 

telepathy made me uncomfortable, I tried to deflect the mood” (177-8).  Mukherjee deflects 

the mood because her rational way of thinking is at odds with her mother’s ideas, even as 

she feels nostalgic for the way she used to think.  

Mukherjee again points to Hinduism to explain why Indian people have ideas that 

she has trouble accepting.  Describing some of the wives she sees in India, she finds that 

some of them do seem to feel fulfilled with their lives.  “These few women were successful 

and ambitious, but like Sita of the Hindu legends, their virtue was demonstrated in the 

service of their husbands” (213).  Mukherjee recycles the Orientalist idea that Hinduism 

enables all sorts of “backward” ideas, like a wife’s subservience to her husband.  In this 

regard, Venkateswaran points out some of Mukherjee’s blind spots.  According to her, 

Mukherjee attributes the oppression of Indian women to Sita and Savitri, but her 

“interpretation of Sita and Savitri as models of women who surrendered totally to their 

husbands is one-sided.”  Venkateswaran claims that Indian women admire them for their 

fidelity, single-mindedness, and intellect.  Sita, in particular, is admired for her “final act of 
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vanishing into the flaming lap of mother earth as a neat repartee to Rama’s demand that she 

undergo the test of fire for the second time to prove her chastity” (38).  For Venkateswaran, 

these women are examples for Indian women for many admirable qualities, including a 

sense of agency.  Venkateswaran’s point demonstrates how Mukherjee represents Hinduism 

through an Orientalist, colonial lens, presenting it as the cause for India’s belief in 

superstition and its “backward” treatment of women. 

Indeed, Mukherjee’s representation of Indian women as oppressed or stifled by 

Indian customs, in opposition to her own Western independence, is one of the central ideas 

in Days and Nights in Calcutta.  In the following passage, Mukherjee describes how she had 

“cheated fate” by deciding to study abroad and marry a Canadian: 

[A] palmist – a thin man with rotund, hairy nostrils – had said that I was 

destined for a middle-class Bengali woman’s life, to please my husband and 

elders, to be intelligent without being obnoxiously opinionated, to have two 

or three children and to run a clean, decent home, to be shrewd about 

household budgets, and to pray to the household gods.  By agreeing to go 

abroad, and then by marrying Clark on the first day of the school year in 

Iowa City in 1963, I claimed to have “cheated” fate. (218) 

Again, by describing “a middle-class Bengali woman’s life” this way, Mukherjee doesn’t 

allow for differences among middle-class Bengali women.  She represents all of them as 

having stifled, stagnant lives, forbidden to do anything “more important” than servitude to 

husbands, elders, children, the family house, and the gods.  Her claim that she has “cheated 

fate” can only be justified if she represents her own life as radically different, and she does.  

Her Western education, her marriage to a Canadian, and her life abroad make her a Western 
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woman, and she is heavily invested in making a stark opposition between herself and the 

Other women she meets in India.  Mukherjee, then, constructs a binary opposition between 

“the independent Western woman” and “the oppressed Indian woman” and between the 

“self” and “Other.”  Perhaps entrapped in Western metaphysics thinking and in using 

English and realistic narrative forms, Mukherjee recycles Orientalist colonial representations 

of Indian women.  This unified, centered “self” is the same “self” of liberal feminist 

discourse and nationalist discourse.    

 Representations of women in India living stifled, stagnant, “small” lives are woven 

throughout Days and Nights in Calcutta.  As a memoirist writing about the people she 

observes in India, she writes, “[I] set myself up as a professional interpreter of the slightest 

signs” (200), and she repeatedly interprets signs in a way that tells the same story: these 

Indian women’s lives are dull and lacking in agency.  For example, she explains the many 

safety precautions women in Bombay take as a way to deal with a sense of uselessness.  

“The wives I met in Bombay relied on fear to give meaning to lives that might otherwise 

have seemed, even to them, banal” (188).  None of the Bombay wives actually said they find 

their lives banal; it’s Mukherjee’s interpretation of their lives.  At another point, Mukherjee 

describes how a group of wives do not play Ping-Pong, and she interprets this in the 

following way: 

Though none of the women played themselves, they took secretive, 

unacknowledged pride in the Ping-Pong skills of their husbands and sons.  

They did not worry that there were no telephones, except in the houses of 

perhaps the general manager and the managing director. Their husbands 

handled all their serious relationships with the outside world; all they needed 
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was the factory intercom so that they could call each other to set up visits and 

call their husbands home for lunch.  (189) 

Again, the way Mukherjee “reads” these women is striking.  The pride they take in their 

husbands’ and sons’ Ping-Pong achievements is “secretive” and “unacknowledged,” but 

Mukherjee assumes to know about it to be able to represent it.  She has determined that their 

lives are frivolous as their husbands handle all their “serious” relationships in the “outside 

world,” just as the men are the only ones to participate in Ping-Pong.  They do not even need 

phones since they have nothing of real significance to do.  Mukherjee represents these 

women as passive and lacking any important work or responsibilities.  Again, repeating 

Orientalist representations of Indian women, Mukherjee emphasizes that they live in a 

“woman’s world” of “gossip,” while their husbands are in the “outside world,” handling all 

significant matters.  

  In contrast, Mukherjee leads a “big,” dynamic, meaningful life.  She describes her 

“self-absorption “ in Montreal and her “depression and joy” regarding “promotion and 

tenure, acceptance or rejection of manuscripts” (203).  Thus, she describes how she feels a 

range of emotions based on her personal ambitions, accomplishments and failures.  She 

describes the Indian women in a very different way:   

My friends in Calcutta were hard-working, and modest about their 

achievements.  If they had social status in town, they seemed to be saying, it 

was because their parents had chosen their husbands prudently.  A decent and 

successful husband was the reward for an adolescence of obedience and self-

discipline.  They had learned to work out their identities initially in terms of 
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their fathers and afterwards in terms of their husbands and their communities, 

and so most of them did not bear the scars of personal ambition. (203-4)  

Again, Mukherjee is interpreting the “slightest of signs” when she finds that they “seemed” 

to be giving all credit for their lives to parents and husbands.  Very importantly, she gives an 

explanation for why these women lead such stifled lives.  They understand their identities 

only through their fathers and husbands.  The “self” isn’t a part of the equation.  This is why 

Mukherjee emphasizes these women’s “obedience” and “self-discipline;” they listen to other 

people, not their own desires. Thus Mukherjee finds that these women are lacking a 

“woman’s self.” 

 Mukherjee also offers character profiles of some of the women she encounters.  For 

example, her representation of a woman named Anjali is in perfect keeping with the idea 

that these women are lacking a “woman’s self.”   Of Anjali, she writes, “It is only between 

ten and noon every morning that she need please no one.  So, in this free time, she pleases 

everyone…. She gives unselfishly because she is the ideal Indian wife” (211-2).  With 

Anjali, Mukherjee reiterates the idea that the “ideal Indian wife” always pleases everyone 

else and does not please her “self.”  

 Of the women’s profiles that Mukherjee offers, Veena probably comes out the best.  

Mukherjee finds that Veena’s house is beautiful and writes, “Veena has made a fine art of 

homemaking.  To me she is an unusually lucky artist whose medium and talent are not in 

conflict with her life” (206).  By representing Veena as an artist who gets some personal 

satisfaction from homemaking, Mukherjee seems to be acknowledging Veena’s sense of her 

“self.”  However, when Mukherjee probes more, she finds that Veena cannot think for 

herself.  The two women have a conversation about how some girls in their old school have 
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caused a controversy because they want to publish a poem that has been deemed 

“unsuitable” by the school nuns.  “I tried to interest Veena in this story.  What exactly had 

been unsuitable…. its ragged manifestly Indian subject matter? English schools in India had 

never courted too much Indianness.  Veena didn’t see the conflict.  That is, she didn’t see 

why the girls wanted to publish such an ugly poem” (209-10).  Mukherjee represents Veena 

as being unable to question or challenge the rules.  That is, she is unable to think for her 

“self.” 

 This idea that these women are not allowed a “woman’s self” with their own 

ambitions, thoughts, or desires is evident in Mukherjee’s description of how they talk – or 

don’t talk- about sex: 

I never found out what these women thought of sex… But, in spite of the 

Kama Sutra and the Khajuraho temple it is not a culture (particularly in that 

Edwardian little circle) that encourages conversations about sexuality. At 

school, the nuns had exposed us to expurgated editions of Shakespeare.  I 

now realized these women had never stopped self-expurgating.  It would 

have been impossible to expect from even my closest friend in Calcutta 

confidences about frequency and quality of orgasms that I received in 

Montreal from women I barely knew… These, then, are very ‘innocent’ 

women.  (214) 

The use of the word “innocent” indicates that Mukherjee is discussing something beyond 

these women’s reluctance to talk about sex.  She suggests that they are “innocent” or naïve 

about the orgasms the women in Montreal talk about.  The women’s “self-expurgating” 

seems to be more about cutting out their own desires, and again only answering those of 
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their husbands.  Again, Mukherjee’s critique of these women seems to be that they don’t 

have a “woman’s self.”  In all these instances, Mukherjee constructs an “independent 

Western woman”/ “subservient Indian woman” binary, where she is the “independent 

Western woman” and the Indian women she represents are the “subservient Indian women.” 

 Thus, by going abroad and marrying a Canadian, Mukherjee is saved from the 

stifled, stagnant, “small” lives of women who are not allowed a “woman’s self.”  When she 

returns to India, she finds that she has a different status from the other women.  “To my 

relatives – who accorded me the status of an honorary male by urging me to eat with Clark 

and the uncles at the first shift at the dining table, instead of on the floor on the second and 

third shifts with my aunts and girl cousins - I was the embodiment of ‘local girl makes 

good’” (225).  In this way, Mukherjee depicts how her knowledge of English and Western 

studies has turned a “local girl” good.  They have made her an “honorary male,” able to sit 

at the table instead of on the floor.  In Days and Nights in Calcutta Mukherjee depicts ease 

with English and a Western education as her salvation from the Indian customs that stifle a 

woman’s life.  This representation of the West saving an Indian woman from India has very 

important implications for how this text treats the intersection of gender and nationalism.  

