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A 
xT\.s A W R I T E R , S a l m a n R u s h d i e is c l a i m e d by the cr i t ics of b o t h 
I n d i a a n d B r i t a i n , c e l e b r a t e d f o r r e v i t a l i z i n g n o t o n l y the I n d i a n 
n o v e l i n E n g l i s h , b u t the B r i t i s h n o v e l as w e l l . 1 T h e s l i m c o l l e c 
t i o n o f s h o r t stories R u s h d i e p u b l i s h e d i n 1994 u n d e r the t i t le 
East, West t e l l i n g l y i l l u m i n a t e s his o w n sense o f his l o c a t i o n — o r 
his resistance to c o n f i n e m e n t i n any o n e l o c a t i o n ( a n d i n the 
process calls i n t o q u e s t i o n the w h o l e p r a c t i c e of c a t e g o r i z i n g 
wri ters a c c o r d i n g to g e o g r a p h i c a l o r i g i n o r d o m i c i l e ) . I n its t it le 
a n d s t r u c t u r e , East, West enacts a s m a l l p a r a b l e o f i d e n t i t y b o t h 
d i v i d e d a n d f u s e d . T h e b o o k consists o f three sect ions — o n e 
h e a d e d "East , " o n e h e a d e d "West , " a n d finally a s e c t i o n w i t h the 
same tit le as the b o o k , "East , West . " C o m m e n t i n g o n this t r ipar
tite s t r u c t u r e , D a v i d Isaacson suggests that R u s h d i e " d e l i b e r a t e l y 
m a r k s the d i f f e r e n c e s b e t w e e n the esthet ic t r a d i t i o n s o f East 
a n d West . T h e three O r i e n t a l tales are e x c e l l e n t parab les w h i l e 
the three O c c i d e n t a l stories i n d u l g e the avant-garde . . . . T h e 
final three c o n t r i b u t i o n s synthesize the two styles." T e r r y Eag le -
t o n , however , sees a m o r e c o m p l e x a n d t r o u b l e d r e l a t i o n s h i p 
b e t w e e n East a n d West i n this v o l u m e t h a n Isaacson's r e d u c t i v e 
( a n d i m p l a u s i b l e ) final synthesis : a l t h o u g h he p r o p o s e s that the 
c o m m a i n the t i t le " f o r m s a b r i d g e as w e l l as m a r k i n g a g a p , " 
E a g l e t o n c o n c l u d e s that " i f the two h e m i s p h e r e s c a n m e e t , i t is 
n o t i n f u s i o n o r h a r m o n y b u t i n that creat ive impasse o r u n d e -
c i d a b i l i t y w h i c h is k n o w n to the r h e t o r i c i a n s as ' a p o r i a . ' " 

M y p r o j e c t h e r e is a n analysis o f the story that f u n c t i o n s as a 
capstone b o t h o f the c o l l e c t i o n ' s final s e c t i o n a n d o f the c o l l e c 
t i o n as a w h o l e , " T h e C o u r t e r . " " T h e C o u r t e r " is a s tory a b o u t 
m i g r a n t s a n d f o r e i g n e r s — p e o p l e w h o "shi f t l o c a t i o n " ( 2 1 0 ) — 
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set i n L o n d o n i n the ear ly i g 6 o s . It is a s tory a b o u t d i s p l a c e 
m e n t s , c o n f l i c t e d loyal t ies , m i s p r i s i o n s o f ident i ty , a n d f a i l u r e s 
o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n — yet i t ce lebrates c o n n e c t i o n across the 
b o u n d a r i e s o f race , n a t i o n , a n d l a n g u a g e , a n d asserts the poss i 
b i l i ty o f a n i d e n t i t y that is n o t s ing le b u t r e s o l u t e l y d i v i d e d . A s 
i n t e r e s t i n g as the f r a c t u r e d i d e n t i t i e s i n " T h e C o u r t e r " — a n d 
i n t i m a t e l y c o n n e c t e d to t h e m — is the f r a c t u r i n g o f l a n g u a g e 
w i t h i n the story. A l l the c e n t r a l charac ters have p r o b l e m s w i t h 
E n g l i s h — w i t h s t a n d a r d E n g l i s h as s p o k e n i n E n g l a n d — a n d 
there are r e c u r r e n t ins tances o f mis takes a n d m i s c o m m u n i c a -
t ions : the r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n w r i t i n g a n d s p e e c h is t r o u b l e d , 
s o u n d s g o astray i n the m i s p r o n u n c i a t i o n s o f " n o n - n a t i v e " 
speakers , c o n n e c t i o n s b e t w e e n w o r d s a n d t h i n g s are d i s r u p t e d , 
m e a n i n g is lost — a n d s o m e t i m e s t r a n s f o r m a t i v e n e w m e a n i n g s 
are f o r m e d f r o m the f r a g m e n t s o f the E n g l i s h thus b r o k e n . 
" M i s t a k e s " i n E n g l i s h , t h e n , are n o t always h a r m f u l a n d d i s r u p 
tive: they m a y s e r e n d i p i t o u s l y b r i n g a b o u t a n e w u n d e r s t a n d 
i n g , a n e w reali ty. 

" H o w does newness c o m e i n t o the w o r l d ? H o w is i t b o r n ? " 
R u s h d i e asks e l s e w h e r e , " O f w h a t f u s i o n s , t rans la t ions , c o n j o i n -
ings is i t m a d e ? " (Satanic Verses 8). I n " T h e C o u r t e r , " newness is 
b r o u g h t i n t o the w o r l d by m e a n s o f b r o k e n E n g l i s h . 

L i k e R u s h d i e h i m s e l f , the u n n a m e d n a r r a t o r o f " T h e C o u r t e r " 
t u r n e d f i f t e e n i n the s u m m e r o f 1962 a n d seventeen i n the s u m 
m e r o f 1 9 6 4 , d u r i n g w h i c h p e r i o d a u t h o r a n d n a r r a t o r a l i k e 
were at b o a r d i n g s c h o o l i n E n g l a n d . I n the story, the n a r r a t o r ' s 
f a m i l y — his parents , h is t h r e e sisters, a n d the a y a h , M a r y — is 
also i n E n g l a n d d u r i n g this t i m e , h a v i n g a r r i v e d f r o m B o m b a y 
f o r a n e x t e n d e d visit ( R u s h d i e ' s o w n p a r e n t s a n d three sisters 
s i m i l a r l y f o l l o w e d h i m to E n g l a n d i n 1962 a n d stayed f o r two 
years b e f o r e h is f a t h e r d e c i d e d to m o v e to P a k i s t a n 2 ) . T h e y l ive 
i n K e n s i n g t o n , i n a b l o c k o f flats c a l l e d W a v e r l e y H o u s e , w h o s e 
o t h e r tenants i n c l u d e " n o t o n e b u t two I n d i a n M a h a r a j a s " 
( 1 8 2 ) . It is the h a l l p o r t e r at W a v e r l e y H o u s e w h o is the u n l i k e l y 
h e r o o f the story. 

T h e p o r t e r ' s n a m e is f o r e i g n , E a s t e r n E u r o p e a n , d i f f i c u l t , 
w h i c h moves the n a r r a t o r a n d his sisters to fantast ic s p e c u l a t i o n : 
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H i s r e a l n a m e was M e c i r : y o u w e r e s u p p o s e d to say M i s h i r s h b e c a u s e 
it h a d i n v i s i b l e a c c e n t s o n it i n s o m e I r o n C u r t a i n l a n g u a g e i n w h i c h 
t h e a c c e n t s h a d to b e i n v i s i b l e , m y s ister D u r r e s a i d s o l e m n l y , i n case 
s o m e b o d y s p i e d o n t h e m o r r u b b e d t h e m o u t o r s o m e t h i n g . H i s 
first n a m e a l s o b e g a n w i t h a n m b u t it was so f u l l o f w h a t we c a l l e d 
C o m m u n i s t c o n s o n a n t s , a l l t h o s e z's a n d c's a n d w's w a l l e d u p to
g e t h e r w i t h o u t v o w e l s to g ive t h e m b r e a t h i n g s p a c e , t h a t I n e v e r 
e v e n t r i e d t o l e a r n it . (178-79) 