Evocative of Gayatri Spivak’s formulation in “Can the Subaltern Speak?” “White 

men are saving brown women from brown men” (296), Mukherjee presents the West as her 

“salvation” from the stagnation of Indian women’s lives.  For Spivak, the “white men” are 

the British colonizers and the “brown men” are the Indian nationalists, and their conflict is 

whether “brown women,” representative of Hindu women, should practice Saati, or widow-

burning.  The colonizer wants to save her from this practice, justifying his presence in India, 

and the Indian nationalist wants her to participate in Saati, as a challenge to imperialism’s 
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westernization of India.  Mukherjee seems to recycle the colonial point of view as she 

depicts the West as her salvation and her separateness from Indian nationalism.   Mukherjee 

emphasizes this point when she recollects that as a child, she had headaches that kept her 

from participating in Indian nationalist celebrations.  Very tellingly, she wonders, “Were the 

headaches the earliest sign that I would escape abroad and marry a foreigner?” That is, the 

same headaches that kept her from participating in Indian nationalism allowed her to 

“escape” to the West and become an “independent Western woman.”  Days and Night in 

Calcutta, then, is another transnational woman’s text that articulates that women do not have 

a place in nationalism, and that feminist interests must be privileged over nationalist 

interests. 

One reason the text ultimately concludes that there can be no reconciliation between 

feminism and nationalism is that, as we have seen, it promotes a “woman’s self” that is 

centered and unified exclusively around a feminine identity.  We have also seen that such a 

centered, unified “self” is not able to fuse with the “Other,” which is why there is a “self”/ 

“Other” binary constructed between Mukherjee and the women she represents.  In another 

instance, the text again demonstrates that this centered, unified “woman’s self” is unable to 

fuse with the Other.  In Mukherjee’s desire for fusion, she tries to present a merging, an 

overcoming of barriers, between herself and a Muslim male rickshaw driver.  Mukherjee 

describes an incident that takes place as she and her friends are returning from a glitzy 

charity event and an after-party thrown by a legendary movie star, Raj Kapoor.  Her friend, 

Anil, just for fun, decides to terrify the rickshaw driver by pretending to be an official asking 

for his papers.   
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I knew I ought to get out of the car and tell the rickshaw puller to ask Anil for 

his credentials.  Because the rickshaw driver was… suddenly not just a 

Muslim resident of a Calcutta slum, but he was also me, a timid brown 

naturalized citizen in a white man’s country that was growing increasingly 

hostile to “coloured” immigrants. (250) 

In a text that has repeatedly upheld the necessity for divisions between the “self” and 

“Others,” this attempt at a fusion between “self” and “Other” fails.  The text has described, 

in great detail, the extraordinary luxury her class enjoys within its walls, separate from the 

rest of India.  It has also described repeatedly how Muslims, especially poor ones, are a 

subclass in India, constantly being referred to as “thugs” and “criminals” by Mukherjee’s 

peers.  As a result, Mukherjee’s contention that she is the terrified Muslim rickshaw driver 

falls flat.  In addition, in Canada, she may be a part of a minority, but she is still part of an 

elite group of academics.  She frequently describes her financial independence and 

autonomy.  She really does elide so many differences in order to present herself as the 

Other.  As Alpana Sharma Knippling writes, “What is suppressed in the interest of 

commonality is Mukherjee’s own privileged social and intellectual status.  We have… an 

impossible unification of the subaltern and the upper-class bourgeois writer” (152).  It is also 

very interesting that Mukherjee who has promoted a “woman’s self” throughout her memoir 

attempts a fusion with a man, which also fails.  

 Even though Mukherjee, throughout the text, articulates that she desires a merging, a 

fusion, among different elements, she seems to be entrapped in her use of English and 

realistic narrative form, and her Western metaphysical thinking.  She ends up writing a 

memoir that recycles Orientalist, colonial representations of India and Indian women, that 
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focuses on divisions and barriers, and that is teeming with binaries between the “self” and 

the “Other.”  This binary is most evident in her representations of Indian women.  Her claim 

that she has “cheated fate” relies on creating a binary between herself as an “independent 

Western woman” and the “Other” Indian women as forced into the servitude of others.  Such 

a text promotes a “woman’s self” and becomes another text that argues women have no 

place in nationalism.   

 

Dictee and Literary Resistance 

 Theresa Hak Kyung Cha’s Dictee is radically different from the “literary 

colonization” that seems to be at work when Mukherjee reproduces Orientalist, colonial 

representations of India and Indian women in Days and Nights in Calcutta.  Dictee, 

suspicious of language, especially colonial language, and experimental in form, is an 

example of literary resistance.  At the levels of both language and form, Cha writes her 

memoir in a way that resists her missionary and Western education, and as readers encounter 

a text that is not easily consumed, literary colonization is not possible for them either.  In 

this way, Dictee, as Carole Maso states on the front cover, “enlarges the notion of what a 

book is.”  

   Whereas Mukherjee presents colonial English as a tool that saved her from the 

typical Indian woman’s life, Cha presents the need to be suspicious of language.  Again and 

again, Dictee asserts that although language seems natural, it has been used, especially in the 

colonial context, to erase difference and make exclusions.  Cha also challenges realistic 

narrative forms by offering a text that is highly experimental in form.  While Mukherjee 

seems entrapped by her use of English and the realistic narrative form, ultimately 
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reproducing the “self”/ “Other” and “independent Western woman”/ “oppressed Indian 

woman” binaries so common in works influenced by Western Enlightenment thought, Cha’s 

suspicion of language and resistance to realistic forms enable her to disrupt these binaries in 

her own memoir.  As Lowe writes in Unfaithful to the Original: the Subject of Dictee, 

“Rather than constructing a narrative of unities and symmetries… it emphasizes instead an 

aesthetic of fragmented recitation and episodic non-identity…It also thematizes the 

contradiction of an identity logic that privileges a developmental narrative as the mode of 

the subject’s individual formation” (37).  The form of Cha’s memoir does not relate the self 

to the “Other” in terms of neat symmetries and demonstrates that a linear, progressive 

narrative form will exclude all kinds of information about a plural, decentered subjectivity.   

One of the most striking differences between the memoirs of Mukherjee and Cha is 

how missionary education is presented. One of the opening pages of Dictee, which is French 

for “dictation,” presents what looks like a dictation/translation exercise from spoken French 

to written English.  Just comparing the first lines of the French section and the English 

section points to a critique of this common technique for teaching a foreign language and a 

major idea in the text.  The French line reads: “Aller a ligne       C’etait le premiere jour     

point”  This line is dictated/translated into:  “Open paragraph    It was the first day   period” 

(1).  Here, the language teacher means for the student to write only “It was the first day,” but 

the student also writes formatting and punctuation instructions.  When the practice of 

dictation comes under scrutiny like this, it becomes clear that “perfect” learning of a foreign 

language doesn’t allow for the student’s difference; language has a totalizing effect.  As 

Juliana Spahr notes, the “premise of dictation as a teaching technique is that “repetition is 

the first step toward mastery” (128).  What is actually required of the student is passivity.  In 
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the colonial or immigrant experience contexts, this has some real ramifications.  If, as 

Mukherjee noted, “language transforms our ways of apprehending the world” (170), 

dictation transforms how the student (or colonial subject or immigrant or exile) sees the 

world, and is expected to make this change passively, without resistance.  However, Cha’s 

depiction of the imperfection of the dictation asserts that difference still manages to enter the 

process.  This imperfection, this difference from the original language, is a space where 

resistance and agency can be exercised.  As Spahr writes, “Dictation turns here from a 

passive act that mimics brainwashing into an active one with its own, often political, 

agenda” (128).  As a result, the text sets up that it will disrupt all kinds of normative writing 

processes as a form of resistance to literary colonization.   

The next section, “Diseuse,” further develops the idea of how the difficulty of 

coming to a new language or speaking in a different tongue, especially a colonial language 

or that of the majority culture, is a space where difference can enter and agency can be 

exercised.  However, the text also demonstrates how this difficulty disrupts the “self”/ 

“Other” binary constructed in so many Western Enlightenment works, with their standard 

grammar and form.  The typical diseuse is a skilled and usually professional female reciter 

in a play.  As such, she is usually a particularly smooth, easy speaker.  However, this 

speaker, appearing to be trying to speak in a foreign language, struggles: 

She mimicks the speaking.   That might resemble speech. (Anything at all.) 

Bared noise, groan, bits torn from words. Since she hesitates to measure the 

accuracy, she resorts to mimicking gestures with the mouth.  The entire lip 

would lift upwards then sink back to its original place.  She would then 
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gather both lips and protrude them in a pout taking in the breath that might 

utter some thing… 

It murmurs inside.  It murmurs.  Inside is the pain of speech the pain 

to say. Larger still.  Greater than is the pain not to say.  To not say.  

Says nothing against the pain to speak.  It festers inside… Must break. 