T h e p r o n u n c i a t i o n o f " M e c i r " d i s r u p t s E n g l i s h - b a s e d e x p e c t a 
t ions o f s o u n d - s y m b o l r e l a t i o n s h i p s . F o u r t e e n - y e a r - o l d D u r r e , 
aware o f the p o w e r o f d i a c r i t i c a l m a r k s to m o d i f y these re la 
t i o n s h i p s , : ( tries to r a t i o n a l i z e the p r o n u n c i a t i o n " M i s h i r s h " by 
p o s i t i n g " i n v i s i b l e accents " — b u t m u s t t h e n e x p l a i n t h e i r invis 
i b i l i t y i n terms o f secrecy a n d c o n s p i r a c i e s b e h i n d the I r o n 
C u r t a i n . T h e s ib l ings are themselves p r e s u m a b l y b i l i n g u a l i n 
E n g l i s h a n d U r d u , b u t this does n o t d i m i n i s h t h e i r d i s c o m f o r t at 
the a l ienness o f the p o r t e r ' s Slavic n a m e , t h e i r p r o p e n s i t y to l i n k 
l inguis t i c features w i t h c u l t u r a l a n d p o l i t i c a l a t t r ibutes — as 
i n the v i s i o n o f " C o m m u n i s t c o n s o n a n t s " as o p p r e s s e d c i t i zens 
" w a l l e d u p " a n d d e p r i v e d o f the f ree " b r e a t h i n g space" of vow
els — o r t h e i r w i l d a t tempts to e x p l a i n away the i l l o g i c of l a n 
guage . T h e i r n e x t s p e c u l a t i o n suggests the m a g i c a l p o w e r o f 
l i n g u i s t i c t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s : 

A t first we t h o u g h t o f n i c k n a m i n g h i m af ter a m i s c h i e v o u s l i t t l e 
c o m i c - b o o k c h a r a c t e r , M r M x y z t p l k f r o m t h e F i f t h D i m e n s i o n , w h o 
l o o k e d a b i t l i k e E l m e r F u d d a n d u s e d to m a k e S u p e r m a n ' s l i fe 
h e l l u n t i l o l e S u p e c o u l d t r i c k h i m i n t o s a y i n g h i s n a m e b a c k w a r d s . 
K l p t z y x m , w h e r e u p o n h e d i s a p p e a r e d b a c k i n t o t h e F i f t h D i m e n 
s i o n ; b u t b e c a u s e we w e r e n ' t t o o s u r e h o w to sav M x y z t p l k ( n o t to 
m e n t i o n K l p t z y x m ) we d r o p p e d t h a t i d e a . " W e ' l l j u s t c a l l y o u M i x e d -
U p , " I t o l d h i m i n t h e e n d , t o s i m p l i f y l i f e . " M i s h t e r M i k s h e d - U p 
M i s h i r s h . " (179) 

" M x y z t p l k " is a n e x t r e m e a n d fantas t ica l v e r s i o n o f M r M e c i r ' s 

c o n s o n a n t - r i c h f irst n a m e ; s a i d b a c k w a r d s , a c c o r d i n g to the 
c o m i c - b o o k , i t has the u n c a n n y p o w e r to m a k e the c h a r a c t e r 
it n a m e s d i s a p p e a r . T h i s v u l g a r i z e d c o m i c - b o o k c o n t r i v a n c e i n 
fact taps i n t o w i d e s p r e a d be l ie fs i n the mys t i ca l p o w e r a n d sanc
tity o f w o r d s , above a l l o f n a m e s , a n d i n the t r a n s f o r m a t i v e 
p o t e n t i a l o f changing a n a m e . T h e d e f i n i t i o n o f " N a m e " i n the 
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Oxford Companion to the English Language is as f o l l o w s : " I n m a n y 
societ ies , e spec ia l ly i n the past, p e o p l e ' s n a m e s have b e e n re
g a r d e d as c losely l i n k e d w i t h t h e i r o w n e r s ' i n m o s t na tures . T h e y 
are o f t e n i n t i m a t e l y assoc iated w i t h those to w h o m they r e f e r 
a n d i n a n o n - r a t i o n a l way are c o n s i d e r e d to possess great p o w e r " 
( M c A r t h u r ) . In " T h e C o u r t e r " the p o w e r o f n a m e s is r e a l i z e d . 