Must void…(3) 

There are several points to consider in the passage.  First the misspelling of the word 

“mimic” is important.  It brings to mind Homi Bhabha’s discussion of mimicry in “Of 

Mimicry and Man.”  Bhabha argues that when colonized people try to mimic the colonial 

culture it is “almost the same, but not quite” (86).  The difference between the original and 

mimicry is a combination of deference and disobedience.  According to Bhabha, this 

difference becomes the site of “new forms of knowledge, new modes of differentiation, and 

new sites of power” (120).  Thus the misspelling of “mimick” points to how there is agency 

in mimicry as it is not a perfect reproduction.  With mimicry, there is always a distance 

between the original and the mimicry.  Resistance to totalization through language can enter 

at this point of difference.  Another point to note in the passage is that as it describes the 

minute physical movements of speech, like “The entire lip would lift upwards then sink back 

to its original place,” the process of using speech and language becomes de-familiarized.  As 

a result, recognizing it as a part of socialization, a way that constructs how we see the world, 

becomes easier.  Finally, as the passage describes the Diseuse’s attempt at speech, it 

describes both what an onlooker would see and what is going on within her.  As such, we 

get descriptions of what is both “outside” and “inside” her.  The non-italicized parts, often 

describing her movements as she tries to speak, describe her externally.  The language is 
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also very close to standard English, as there is very little fragmentation and sentences are 

correct in form.  For example, the following sentences are all clear, grammatically correct 

sentences:  “Since she hesitates to measure the accuracy, she resorts to mimicking gestures 

with the mouth.  The entire lip would lift upwards then sink back to its original place.  She 

would then gather both lips and protrude them in a pout taking in the breath that might utter 

some thing.”  These non-italicized words do appear to attempt a “mimicking” of standard 

language.   

In contrast, the indented, italicized words describe what is going on internally with 

the Diseuse.  The language, describing a “murmur,” which is a quiet, unclear type of speech, 

often spoken under the cover of other speech or sounds, is not standard.  This section is very 

fragmented with lines like, “Larger still.  Greater than is the pain not to say.  To not say.  

Says nothing against the pain to speak.”  It also has run-on sentences like “Inside is the pain 

of speech the pain to say.”  However, even though the language is not standard and seems to 

be written in such personal terms that the reader is unable to fully consume every part of it, 

it is compelling and able to communicate at least something of what the Diseuse feels.  

Thus, the language describing the Diseuse internally is striking in how much it deviates from 

standard language but still manages to effectively convey so much. 

As the passage continues describing the Diseuse’s attempt to speak, it makes a 

significant move: 

She allows others in.  In place of her.  Admits others to make full.  Make 

swarm.  All barren cavities to make swollen.  The others each occupying 

her…  
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She allows herself caught… in the weight of their utterance.  When the 

amplification stops there might be an echo. She might make the attempt 

then… At the pause.  When the pause has already soon begun and has rested 

there still. She waits inside the pause. Inside her.  Now.  This very moment.  

Now.  She takes rapidly the air, in gulfs, in preparation for the distances to 

come. The pause ends… (4) 

The opening of this passage establishes that the Diseuse has decided to let her “outside” and 

“inside” converge.  “She allows others in.  In place of her.  Admits others to make full…. 

The others each occupying her.”  With this decision, she gets closer to being able to speak, 

deciding she will try to speak in the pauses of standard speech and writing.   

However, in these non-italicized sections, this “mimicking” of a Western 

Enlightenment sense of time and space, she is still constrained.  “She waits inside the pause.  

Inside her.  Now.  This very moment.  Now.  She takes rapidly the air, in gulfs, in 

preparation for the distances to come. The pause ends.”  The space of “inside her” and 

outside her is still demarcated, and time is still linear. The moment or the “now” of the pause 

comes, then passes.  The mimicking, indicating a space between the original and the copy, is 

still present with the word “gulf” instead of “gulp.”  She lets the “pause,” her chance to 

speak, pass. 

The final passages of the “Diseuse” section describe her movement to finally 

speaking/writing: 

She would take on their punctuation…Theirs.  Punctuation. She would 

become, herself, demarcations. Absorb it. Spill it… Deliver it. 

Deliver. 
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She relays the others. Recitation. Evocation. Offering.  Provocation.  The 

begging. Before her. Before them… 

 

Inside her voids.  It does not contain further.  Rising from the empty 

below, pebble lumps of gas Moisture. Begin to flood her.  Dissolving 

her… 

 

The above traces from her head moving downward closing her eyes, in the 

same motion,  

slower parting her mouth open together with her jaw and throat which the 

above falls falling just to the end not stopping there but turning her inside 

out…. 

 

… She takes.  She takes the pause…The delivery. She takes it. Slow. The 

invoking. All the time now.  All the time there is.  Always. And all times.  

The pause, Uttering. Hers now. Hers bare. The utter.  (4-5) 

The passage continues to describe her agency in deciding to “allow” or “admit” her “self” to 

converge with “others.”  Here, she “would take” “their punctuation” and become 

“demarcations.” As Western Enlightenment thinking emphasizes demarcations and borders, 

she decides to turn her “self” into a permeable “border,” where both “absorb[ing]” and 

“spill[ing]” occurs.  Finally, she is able to “relay the others.” “Her” and “them” become 
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interchangeable in the lines “Before her. Before them.”  Her “self” as she was seems to 

disappear, truly merge with “others” as “inside her voids… dissolving her.”   

In addition, the language of the non-italicized sections that had described her 

externally, the outside, changes as well, and sounds more like the italicized parts. “The 

above traces from her head moving downward closing her eyes, in the same motion, slower 

parting her mouth open together with her jaw and throat which the above falls falling just to 

the end not stopping there but turning her inside out.”  The sentence is one long run-on 

sentence and the word order is unusual.  As it sounds so much like the “internal” italicized 

parts, it truly does depict her being “turn[ed] inside out.”  Thus the non-italicized, as well as 

the italicized text, describe a merging of self and “Other.” 

With the Diseuse’s decision to “take on their punctuation,” the text’s representation 

of time and space changes.  In terms of space, not only does “inside” and “outside” merge, 

but in phrases like, “Rising from the empty below” and “The above traces from her head 

moving downward,” “up” and “down” also merge.  In terms of time, the Diseuse now has 

“All the time now.  All the time there is.  Always. And all times” to speak.  Thus, 

manipulating “their punctuation,” their language, to make it a permeable space with a non-

linear sense of time finally enables her to speak. “Uttering. Hers now…. The utter.”   

 One final point in the passage to consider is that this Diseuse is Cha herself writing 

the memoir.  The “invoking” mentioned in the passage refers to the text’s formal invocation 

on the following page.  However, as she “relays the others,” this Diseuse is sometimes Cha’s 

mother and other women as well.  The text describes how this Diseuse is both Cha and her 

mother.  “Let the one who is diseuse, one who is mother… restore memory.  Let the one 

who is diseuse, one who is daughter restore spring with her each appearance from beneath 
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the earth” (133).  As a result, this memoir is radically different in that it presents not only the 

“writer’s self” but others as well, and “self” and “others” truly merge.   

Cha continues her critique of language as a potentially totalizing force with her 

invocation.  The first time the reader sees the invocation, it reads, “O Muse, tell me the 

story/Of all these things, O Goddess, daughter of Zeus/Beginning wherever you wish, tell 

even us” (7). This invocation is followed by a set of three mock French language exercises.  

The first two are translation exercises and the third is a French conjugation exercise.  All 

three exercises are common in the study of French as a foreign language.  What becomes 

clear when the exercises are presented in this way is that, as they teach and reinforce basic 

French language skills, they also teach values and a specific world-view.  For example, 

some sentences to be translated convey a linear sense of time and a sense of bordered space.  

One sentence reads, “Come back on the fifteenth of next month, no sooner and no later.”  

Another reads, “The people of this country are less happy than the people of yours.” Several 

of the exercises pertain to speaking and how to speak.  One sentence reads, “If you did not 

speak so quickly, they would understand you better.”  Another reads, “Go away more 

quietly next time.”  They also teach values.  “The harder the task the more honorable the 

labor.”  Another reads, “The more a man praises himself, the less inclined are others to 

praise him” (8).  Thus, the text portrays how these French language exercises also teach 

particular values and a specific perspective.  In the colonial context, it is clear that such 

language exercises attempt to teach French values and a French worldview, excluding 

difference.  

After these language exercises, the invocation appears again, with glaring omissions.  

Cha’s critique of missionary education, so different from Mukherjee’s attitude towards it, 
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becomes very evident here.  Now the invocation reads, “Tell me the story/Of all these 

things./Beginning wherever you wish, tell even us” (11).  The things that changed between 

the two invocations, as well as those that didn’t change, are significant in understanding 

Cha’s view of the relationship between language and totalization.  First, the changes are 

very telling. “O Muse” and “O Goddess, daughter of Zeus” have been omitted.  These 

omissions portray how difference, especially that of gender and culture, can be suppressed 

by language and discourse, represented by the French language exercises.  They point 

towards a failure of memory.  Over time, buried by the dominant discourses of patriarchy, 

Christianity, and colonialism, Woman and the non-Christian, or pagan, have been forgotten.  

The role of Woman and the pagan in history and in writing have been forgotten or 

marginalized.  The omissions point toward the limitations of language to give a full account, 

to tell the full story.  

However, what doesn’t change between the two invocations points to how women, 

or the colonized, or immigrants, or non-Christians can exercise agency even in the face of 

language’s hegemonizing effects.  The phrase “beginning wherever you wish” doesn’t 

change, and this suggests that there is agency in story-telling that doesn’t begin at the 

beginning like the linear narrative structure but “wherever you wish.”  Cha suggests that a 

narrative not constrained by the “beginning, middle, and end” structure may be able to 

include all sorts of different people, ideas, and experiences.  In addition, the way that “me” 

and “us” are both used to refer to the writer in “Tell me the story… tell even us” is 

extremely important.  When “me” and “us” can be used this way, the “self”/ “Other” binary 

becomes completely undone.  This “us” is the same Diseuse that has “allow[ed] the others 

in” and will tell their stories.  That this undoing of this binary remains in the invocation 
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suggests that agency lies there as well. A text with a non-linear structure and a destabilized 

“self”/ “Other” binary can represent the lost, buried, or excluded Woman and culture, and 

that is what Dictee sets out to do.   

This idea of language’s inability to give a full account is also portrayed in the 

sections in the text that present a passage in French on one page and present an English 

translation on the opposite page.  The translation is never perfect, sometimes completely 

different.  Also, as Lowe points out in Immigrant Acts, the text’s first French to English 

dictation exercise shows how language can subsume difference, including that of gender.  