W h e n the narra tor , u n a b l e to say e i t h e r M r M e c i r ' s a c t u a l first 
n a m e — "I n e v e r e v e n t r i e d to l e a r n i t " — o r M x y z t p l k , resorts 
to c a l l i n g the p o r t e r " M i x e d - U p , " h e evokes m o r e t h a n the a l i e n 
c o n s o n a n t c o m b i n a t i o n s o f the p o r t e r ' s r e a l n a m e . M r M e c i r is 

m i x e d u p ; a s t roke " h a d b r o k e n his t o n g u e l o n g a g o " ( 2 0 5 ) ; "h i s 
m i n d t u r n e d to r u b b l e " ( 1 9 3 ) , h e is o f t e n " l o s t . . . f o r w o r d s " 
( 1 9 4 ) . T h e a p p e l l a t i o n is thought less ly a n d a r r o g a n t l y c r u e l 
("I was fifteen t h e n a n d b u r s t i n g w i t h u n e m p l o y e d c o c k a n d 
it m e a n t I c o u l d say th ings l i k e that r i g h t i n t o p e o p l e ' s faces" 
[ 1 7 9 ] ) . O n a n o t h e r l eve l , however , " m i x e d u p " c a n be seen 
as h a v i n g pos i t ive associat ions ; arguably , o n l y a n u n r e a s o n a b l e 
p r e j u d i c e against m i x i n g m a k e s the e p i t h e t s e e m l i k e a n insul t 
i n the first p l a c e . T h i s story, l i k e v i r t u a l l y a l l o f R u s h d i e ' s w o r k , 
rejects n o t i o n s o f p u r e o r i g i n s a n d a u t h e n t i c i t y i n favor o f the 
i m p u r e , the h y b r i d , the m o n g r e l , a n d the m i x e d . W h a t R u s h d i e 
says o f h i s Satanic Verses ( e c h o i n g the q u e s t i o n w i t h i n that 
b o o k a b o u t h o w newness enters the w o r l d ) is t rue o f his w o r k i n 
g e n e r a l : it 

c e l e b r a t e s h y b r i d i t y , i m p u r i t y , i n t e r m i n g l i n g , t h e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n 
that c o m e s o f n e w a n d u n e x p e c t e d c o m b i n a t i o n s o f h u m a n b e i n g s , 
c u l t u r e s , i d e a s , p o l i t i c s , m o v i e s , s o n g s . It r e j o i c e s i n m o n g r e l i z a t i o n 
a n d fears t h e a b s o l u t i s m o f t h e P u r e . M e l a n g e , h o t c h p o t c h , a b i t of 
t h i s a n d a b i t o f t h a t is how newness enters the, world. It is t h e g r e a t 
p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t mass m i g r a t i o n gives t h e w o r l d , a n d I h a v e t r i e d t o 
e m b r a c e it . ( " I n G o o d F a i t h " 3 9 4 ; R u s h d i e ' s e m p h a s i s ) 

I n l i g h t o f this r i n g i n g a f f i r m a t i o n , the n a m e " M i x e d - U p " c a n 
be seen as n o t a n i n s u l t b u t a t r i b u t e ; as s u c h it is l i n k e d to a 
c e n t r a l t h e m e i n " T h e C o u r t e r . " T h i s v a l o r i z a t i o n o f m i x t u r e s 
a n d m o n g r e l i z a t i o n , however , was h a r d l y i n the m i n d o f the b o y 
w h o was fifteen i n 1 9 6 2 , a n d i n the i m m e d i a t e c o n t e x t o f that 
t i m e the casual ly b e s t o w e d e p i t h e t serves to o b s c u r e a n d l i m i t 
the p o r t e r ' s ident i ty . 



S A L M A N R U S H D I E ' S " T H E C O U R T E R " r . i 

M r M e c i r is n o t the o n l y c h a r a c t e r to g o by a n a m e that is false, 
m i s l e a d i n g , o r o t h e r w i s e a n o m a l o u s . T h e " s o r t - o f - c o u s i n " after 
w h o m the n a r r a t o r lusts is k n o w n to h i m by h e r I n d i a n n a m e o f 
C h a n d n i , but at the f o l k - m u s i c h a n g o u t Bun j ie ' s "she a n s w e r e d 
to the n a m e o f M o o n l i g h t , w h i c h is what C h a n d n i m e a n s " 
( 1 8 7 ) . T h e two mahara jas are a lmost , but n o t q u i t e , a n o n y m o u s : 
i n i d e n t i f y i n g t h e m as the M a h a r a j a o f B — a n d the M a h a r a j a o f 
P , R u s h d i e a p p r o p r i a t e s the device , c o m m o n i n E n g l i s h nov
els o f a n e a r l i e r t i m e , o f s u p p r e s s i n g the f u l l n a m e o f what is 
s u p p o s e d to be a rea l p lace (why else w o u l d i t n e e d to b e c o n 
cea led?) . In this c o n t e x t , the device i m p l i c i t l y — a n d i m p l a u s i 
bly, i n the case o f readers l o c a t e d i n B r i t a i n o r the U S — c l a i m s 
that the n a m e s o f the r e a l m s o v e r w h i c h these mahara jas r u l e 
w o u l d , if r evea led , be r e c o g n i z a b l e ; i n m i l d l y p a r o d i c f a s h i o n , it 
sets the mahara jas a l o n g s i d e the B r i t i s h n o b l e m e n w h o r u l e over 
f i c t i o n a l d o m a i n s i d e n t i f i e d o n l y by a i n i t i a l c a p i t a l let ter a n d a 
d a s h . T h e n the M a h a r a j a o f B — a d o p t s a p s e u d o n y m o f h i s o w n 
for the p u r p o s e s of his ass ignat ions w i t h prost i tutes . T o escape 
his wi fe , he m a k e s p h o n e - c a l l s f r o m the ca l l -box i n the por ter ' s 
r o o m : "Yes, b r i n g a l l a p p l i a n c e s . R o o m is b o o k e d i n n a m e of M r 
D o u g l a s H o m e " ( 1 8 9 - 9 0 ) . S i r A l e c D o u g l a s - H o m e was o f c o u r s e 
the C o n s e r v a t i v e P r i m e M i n i s t e r o f B r i t a i n f r o m 1963 to 1 9 0 4 . ' 

T h e r e is o n l y o n e n a m e d n a t i v e - b o r n E n g l i s h c h a r a c t e r i n 
" T h e C o u r t e r . " T h i s is a B r i t i s h p e e r a n d F i e l d M a r s h a l , " a n o l d 
I n d i a h a n d a n d f r i e n d o f the f a m i l y w h o was s u p p o r t i n g m y 
a p p l i c a t i o n f o r B r i t i s h c i t i z e n s h i p . " H i s n a m e , we are t o l d , is 
S i r C h a r l e s L u t w i d g e - D o d g s o n . A s the M a h a r a j a ' s p s e u d o n y m is 
m i n i m a l l y d i s t i n g u i s h e d f r o m the n a m e o f the P r i m e M i n i s t e r 
by the absence o f a h y p h e n , so the a d d i t i o n o f a h y p h e n trans
f o r m s the n a m e o f the m a n be t te r k n o w n as L e w i s C a r r o l l i n t o 
the n a m e o f R u s h d i e ' s " o l d I n d i a h a n d . " O t h e r s m a l l deta i l s 
p o i n t v a r i o u s l y to C a r r o l l / D o d g s o n h i m s e l f a n d to the fantasy 
w o r l d s h e i n v e n t e d : the F i e l d M a r s h a l ' s h o u s e k e e p e r is c a l l e d 
M r s L i d d e l l ; h e h i m s e l f is k n o w n as " the D o d o " ; h e has a pas
s i o n f o r chess; a n d his cot tage i n Becc les , S u f f o l k , features a 
r o s e - g a r d e n , c r o q u e t h o o p s , a n d " s e p i a p h o t o g r a p h s " ( 1 9 1 ) . 