She notes that the French feminine “quelqu’une” has been translated to simply “someone,” 

which does not connote femininity as it does in the French and finds that it “precisely 

underscores female gender as the particularity that proves untranslatable.  In the dictation, 

femininity constitutes the deviant detail that makes visible the normalization of masculinity 

in the English language” (42).  However, just as Lowe suggests, the text’s critical treatment 

of the practice of dictation makes this normalization visible.   As it is polylingual, containing 

nonstandard English and French (the two major colonial languages), Korean, Chinese, Latin, 

and ancient Greek, it seems to suggest that recognizing the limitations of any individual 

language to give a full account is important, and that the use of many languages together 

holds the possibility of giving a fuller account.  For readers unfamiliar with any of the 

languages, it gives a sense of what it feels like to be alienated by language, what it feels like 

to engage with an unfamiliar language, and what it feels like to be expected to understand 

and participate in an unfamiliar language.  Thus the text offers yet another indication of 

language’s limitations. 
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As Geyh, Leebron, and Levy note, postmodern texts often resist assigning a passive 

role to readers.  They “interrogate the traditional understanding and functioning of the 

authority of the author… The receding of the author changes the relationship between the 

reader and the text: it shifts much of the responsibility for the creation of the text and its 

meaning to the reader” (xxxii).  Several Cha scholars have commented on the dynamic 

between author and reader in Dictee.  For example, L. Hyun Yi Kang finds that  “Cha has 

constructed her book as a process of mutually active collaboration… [Her] strategy is to 

explicitly posit an active relationship between writer and reader as central to the challenging 

of the authorizing and alienating structures of language and literary transmission” (78), and 

Eun Kyung Min argues that the reader’s “role is to correct, rewrite, and complete the 

text…In blurring the distinction between writer and reader and reversing their roles, 

[Dictee] critiques the model of reading as mere reception as well as the notion of authorial 

originality.” (310) 

One of the most interesting ways readers must actively read Dictee is in following 

how it seeks to represent a trace of the feminine Other that has resisted being buried in 

language or discourse with its constant references to the number nine.  The number nine, 

always associated with females in the text, acts as a trace of the Other that refuses to be 

completely inscribed by discourse. 

The first time the number nine appears in the text is following a description of 

women taking Holy Communion on Ash Wednesday.  The text portrays how steeped in 

patriarchy Christianity is and how it dominates and marginalizes women.  The section 

emphasizes that the Church privileges men, while it subordinates women in a number of 

ways.  It points out how God and Jesus are always represented as male.  “The Holy Wafer.  
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(His Body. His Blood.)  His” (13).  It also portrays the male priest who represents God in the 

service.  “He the one who deciphers he the one who invokes in the Name. He the one who 

becomes He.  Man-God” (13).  However, the text describes women’s role in the Holy 

Communion service as one of contrition and submission.  Women “kneel down on the 

marble the cold beneath rising through the bent knees.” Also, as they wait to receive 

Communion, “women [are] kneeling… In waiting.  To receive.  Him.”  The women’s 

distance from God and man because of her sin is emphasized with their “Waiting. Nearing, 

nearer and nearer to the altar of God” (13).  

In addition, Holy Week is described in the following way.  “Through Hosanna 

Hosanna in the Highest. Through the Mea Culpa Mea Culpa through my most grievous sin.  

Crucifixion to follow. Of Him. Of His Son” (13).  The word “my” to describe sin suggests 

that women are considered only sinners in the Church, whereas men can be priests, 

forgiving sins and even representing God.  The way sin is described with “my” and 

crucifixion with “His” portrays the sense that Jesus, a man, died for women’s sins, and 

women are kept far from the altar and priestly functions because of that sin.   

Later, the women’s docile, subservient behavior is described with “Stand not too 

quickly… looking down at the red of the carpet hand placed on triangle white fake lace scarf 

not to slip fall from the head, the head of hair, the sin covered” (13).  Again, women seem to 

be specifically connected with sin as only they need to cover their heads. 

However, at the end of the section, the text presents the first trace of something 

Other, something outside the Church.  “At the same time.  Nine steps down from the main 

gate is dusk, evening, nightfall” (14).  The lines describe coming out of the church at the end 

of service.  However, they also present a trace of something Other than patriarchal 



 

216 
 

Christianity as nine steps away from the gate, outside the vicinity of the Church, time and 

space are presented oddly.  It is dusk, evening, and nightfall “at the same time,” when these 

times are usually thought of linearly.  Also, space is odd because it is “dusk, evening, 

nightfall” nine steps away from the gate, when space at this time is usually described 

uniformly.  Thus, nine steps away from the church gate, the text describes a different 

concept of time and space, pointing towards how a different kind of text can represent the 

pagan Woman missing from the second invocation. 

The number nine appears in the next section, which is another set of French 

translation exercises, similar to translation exercises commonly found in French language 

textbooks.  This time there are nine exercises.  These exercises develop how teaching a 

colonial language cannot be separated from teaching the colonial worldview, the colonial 

religion, and colonial attitudes toward gender.  However, they also suggest that resistance on 

the part of students is possible. Analysis of a few examples pulled from the nine exercises 

demonstrates this.  The second and third exercises read: 

2. “O my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended Thee, and I detest all 

my sins because of Thy just punishments, but most of all, because they 

offend Thee my God, who art all good and deserving of all my love.  I firmly 

resolve the help of Thy grace to sin no more and to avoid the near occasion of 

sin, Amen. 

3. Near occasion (14) 

These exercises together convey how the student is not just passively consuming colonial 

teaching.  The second exercise does present how, in the guise of teaching French language, 

colonial missionary teaching also teaches the student-particularly the female student- about 
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her sin and to feel lowly before the Christian God’s greatness.  However, when the text 

presents the third exercise to translate “near occasion,” it highlights, not only the difficulty 

of perfect translation, but also that students do not need to passively consume this teaching, 

particularly the cultural and religious content.  They can challenge the teachings and 

demonstrate that a thorough colonization is not possible.  Translation/dictation is turned 

against the colonial power – and that of the colonial language- to destabilize it, instead of 

buttressing it.   

 With these translation exercises, Dictee presents resistance to the colonial teaching 

of the Western Enlightenment sense of bounded space and linear time.  One exercise is 

striking in the way it describes space and time: 

6. We left London at half past seven and arrived at Dover after a journey of 

two hours. At ten o’clock the boat left the harbor.  The trip across the channel 

took only an hour and a half.  The sea was calm, we did not feel the slightest 

of motion. We made a stop of an hour at Calais, where we had luncheon.  It 

was rather dear but well served.  At six o’clock in the evening we were in 

Paris.  The entire trip was only a matter of a little more than ten hours and an 

expenditure of fifty francs.  (15) 

The passage is extremely detailed in its description of time proceeding linearly, starting at 

7:30 AM and ending at 6:00 PM, and of space as demarcated and named.  It is also 

homogenous space in that the “sea was calm, we did not feel the slightest of motion.”  That 

the “entire trip was only a matter of a little more than ten hours and an expenditure of fifty 

francs” depicts how this homogenous space is really only marked through the movements of 

linear time and French money.  However, this exercise is sandwiched by exercises written in 
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non-standard language and form, which seems to destabilize the bounded space and linear 

time of standard language and realistic narrative forms.  For example, a line from the 

preceding exercise reads, “she hide all  essential words   word link subject verb  she writes 

hidden  the essential  words must be pretended invented she try on different images essential 

invisible” (15).  The lines present a female student writing in experimental ways.  That she 

must “hide” and “pretend” suggests that the writing is oppositional and resistant to the 

teachings she is receiving.  In addition, because the language and form are non-standard, 

standard space and time get displaced. 

Finally, and very significantly, other language exercises present French history and 

nationalism; for example, “France was formerly divided into thirty-two provinces, such as 

Brittany, Provence, Franche-Comte, etc., but since the Revolution of seventeen eighty-nine, 

it is divided into eighty-six departments… Paris is not only the capital of France, it is the 

capital of the world” (14-5).  However, a critique of French nationalism as exclusive of 

women is also present in the ninth exercise:  

9. The young poet who composed the Marseillaise was called Rouget de 

Lisle.  He wrote it when he was in Strassburg in March or April, seventeen 

ninety-two. He spent a whole night composing this beautiful song; however, 

he wrote nothing before the next morning…After writing what he had 

composed, he went to the house of his friend Dietrich to show it to him.  He 

sang his new song before his friends.  The mayor’s wife accompanied him at 

the piano.  Everyone applauded.  Soon it was sung everywhere in France. 

(16) 
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The passage is interesting for a number of reasons.  It makes a point of showing how the 

terms “compose” and “write” are often elided, and then distinguishes them by describing 

how de Lisle composed the music all night, but had written nothing by morning.  This points 

out how composing the music is different from translating it into words for presentation to 

other people, which, again, emphasizes how language is a part of socialization.  Then the 

passage describes how “the mayor’s wife accompanied him at the piano,” but her name is 

never mentioned.  She is identified only as a wife to someone, unlike Rouget de Lisle, who 

goes down in history as the composer of the song, and Dietrich, whose house was the setting 

for this historically important event.  The passage also describes how the song becomes a 

popular nationalist song, “sung everywhere in France.” However, in French nationalist 

history, only the men are named.  The one female is left un-named, even though she had a 

role in this nationalist activity.  As she is playing the piano, she may have even contributed 

to the composition of the music.  Thus, the passage seems to suggest that the “translation” of 

the music into words is what finally creates French nationalism and excludes women.  It 

seems particularly significant that this exercise, containing this un-named woman, is 

numbered nine.  By depicting nine translation exercises, Cha represents how the trace of the 

Other is there, even among such translation exercises, resisting being buried in language and 

discourse.   

 Cha’s use of the number nine continues with her portrayal of a colonial missionary 

school.  At first she associates the routines of the institution with the number one and 

portrays how the students- all girls- following the routines, are also associated with the 

number one.  

Describing these routines, Cha writes:  
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First Friday. One hour before mass.  Mass every First Friday.  DICTEE first.  

Every Friday. Before mass. DICTEE before. Back in the study hall. It is 

time… Snaps once. Follow single line…. Single file…   

Single file silence gliding steps one at a time (18) 

The repetition of words like “first,” “one,” “once,” and “single” emphasize the idea that the 

colonial missionary school does attempt to turn this heterogeneous group of girls into a 

singularity through Christianity, colonial education, including colonial language, and having 

them move to the same linear sense of time.  In all these ways, their difference gets 

suppressed.   

But then the section takes an interesting turn and depicts the singularity multiplying 

into nine. 

the single file waits at the door of the chapel… The line divides in two.  

Waiting in two lines with space between… The chosen ones to crown Mary 

the Immaculate Conception enter in the center….One in the center to carry 

the banner.  The eight others, 4 by 4 in single file behind the one with the 

banner.  9 in all.  Each pew holds nine. (19) 

In the passage, the singularity of girls doubles, and then multiplies into nine girls.  Even the 

pews hold nine girls each.  Thus, these girls in the missionary school are divided into groups 

of nine.  Again, these girls, in groups of nine, represent the agency and resistance possible 

even in the face of colonial education.   

The significance of the number nine is depicted again when the section ends with a 

reference to the novena of the Immaculate Conception: 

NOVENA: NINE EACH. THE RECITATION OF  
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                   PRAYER AND PRACTICING OF DE- 

                   VOTIONS DURING A NINE DAY  

                   PERIOD 

 

              And it begins. (19) 

Joseph Hilgers writes in The Catholic Encyclopedia that a novena is a “nine days’ private or 

public devotion in the Catholic Church to obtain special graces.”  However, it has roots in 

Ancient Greek and Roman pagan ritual.  Although several church fathers, like St. Augustine, 

wrote against the practice of novenas as an act of paganism, the practice persisted, and 

continues to be observed in the Catholic Church.  This understanding of the role of 

paganism in a Catholic practice seems particularly significant for Cha’s memoir.  The trace 

of the minority religion remains, even as Christian discourse tried to bury it.  By associating 

the number nine with women and with multiplicity, the text is representing the Other that 

has resisted the hegemonizing effects of language and discourse.  The pagan references that 

were removed in the second invocation can be detected as the reader follows the 

significance of the number nine in the text.  

 The major way the text presents the number nine as a trace of the pagan feminine 

Other is in the way it replaces this scene of the nine girls participating in the novena of the 

Immaculate Conception with a new set of nine females, the nine Muses – pagan and 

feminine - traditionally associated with inspiring the different literary genres.  The rest of the 

narrative is actually divided into nine sections, each titled with the name and function of 

each Muse.  There are still more ways the number nine enters the text, and those will be 

discussed in more detail below.   
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 Before I move on to a discussion on the form of Dictee, I want to look at another 

significant way Cha finds agency and resistance in the face of patriarchal, Christian 

discourse.  She uses the idea of the speech act or performative utterance, so common in the 

Bible and the Church, to turn the writing and reading of her text into actions.  First Cha uses 

the Christian practice of confession to establish that words can be action as the sinner must 

talk about her sins to gain forgiveness, and the priest grants forgiveness through words.  

Describing confession, she writes, “Theirs. Into Their tongue, the counterscript, my 

confession in Theirs. Into Theirs. To scribe to make hear the words, to make sound the 

words, the words, the words, the words made flesh.”  The use of the word “counterscript,” 

the image of the mixing of her confession with “Their” tongue, and the non-standard 

language suggests that Cha is again exercising agency in the face of discourse.  Here, she 

seems to be using the idea of the speech act to make the writing and reading of her text a 

way to uncover the pagan feminine Other lost in discourse, so that reading becomes a 

radically different activity.  As a result, when Cha states, “And it begins,” she means that the 

text itself, written in language, will work to represent the feminine pagan Other that 

Christian, patriarchal discourse has attempted to erase.  

 This discussion of language in Dictee has already pointed to the importance of the 

text’s form.  For example, Cha’s use of collage instead of a linear narrative form has already 

become apparent.  In fact, the form seems designed to create a completely different kind of 

reading experience.  The reader, engaging with the different elements of the text, recognizes 

the limitations of language and its tendency to create cultural hegemony.  However, the 

reader also finds traces of the feminine pagan Other and looks for them, demonstrating her 

own agency as well as that of the Other in resisting being buried by discourse.   
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Certainly the unusual form of Cha’s introductory material, her incorporation of 

images into her text, and her re-working of Hesiod’s Theogony open up what a text can be 

and invite the reader to participate in reading in a new way.  In contrast to the realistic form 

of Mukherjee’s memoir, Cha uses a highly experimental form for her narrative.  While 

Mukherjee is perhaps entrapped by her reproduction of the realistic, linear form that 

ultimately leads her to replicate the “self”/ “Other” and “independent Western woman”/ 

“dominated Indian woman” binaries, Cha’s experimental form enables a merging of “self” 

and “Other.”  As Lowe writes in Immigrant Acts:  

If one of the aims of literary representation, with its premise of mimetic 

correspondence between the name and the thing, is to provide a fiction of 

reconciliation that resolves the material contradictions of differentiation…, 

Dictee suggests that every representation claiming such correspondence must 

bear anxious traces of the fundamental conditions of unmimetic irresolution.  

In its discontinuity, fragmentation, and episodic unfluency, Dictee attests to 

such irresolution…[and] returns us, as readers, to the material contradictions 

of lived political life. (152) 

So many “realistic” texts claim to correspond exactly to reality and instead offer a unified, 

centered subject that subsumes the reality of difference, and they also offer binaries like 

“self”/ “Other” that define this subject.  However, Dictee attests to the inability of literary 

representation to correspond exactly to reality by providing a discontinuous, fragmented, 

“unrealistic” narrative.  By destabilizing the “self”/ “Other” binary, the text also challenges 

old forms of nationalism as well as liberal feminism, and presents an alternative to 
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traditional, patriarchal nationalism: a feminist postnationalism that articulates transnational 

women’s sense of dislocation from a particular “mother country” and its “mother tongue.”    

 With the opening material of the text, Cha establishes that her memoir, like all texts, 

should be read critically.  Even the epigraph at the beginning of Dictee alerts the reader to 

read the text with suspicion.  It reads:  

May I write words more naked than flesh, 

stronger than bone, more resilient than  

sinew, sensitive than nerve. 

                                                                          Sappho  

It looks as if Cha is attributing the epigraph to Sappho.  However, as several scholars have 

noted, Sappho didn’t write it; Cha herself did. Thus, the text opens with a call to question 

the material as it is being read.  It becomes clear that the reader must resist not only the 

text’s content, but also the impulse to simply passively consume ideas while reading.  Also, 

in attributing this passage to Sappho, Cha raises some other issues.  She challenges us to 

think about how we know what Sappho wrote and didn’t write.  We see how Sappho has 

been constructed as the Author of this writing, and Cha certainly raises the possibility that 

some writings have been attributed to Sappho that were not in facts hers, and the author has 

disappeared in history.  In terms of form, Cha points to how we expect Sappho is the author 

of the passage because of the way her name is placed below the words.  However, Cha plays 

with form and spacing all the time, so she may not be attributing the words to Sappho at all.  

Instead, she is pointing out how we have expectations with regard to form and genre, based 

on conventional writing.  As a result, with her epigraph, Cha establishes that her memoir 

resists conventional writing and reading practices. 
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The following page of the text continues to warn readers that they must regard this 

text with skepticism.  The nine sections of the text, named for the Muses and their functions, 

are listed.  As several scholars have noted, one problem with the list is that Cha has named 

“Elitere” as the Muse of lyric poetry instead of Euterpe.   Because lyric poetry is 

conventionally about the “I,” the fact that Cha creates a new muse for it indicates that her 

text will represent a new kind of “I.”  This is extremely significant for Cha’s destabilization 

of the “self”/ “Other” binary in her memoir.      

Furthermore, right before the new kind of novena - the nine sections of the text- 

begins, the following poem appears:   

From A Far 

What nationality 

Or what kindred and relation 

What blood relation 

What bold ties of blood  

What ancestry 

What race generation 

What house clan tribe stock strain 

What lineage extraction 

What breed sect gender denomination caste 

What stray ejection misplaced 

Tertium Quid neither one thing nor the other 

Tombre des nues de naturalized 

What transplant to dispel upon (20) 
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The poem, placed right before the nine sections begin, provides insights into how to read the 

new kind of novena.  The first phrase “from a far” is picked up from the text’s very first 

presentation of a dictation exercise, an exercise that showed the possibility for resistance and 

agency in imperfect dictation, translation, and language in general.   In addition, the line 

“neither one thing nor the other” is a repudiation of the “self”/ “Other” binary that is the 

basis for the several categories, like “nationality,” “gender,” and “denomination,” listed in 

the poem.  Cha sets up that this new kind of novena will not only represent the feminine, 

pagan Other that has been lost in patriarchal Christian discourse but also destabilize related 

constructions, like “nationality” and “gender,” through a new kind of writing that 

destabilizes the “self”/ “Other” binary.  

Finally this new novena begins.  As several critics have noted, Dictee seems to be a 

reworking of Hesiod’s Theogony, registering both this experimentation in form and a 

challenge to foundational texts. As Kun Jong Lee has noted, Hesiod not only individualized 

the Muses for the first time in the Theogony, but also made them prominent in the poem.  

“Its proem is a kind of hymn to the Muses and describes their birth, functions, and blessings; 

the Muses are invoked for poetic inspiration at crucial points of the poem (par.2).  Similarly, 

Cha lists the names and functions of the Muses and names the different sections of her text 

after them.  Also, she, too, invokes the Muses several times throughout the text.  These 

similarities indicate Cha’s interest in engaging foundational texts.  The dissimilarities 

indicate her interest in challenging them, warning the reader to regard texts and language 

with suspicion, and finally explode the different genres so as to represent the pagan feminine 

Other.  Unlike the stark division between Blaise and Mukherjee’s sections in Days and 

Nights in Calcutta, the different sections of Dictee work together to point towards the Other, 
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signifying that these different muses work with each other and with the Diseuse, herself 

different women, to represent traces of the Other.  Thus, various identities flow together and 

merge, truly destabilizing the “self”/ “Other” binary.   