A p a r t f r o m the n a m e s that c h a r a c t e r s c l a i m f o r themselves — 
w h e t h e r to c o n c e a l a n o l d i d e n t i t y o r i n v e n t a n e w o n e — o r 



52 G I L L I A N G A N E 

that t h e i r a u t h o r bestows o n t h e m , charac ters g e n e r a t e a n u m 
b e r o f n i c k n a m e s f o r o n e a n o t h e r . S u c h , o f c o u r s e , is " M i x e d -
U p . " T h e n a r r a t o r a n d h is s i b l i n g s i n v e n t i v e l y a n d i r r e v e r e n t l y 
r i n g the c h a n g e s o n several o t h e r n a m e s , t o o — t r u n c a t i n g , 
e x t e n d i n g , g e n e r a l l y d e - m y s t i f y i n g . T h e y c a l l S u p e r m a n "o le 
S u p e " ( 1 7 9 ) , as we have seen, a n d t h e i r i n f a n t sister, S c h e h e r 
azade , " S c a r e - Z a d e " (1 8 2 , 2 0 2 ) . T o M a r y the ayah , D u r r e awards 
a p u n n i n g p o r t m a n t e a u n a m e , " J u m b l e - A y a " — " i t ' s J u m b l e - A y a 
w h o ' s f a l l e n f o r M i x e d - U p , " she cr ies (181) — l i n k i n g M a r y a n d 
M r M e c i r n o t o n l y r o m a n t i c a l l y , b u t as a k i n i n t h e i r c o n f u s i o n , 
jambalaya b e i n g f a m o u s l y a m u l t i - i n g r e d i e n t Creole d i s h a k i n to 
the m e l a n g e s a n d h o t c h p o t c h e s R u s h d i e values so h i g h l y . 5 

T h e n a r r a t o r ' s ins i s tence that " A y a " is w h a t "we h a d always 
c a l l e d M a r y , p a l i n d r o m i c a l l y d r o p p i n g the ' h ' " ( 178) is at f irst 
p u z z l i n g . W h a t ef fect c a n " d r o p p i n g the ' h ' " poss ib ly have o n 
this w o r d ? 6 T h i s d r o p p e d " h , " w h i c h has n o t h i n g to d o w i t h the 
way the w o r d is s a i d , seems to have a n i m a g i n a r y status c o m p a r a 
ble to the " i n v i s i b l e accents " the c h i l d r e n i m a g i n e i n M r M e c i r ' s 
n a m e — a n d this i n fact is the c l u e . T h e i n v i s i b l e , i m a g i n a r y 
excess i n e a c h o f t h e i r n a m e s h i n t s at s o m e p o s s i b i l i t y i n t h e m 
that exceeds the c o n f i n e s o f n a m i n g , l a n g u a g e , a n d the n a r r o w 
i d e n t i t i e s these d e f i n e . I n e a c h case, m o r e o v e r , n a m e s are re
vers ib le — the p a l i n d r o m i c " A y a " a n d the c o m i c - b o o k M x y z t -
p l k / K l p t z y x m — a s i g n o f the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s these two e l d e r l y 
p e o p l e w i l l u n d e r g o . T h e j u m b l i n g a n d m i x i n g - u p o f l a n g u a g e , 
r e a r r a n g e m e n t s o f the e l e m e n t s o f n a m e s a n d the m e t a m o r 
phoses these e n t a i l — " the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n that c o m e s o f n e w 
a n d u n e x p e c t e d c o m b i n a t i o n s , " as R u s h d i e puts i t i n the pas
sage q u o t e d e a r l i e r — are w h a t this s tory is a b o u t . 

O t h e r n e w n a m e s are c o i n e d i n a d i f f e r e n t s p i r i t f r o m the 
y o u n g p e o p l e ' s ant i c w o r d - p l a y . T h e p o r t e r sees the ayah as any
t h i n g b u t J u m b l e - A y a : 

H e b e g a n t h i n k i n g o f h e r as C e r t a i n l y - M a r y b e c a u s e s h e n e v e r s a i d 

p l a i n yes o r n o : always t h i s O - y e s - c e r t a i n l y o r n o - c e r t a i n l y - n o t . I n 

t h e c o n f u s e d c i r c u m s t a n c e s t h a t h a d p r e v a i l e d e v e r s i n c e h i s b r a i n , 

h i s o n e s u r e t h i n g , h a d l e t h i m d o w n , h e c o u l d h a r d l y b e c e r t a i n o f 

a n y t h i n g a n y m o r e ; so h e was s t u n n e d b y h e r s u r e n e s s , first i n t o 

n o s t a l g i a , t h e n envy, t h e n a t t r a c t i o n . (176) 
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M a r y ' s way o f s p e a k i n g earns h e r M r M e c i r ' s a d m i r a t i o n a n d a 
new n a m e . A n d the ayah i n t u r n gives M r M e c i r a n a m e that 
t r a n s f o r m s h i m — b u t this is d o n e i n a d v e r t e n t l y , n o t as a c o n 
scious r e n a m i n g b u t as a c o n s e q u e n c e o f h e r d i f f i c u l t i e s w i t h 
E n g l i s h . 