For example, the first section, “Clio History” and the second section “Calliope Epic” 

work together, with some help from the other sections, to challenge patriarchal nationalism 

to represent a feminist postnationalism.  Because of the various elements Cha has already 

presented, it is clear that this section will challenge conventional history and the structure of 

conventional historical narrative.  One way Cha accomplishes this is by replacing the typical 

linear structure of narrative history with collage.  The first component of the collage is a 

photograph of a girl, on the opposite page is some basic biographical information.  Her name 

is Yu Guan Soon; she was born in 1903 and 1920.  Below this information is the obvious 

information, “She is born of one mother and one father.”  All of this information is 

interesting because Cha sets up immediately that this history is going to focus on a young 

female whose name and biographical information matter.  In addition, the statement that she 

is born of one mother and one father brings gender to the forefront.  It is obvious, 

unnecessary information, so it de-familiarizes gender dynamics, makes readers more 

cognizant of them and more likely to recognize them as constructions. In a traditional 

patriarchal history, where only the father matters in terms of parentage, mentioning the 

mother makes these gender dynamics more apparent and points out that mothers are often 

left out of history.    

 This focus on gender construction is continued on the next two pages, which each 

contain an individual Chinese character, one for “man” and one for “woman.”  When the 

page is turned, bringing the pages into physical contact, the two characters press together 
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and seem to merge together.  The letters separate again when the book is again opened to 

those pages.  The Chinese characters present how language literally constructs gender and 

how gender roles are distinguished by language construction.   

 These elements of the collage lead into varied pieces of text that focus mainly on 

how Korean nationalist patriarchy has written History and how it has written Yu Guan Soon, 

who would become a Korean nationalist symbol of a protest against Japanese colonialism 

called the March 1st Movement.  The beginning of the text in “Clio History” reads: 

She makes complete her duration.  As others have made complete theirs: 

rendered incessant, obsessive myth, rendered immortal their acts without the 

leisure to examine whether the parts false the parts real according to 

History’s revision. 

Truth embraces with it all other abstentions other than itself.  Outside 

Time. Outside Space. Parallels other durations… 

  She calls the name Jeanne d’Arc three times. 

  She calls the name Ahn Joong Kun five times. 

  There is no people without a nation, no people without ancestry.  (28) 

The first three lines are written in nonstandard language and are thus resistant to the linear 

time and narrative structure of conventional patriarchal History.  They emphasize that Guan 

Soon has become something other than the daughter of “one mother and one father.”  She 

has become a part of Korean nationalist discourse.  She has been “rendered… myth,” a 

narrative, and that she has been constructed is evident in that there is no examination of  “the 

parts false the parts real,” and this construction is evident in the phrase History’s “revision.”  

The italicized words are also in nonstandard language and convey that the “truth” is 
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“outside” a Western Enlightenment sense of time and space.  Furthermore, the language 

becomes standard when it describes Guan Soon’s participation in traditional nationalism as 

she calls to Jeanne d’Arc and Ahn Joong Kun for strength and inspiration.   Joan of Arc was 

a French nationalist that supported France during its 100 Years War with England, and, thus, 

her nationalism is squarely located in a Western Enlightenment sense of demarcated space 

and linear time.  Guan Soon probably learned about her in her missionary school.  Ahn 

Joong Kun was a Korean nationalist that killed a Japanese Prime Minister, among other 

things, in the anti-colonial struggle.   It is significant that in a text that gives so much 

importance to the number nine, Guan Soon calls out to these figures only eight times.  As 

Cha writes later in the section, “Face to face with the memory, it misses.  It’s missing” (37). 

 The section continues its critique of language by showing how patriarchal 

nationalism uses language –words- to create “the enemy.”   For example, excerpts from texts 

like F.A. McKenzie’s The Tragedy of Korea construct the Japanese as “constitution 

mongers.”  “Nothing was too small, nothing too great, and nothing too contradictory… 

Their doings werje the laugh and the amazement of every foreigner in the place” (29).  The 

Japanese are also constructed as a particularly violent people.  For example, a nationalist is 

quoted as saying, “‘One is forced to ask who is in charge of these men who are nothing more 

than brigands.  Their mode of warfare seems to be purposely designed to stir every honest 

man into a frenzy… Let the authorities…confess their incapacity for controlling Korea”(49).  

All Koreans are thus constructed as sane, honest men, while the Japanese military is made 

up of “brigands” driving the Koreans into a “frenzy.”  In addition, a newspaper article 

describes a military encounter with the Japanese. “Thirty volunteers were surrounded by 

Japanese troops, and although no resistance was offered, they were shot down in the most 
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cold-blooded fashion.  This not being enough to satisfy the conquerors, two other volunteers 

who had been captured were brought out and were decapitated” (31-2).  Again, the Japanese 

are being constructed as “cold-blooded” “conquerors” who can be “satisfied” with only 

enormous amounts of bloodshed, while the Koreans are defenseless “volunteers.”   

A 1905 letter from Koreans living in Hawaii to President Roosevelt also 

demonstrates how nationalists use language to construct and contrast themselves to “the 

enemy.” It is particularly interesting to read the nationalist sentiments of Koreans not living 

in Korea and be reminded of the U.S.’s role in imperialistic practices.  In the letter, the 

writers make the dubious claim of being able to “voice the sentiments of twelve millions of 

our countrymen,” and then make sweeping generalizations about the nature of the Japanese 

and the Koreans.  For example, “ ‘[Japan] turned loose several thousand rough and 

disorderly men of her nationals in Korea, who are treating the inoffensive Koreans in a most 

outrageous manner.  The Koreans are by nature not a quarrelsome or aggressive people, but 

deeply resent the high-handed action of the Japanese towards them’” (35).  The way the 

“self”/ “Other” binary is the foundation of patriarchal nationalism is clear in these lines.  

“Self” is constructed as unified and centered by a national identity and “Other” is 

constructed as something monolithic, separate, inferior because it has a different national 

identity.   

Cha then comments on this kind of nationalism.  “The ‘enemy.’ One’s enemy.  

Enemy nation.  Entire nation against the other entire nation.  One people exulting the 

suffering institutionalized on another.  The enemy becomes abstract.  The nation the enemy 

the name becomes larger than its own identity” (32).  In fact, just like “the nation” and “the 
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enemy,” Guan Soon is another construction; she becomes “larger than [her] own identity.”  

The text portrays how History depicts her in the following way: 

Guan Soon is the only daughter born of four children to her patriot father and 

mother. From an early age her actions are marked exceptional. History 

records the biography of her short and intensely-lived existence.  Actions 

prescribed separate her path from the others. The identity of such a path is 

exchangeable with any other heroine in history, their names, dates, actions 

which require not definition in their devotion to generosity and self-sacrifice. 

(30) 

Thus Guan Soon, made a “myth” for the propagation of Korean nationalist discourse, 

becomes larger than her identity.  The gender codes embedded in History’s writing of her is 

clear in that “any heroine in history” is exchangeable with her because their main attribute is 

their “devotion to generosity and self-sacrifice” to the nation.  Thus women, constructed as 

being so generous and self-sacrificing that they lose even their identities, become pegs in the 

patriarchal nationalist machine.  In this way, Guan Soon, as the daughter of patriarchal 

nationalism and in service to it, really has only one father. 

One particular phrase in the passage hints at the problem with Guan Soon’s type of 

nationalism, and it hints at the solution as well.  History describes Guan Soon’s biography 

and actions as those that “separate her path from the others.”  The “self”/“Other” binary that 

marks Guan Soon as exceptional from others is also what structures patriarchal nationalist 

discourse.  The solution for a feminist postnationalism, then, involves dismantling this 

binary.  Thus, dramatically different from Mukherjee’s use of newspaper clippings to 

validate her memoir, Cha’s incorporation of various types of texts destabilize all of them and 
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demonstrate the role of discourse in the way the world is understood. As Geyh, Leebron, and 

Levy write, “Interrogation of the fact/fiction barrier has become in the postmodern era a 

central, even dominant source of artistic inspiration and innovation- an aesthetic in its own 

right” (125). 

Finally, and most importantly for this discussion, “Clio History” portrays how 

patriarchal nationalism demeans or marginalizes both women of its own nation and the 

enemy nation.  Not only does it describe how at first Guan Soon, as a female, had no role in 

the already existing national movement and she had to prove her “conviction and dedication 

to the cause” to be appointed as a messenger (30), but also Korean nationalist discourse 

incorporated constructions of Japanese women.  The following passage describes some of it, 

picking up on the idea of the Japanese being ‘constitution-mongers’:    

Acting on the Japanese love of order and of defined rank, exact titles of 

honour were provided for the wives of officials. These were divided into nine 

grades: ‘Pure and Reverent Lady,’ ’Pure Lady,’ ‘Chaste Lady,’ ‘Chaste 

Dame,’ ‘Worthy Dame,’ ‘Courteous Dame,’ ‘Just Dame,’ ‘Peaceful Dame,’ 

and ‘Upright Dame.’  The Japanese advisers instituted a number of 

sumptuary laws that stirred the country to its depths. (29)  

In this way, Korean patriarchal nationalists portrayed Japanese women as part of the 

problem of Japanese colonial rule of Korea.  Thus, both Korean and Japanese women 

become pegs in the Korean nationalist machine.  However, the passage suggests that 

Japanese women had domination problems of their own to contend with.  That the wives 

were ranked this way is telling, and the adjectives in the titles, like “pure,” “chaste,” 

“peaceful,” and “courteous” point to the gender roles assigned to women.  In addition, this 
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system of ranking Japanese wives in Korea institutionally separates Japanese wives from 

Korean wives as one indication of Japanese national character.  This system was one 

indication of Japan’s highly organized, highly structured society, as opposed to the 

disorganized Koreans.  Dictee portrays how Japanese women were part of the discourse of 

patriarchal Korean and Japanese nationalists.   

As a result, as the number nine has been associated with the Other in the text, these 

nine grades of Japanese wives indicate that these women, too, are getting buried in 

patriarchal discourse.  The number nine connects the females in the Korean missionary 

school with these Japanese wives, thereby connecting females across nations.  In another 

section, “Melpomene Tragedy,” Cha articulates that the problem with patriarchal 

nationalism is not only that it led to Korea dividing into North and South Korea, but also 

“SHE opposes Her. SHE against her” (87).  The problem is that women, acting on a “self”/ 

“Other” binary, a sense of space as demarcated, and a sense of time as linear, divide along 

national lines.   However, Cha finds agency in the way women can connect across nations 

and outside this Western Enlightenment sense of time and space.  At the end of the textual 

section of “Clio History,” Cha articulates that within a linear sense of time, the lost Other 

remains “missing.  Fixed between wax and wane indefinite not a sign of progress.  All else 

age, in time.  Except.  Some are without.”  Thus, Cha establishes that outside the Western 

Enlightenment sense of progressive time and bounded space, the time and space of the 

patriarchal nation, there is a feminist postnationalism.   

 In this way, Cha begins to establish what a postnational feminism could look like.  In 

the section, “Calliope Epic Poetry,” Cha uses information from her mother’s journal to write 

about her time in Manchuria as an eighteen-year-old refugee.  Again, Cha explodes the 
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genre she is working with.  Epic poetry is usually about national origins and national heroes, 

and an epic poem like Milton’s Paradise Lost relates the origins of the world and 

Christianity and depicts Jesus as its hero.  However, Cha makes it clear that she is writing a 

very different kind of epic.  Instead of being about the origins of a nation, this section 

portrays how Cha’s mother has connections to four different nations, but does not fully 

belong to any of them.  As a result, the section is filled with empathetic scenes of Cha’s 

mother’s dislocation from her “mother country” and her “mother tongue.”  In fact, Cha 

compares her mother’s struggles as an exile and as an immigrant in resisting domination and 

assimilation to Jesus’ resistance to temptation.  Very significantly, Cha’s mother replaces 

Jesus as the hero of the epic.  In fact, this space of struggling with transnationalism and the 

attendant dislocation is exactly where Cha and her mother connect, where the “self”/ 

“Other” binary gets dismantled.  Cha seems to argue that this is what a feminist 

postnationalism would look like.   

Cha makes several moves to distinguish her epic from the conventional epic.  First, 

as Cha portrays her mother’s connections to four different nations without fully belonging to 

any of them, Cha’s epic is about transnationalism and the problems that accompany it.  In 

this section, Cha writes in the second person and describes how it happened that her mother 

was born in Manchuria.  “You are not Chinese.  You are Korean. But your family moved 

here to escape the Japanese occupation… You live in a village where other Koreans live. 

Same as you. Refugees. Immigrants. Exiles” (45).  Thus, after the first lines in the text, it is 

clear that this epic differs from the conventional epic in its treatment of transnationalism.  

Cha describes how her mother misses Korea, even though she was not born there.  “You did 

not want to see. You cannot see anymore.  What they do.  To the land and to the people.  As 
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long as the land is not your own.  Until it will be again… You suffer the knowledge of 

having to leave…But your MAH-UHM, spirit has not left” (45).  This is one of the first 

descriptions of Cha’s mother’s sense of dislocation as a result of transnationalism. She is 

physically in Manchuria, but her spirit is in Korea.  Also, like the Diseuse in the opening of 

Dictee, her mother is waiting, but she is waiting to return to Korea.  Another condition of 

transnationalism, then, appears to be waiting.   

Cha offers another picture of her mother’s sense of dislocation as she contends with 

transnationalism.  Her mother gets her first teaching job in a small Chinese village, away 

from her family.  Japan is attempting the occupation of China, and its presence is felt in this 

village in that Japanese is being spoken, the Japanese flag is hanging, and a message from a 

Japanese emperor is framed on the wall.  Cha describes the language dynamics at the school.  

“The teachers speak in Japanese to each other.  You are Korean.  All the teachers are 

Korean.  You are assigned to teach the first grade.  [Students] must speak their name in 

Korean as well as how they should be called in Japanese.  You speak to them in Korean 

since they are too young yet to speak Japanese” (49).  Thus, another condition of Cha’s 

mother’s transnationalism, is that she must navigate at least three different languages, and 

one is forced on her and the people around her by military force and domination.  

Cha depicts her mother’s increasing transnationalism by describing how she 

becomes an American citizen.  Again, Cha gives an indication of her mother’s sense of 

dislocation whenever she goes through American airport security.  “Every ten feet they 

demand to know who and what you are, who is represented.  The eyes gather toward the 

appropriate proof.  Towards the face then again to the papers, when did you leave this 

country why are you returning to the country” (57).  One more condition of dislocation, 
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then, is that her mother is moving back and forth through borders, not truly belonging 

anywhere.  Karen An-hwei Lee articulates how women’s transnationalism and a sense of 

dislocation are connected with a new configuration of nationalism.  In Dictee, “roles 

traditionally identified with males, such as ‘patriot’ and ‘soldier’ are juxtaposed with 

‘woman’ to create new associations: ‘patriot’ and ‘woman soldier,’ culminating in deliverer 

of nation…” In a woman’s battlefield space… ‘struggles of borders’ simultaneously 

fragment, battle, embrace, and transcend social categories” (68).  Transnationalism, then, 

with its “woman’s battlefield space” and frequent navigation of all kinds of borders, helps to 

destabilize social categories and create new couplings that connect women with the nation.   

In addition to presenting transnationalism, as opposed to nationalism, Cha’s epic 

deviates from conventional epics in that, instead of presenting the nation in terms of 

patriarchal lineages proving ownership of a particular land, it describes the nation in terms 

of matrilineal connections.  This connection to the nation is not about ownership; it is about 

being dislocated from it.  The women of the matrilineal line are connected in the way they 

miss their mothers and through dislocation from their “mother country.”  For this reason, 

this section speaks to the image presented on the page opposite the title page.  It is a 

photograph of graffiti of Korean words that translate into, “Mother, I miss you, I’m hungry, 

I want to go home” (Spahr 149).  The words are generally assumed to be written by a 

Korean laborer in Japan during the occupation period.  This image of an immigrant or exile, 

living away from her mother country, but yearning for her mother and her home, and thus, 

her mother country is the new model of nationalism that Cha sets up, and it is a recurring 

one.  Cha connects to Korea through her mother, and her mother connects to Korea through 



 

237 
 

her mother. For example, as Cha describes how her mother misses her own mother, Cha 

seems to merge with her mother: 

You take the train home.  Mother… you call her already, from the gate.  

Mother, you cannot wait.  She leaves everything to greet you, she comes and 

takes you indoors and brings you food to eat.  You are home now your 

mother your home…. Mother, I dream you just to be able to see you… 

Mother, my first sound. The first sound. The first concept. (49-50) 

Cha speaking as her mother and Cha speaking as herself merge until it is not clear who is 

speaking, but it is clear they are one in missing their mothers, their homes, and their mother 

countries. 

In addition, Cha describes her mother’s experience in Manchuria in being forbidden 

to speak in her “mother tongue.”  “You speak the tongue the mandatory language like the 

others.  It is not your own… The tongue that is forbidden is your own mother tongue.  You 

speak in the dark. In the secret. The one that is yours. Your own.  You speak very softly, you 

speak in a whisper…Mother tongue is your refuge.  It is being home. Being who you are.”  

(45-6). 

Just like Cha, as the Diseuse, in the introductory material finds agency even in the 

midst of cultural domination, Cha’s mother does the same when she continues to speak in 

her “secret” “mother tongue.” With these lines, Cha and readers – both male and female- 

connect with the mother’s comfort in using her “mother tongue” is this dark, secret, intimate 

space.  Again, by describing “mother tongue” as a “refuge” Cha associates national language 

with women, home, and a sense of dislocation, presenting an alternative to patriarchal 

nationalism.  Nationalism can then be understood as love for and a connection to a particular 
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place, apart from the need to claim, own, and establish roots in a particular land, which is the 

legacy of patriarchal nationalism.  Also, just as Cha, herself dislocated in a transnational 

world, connects with her mother’s love for her country, readers, also dislocated in some 

way, can connect with Cha’s mother’s love for her country beyond his or her own nation.  

Cha suggests that this is what a feminist postnationalism looks like.  One of the greatest 

achievements of Dictee is that it is able to describe something as general as “postnational 

feminism” in terms highly specific to a particular country, tongue, and history.  As Sue J. 

Kim writes,  “The particular innovation of [Dictee] comes from its coupling of the formal 

strategies, which always self-reflexively insist upon skeptism of signification, with the 

particular histories and contexts dealt with in the novel” (79).  In its commitment to 

specificity and material history, Dictee differs from several postmodern texts that have been 

criticized for being so general, they lose their political effectiveness for particular groups.  

This is why, as Kim notes, Cha scholars divide along postmodern and Korean nationalist 

lines; Dictee manages to appeal to both groups.  

A final way Cha establishes that her epic is different from the conventional epic is 

that she is explicit in presenting time and space differently from that of the Western 

Enlightenment.  Cha describes how her mother gets sick and finds herself in a different 

realm.  This realm is “spacious without the need for verification of space…. There is no 

struggle.  Its own all its own.  No where other.  No time other conceivable.  Total duration 

without need for verification of time” (50-1).  Later, Cha says that her mother compares this 

realm of a different kind of space and time to heaven and death.    

 It is in this realm of differing space and time that Cha makes the biggest 

transformation of the epic: by replacing Jesus, a classic hero of the conventional epic, with 
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her transnational, dislocated mother.  Completely removing the epic from the patriarchal 

nationalist tradition, Cha makes the epic about transnational women.  As one of the biggest 

issues transnational women have to deal with is the pressure to assimilate into the dominant 

culture, Cha makes that the focus of her epic.  Just as Jesus overcame temptation from Satan 

three times, Cha’s mother overcomes the temptation to fully assimilate three times.  She is 

“neither one thing nor the other.”   

 The passage describes three beautiful women offering dishes to Cha’s mother to eat 

from.  Just as Jesus fasted for forty days and forty nights, leaving his body weak and 

susceptible to Satan’s temptation, Cha associates Cha’s mother falling ill with the temptation 

to assimilate and hand over all agency to the dominant culture.  “Fever and chill possess the 

body at the same time…You are giving in. To the fall to the lure behind you before you all 

around you… They force their speech upon you and direct your speech only to them” (51).  

The emphasis on speech suggests that resisting hegemonization through language and 

literary colonization is what is at stake for Cha’s mother.   

However, like Jesus, Cha’s mother resists temptation.  After each of Cha’s mother’s 

refusals, Cha quotes the Biblical verses that describe Jesus resisting Satan’s temptation.  One 

particularly important displacement that occurs is that after the first temptation, Jesus 

responds, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceedeth out of the 

mouth of God’ (52).  When Cha replaces Jesus’s resistance to Satan with her mother’s 

resistance to the dominant culture, Cha asserts that the true hero is the person who resists the 

patriarchy suggested in the word “Man” and the hegemonizing effects of language suggested 

in the phrase “every word.”   As a result, her mother is the victor; she survives her illness. 

Cha writes, “you come back you come back to your one mother to your one father.”  Thus, 
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the text circles back to Guan Soon, who “is born of one mother and one father,” and 

connects the two women, as all the women in this text are connected.  However, unlike 

Guan Soon, Cha’s mother, represents an alternative to the “one father” of patriarchal 

nationalism and Christianity and is able to survive and return to her one mother and one 

father.   

This passage makes more connections among the text’s women apparent.  It is being 

“neither one thing nor the other” through their transnational dislocation that connects mother 

and daughter.  It is in this connection that “self” and “Other” merge.  This is why the 

Diseuse, with her broken language, her waiting, her resistance, her agency, is both mother 

and daughter.  Navigating language to deal with dislocation and domination – this is where 

they merge.  This is why at the end of the section “Elitere Lyric” (named for a muse that 

Cha has created, suggesting that she is creating a new “I” as an alternative to the classic “I” 

of lyric poetry), the idea that the diseuse is both Cha and her mother comes forward:  

Dead words. Dead tongue. From disuse. Buried in Time’s memory. 

Unemployed. Unspoken. History. Past. Let the one who is diseuse, one who is 

mother who waits nine days and nine nights be found. Restore memory. Let 

the one who is diseuse, one who is daughter restore spring with her 

appearance from beneath the earth. (133) 

Here, the text offers another way the mother replaces Jesus, as the hero.  Instead of Jesus’ 

fast for forty days and forty nights, the mother is described as waiting for nine days and nine 

nights.  Thus, the mother’s transnationalism has replaced the patriarchal nationalism of the 

conventional epic, and the number nine, again, indicates the trace of the pagan feminine 

Other that has been lost in discourse.  The passage suggests that this melding of mother and 
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daughter, of “self” and “Other,” as the diseuse tells a different kind of story, with its 

different concept of time and space and a different “I,” is the way readers can also connect 

with the Other.  The text ends with a picture of nine girls.  The reader has been following the 

number nine throughout the text, and when the reader confronts the nine girls at the end of 

the text, it is a reminder that the Other may be outside language, but her trace is always 

there, making it possible to seek her out and connect with her. 

 In this chapter, I consider how Bharati Mukherjee’s memoir Days and Nights in 

Calcutta and Theresa Hak Kyung Cha’s memoir Dictee relate to Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s 

concern that colonial language has a tendency to force cultural hegemony.  Days and Nights 

in Calcutta does seem to validate Ngugi’s comments in that Mukherjee repeatedly refers to 

her embracing of colonial English as a tool that helped her out of the oppression Indian 

women have to face.  Her reproduction of standard English and realistic narrative form, 

inseparable from Western metaphysics, lead her to reproduce Orientalist representations of 

India and Indian women.  She maintains the “self”/ “Other” binary of Western 

Enlightenment thought, patriarchal nationalism and liberal feminism, concluding that 

women have no space in nationalism.   

 On the other hand, Dictee presents the enormous difficulty of using colonial 

language or the language of the majority culture, depicting how language conflicts with 

difference as it tries to remove it.  However, Cha’s multilingual memoir, written in 

nonstandard language and employing a highly experimental form, shows how the 

incorporation of colonial language can be a form of literary resistance and agency in the face 

of attempted cultural domination.  A particularly interesting way Cha accomplishes this is 

by representing the feminine, pagan Other, demonstrating how “self” can merge with the 
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“Other.”  Finally, by rewriting nationalism as a connection to the mother, and thereby 

women, and in the transnational language of dislocation, Cha establishes an alternative to 

patriarchal nationalism.  In writing a text in which readers – male and female- can connect to 

countries beyond their own, in this transnational language of dislocation, Cha presents the 

possibility of a feminist postnationalism.     
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Chapter V:  Conclusion 
 

While the modern European novel, with its unified Western Enlightenment subject, 

has been able to reconcile nationalist sentiment with feminist concerns, the contemporary 

literature of globalization often represents new subjectivities that ultimately privilege either 

postcolonial nationalism or Western feminism.  As my analysis of Jane Eyre illustrates, both 

nationalist and Western feminist discourses rely on a Western Enlightenment “self”/“Other” 

binary that constructs identity around a single characteristic, like nationality or gender, and 

marginalizes or excludes others.  In contemporary debates, this binary continues to result in 

tensions over how a woman writer of color should present sexism within her ethnic 

community when that community already suffers from prejudice and is interested in 

maintaining a sense of nationalism.  Because transnationalism often intensifies nationalist 

sentiments, transnational women writers feel particularly conflicted by these concerns.  

These chapters have shown how transnational women writers avail themselves of 

some aspects of postmodern writing to reconfigure nationalism and feminism by 

destabilizing this “self”/ “Other” binary and creating a space of postnational feminism.   

Chapter Two considers how this “self” /“Other” binary affects the relationship between 

nationalism and feminism.  Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre illustrates how a feminine version 

of the unified Western Enlightenment subject, constructed around this “self”/ “Other” 

binary, easily reconciles nationalism and feminism.  However, Mohja Kahf’s The Girl in the 

Tangerine Scarf, in its depiction of a transnational Muslim female subject, illustrates how, in 

the literature of globalization, multiple subjectivities conflict with each other, creating 

among others, tensions between nationalist and feminist concerns.  However, the text 
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dismantles the “self” /“Other” binary with these multiple subjectivities and presents how an 

understanding of these multiple subjectivities enables Islam to become a postnational 

feminist alternative to nationalism.     

 Chapter Three then considers how a Western Enlightenment sense of time and space 

creates the modern nation and excludes all kinds of differences, like those of gender and 

sexuality.  I consider Salman Rushdie’s celebrated destabilization of “the nation” with 

Ameena Meer’s Bombay Talkie, a novel centered on an Indian-American female and her 

family.  Meer’s novel extends Rushdie’s reconfiguration of time and space to destabilize the 

bordered space of the nation and myths about the nation’s progress in time.  However, while 

Rushdie’s texts maintain the “self”/ “Other” binary in gender construction, Meer’s 

postmodern representations of time and space also undo this binary, depicting what the time 

and space of postnational feminism looks like. 

 While Chapter Three looks at how a canonical global writer like Rushdie privileges 

his concerns about the nation over issues regarding gender, Chapter Four looks at how 

another canonical global writer, Bharati Mukherjee, privileges feminist concerns over 

postcolonial nationalist sentiment.  This chapter considers how her memoir, Days and 

Nights in Calcutta, relies on a “self”/ “Other” to represent herself as a liberated, Western 

woman in contrast to the stifled Indian women she sees during a visit to India.  This chapter 

compares Mukherjee’s memoir to that of Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, Dictee.  In both 

memoirs, the authors depict a number of other women, and, as the “writer’s self” is 

traditionally the subject of memoirs (Spengemann xvi), they enable productive studies of the 

relationship between “self” and “Other.”  This chapter analyzes how the author’s 

understanding of standard language and form affect the representation of this relationship as 
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well as the relationship between nationalist and feminist concerns.  Mukherjee repeatedly 

depicts colonial language as a tool to escape oppression as a woman in India, and, in her use 

of standard form and language, repeats Orientalist depictions of India women.  Cha regards 

standard language and literary form as hostile to difference.  In her use of nonstandard 

language and experimental forms she repeatedly merges “self” with “Other” and illustrates 

how it enables postnational feminism.    

In writing this dissertation, I compared canonical works with lesser-known works 

that I think students would benefit from reading and studying in classrooms.  These 

postmodern works call for a questioning of all kinds of information and discourse, 

encourage people to think of and connect with difference, and challenge totalizing forces 

and hierarchical conceptions of power.  While Eurocentrism and sexism are evident in some 

postmodern literature, Kahf, Meer, and Cha demonstrate how they can tap into the potential 

of Postmodernism’s interest in difference, utilizing its understanding of multiple 

subjectivities, new conceptions of time and space, and the possibilities of nonstandard 

language and experimental forms to navigate modern and conflicting conceptions of the 

nation and gender.  These authors demonstrate how postmodern literature, as Hogue writes, 

“expands human possibilities and creates new languages and new ways of thinking about 

these human dimensions” by presenting not only the possibility of postnational feminism, 

but also new ways of writing and reading, so that readers can participate in it (ix).  
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