A t the f a u l t l i n e w h e r e d i f f e r e n t l a n g u a g e s — o r e v e n d i f f e r e n t 
variet ies of the same l a n g u a g e — m e e t , c o m m u n i c a t i o n is beset 
by h a z a r d s . E v e n w h e n m e a n i n g is success ful ly t r a n s m i t t e d , 
there are i n e v i t a b l e m i s m a t c h e s b e t w e e n two d i f f e r e n t ways o f 
c a r v i n g u p a n d l a b e l i n g the w o r l d , a n d the message c o n v e y e d 
may be q u i t e d i f f e r e n t f r o m that i n t e n d e d — w i t h p o t e n t i a l l y 
disastrous c o n s e q u e n c e s . " A b b a , " the f a t h e r o f the fami ly , goes 
to the p h a r m a c y to b u y s u p p l i e s f o r his i n f a n t d a u g h t e r a n d is 
s l a p p e d i n the face w h e n h e asks the la rge-breas ted s h o p assis
tant i f she has any n i p p l e s . " [ H ] e r e they c a l l t h e m teats," ex
p l a i n s D u r r e , e v e r - k n o w l e d g e a b l e at f o u r t e e n . " B u t h o w s h a m e 
less!" protests h e r m o t h e r , b l u s h i n g , " T h e same w o r d as f o r 
what 's o n y o u r b o s o m s ? " ( 1 8 4 ) . I n I n d i a n E n g l i s h , "teats" are 
m a d e o f f l e sh — a n d the w o r d is a c c o r d i n g l y t a b o o — w h i l e the 
r u b b e r subst i tutes o n baby bott les are k n o w n as " n i p p l e s " ; i n 
E n g l a n d the reverse is t r u e . ( In the U S " n i p p l e s " a p p l i e s i n d i f 
fe rent ly a n d i m m o d e s t l y to e i ther . ) " [ I ] n the g e n e r a l h i l a r i t y , " 
the n a r r a t o r confesses , "I was able to c o n c e a l the s h a m i n g t r u t h 
that I, w h o h a d b e e n i n E n g l a n d f o r so l o n g , w o u l d have m a d e 
the same m i s t a k e as A b b a d i d . " H e a d m i t s that h e t o o 

had trouble with the English language. My schoolfellows tittered 
when in my Bombay way I said "brought-up" for upbr ing ing (as in 
"where was your brought-up?") and "thrice" for three times and 
"quarter-plate" for side-plate and "macaroni" for pasta in general. As 
for learning the difference between nipples and teats, I really hadn't 
had any opportunities to increase my word power in that area at al l . 

(185) 

M r M e c i r has h is o w n d i f f i c u l t i e s w i t h E n g l i s h , those that m a y 
be d u e to his o w n Slavic first l a n g u a g e c o m p o u n d e d by the 
effects o f his s t roke . W h e n h e first r i n g s the d o o r b e l l , c a r r y i n g a 
b u n c h o f roses, h e e x p l a i n s h a l t i n g l y , " I , to see M i s s M a r y , c o m e , 
a m " ( 1 8 6 ) . A n d the i l l i t e r a t e M a r y h e r s e l f f i n d s E n g l i s h c o n s i d 
erab ly m o r e o f a c h a l l e n g e t h a n d o h e r e d u c a t e d e m p l o y e r s : 
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E n g l i s h was h a r d f o r C e r t a i n l y - M a r y , a n d t h i s was a p a r t o f w h a t 

d r e w d a m a g e d o l d M i x e d - U p t o w a r d s her . T h e l e t t e r p was a p a r t i c 

u l a r p r o b l e m , o f t e n t u r n i n g i n t o a n f o r a c; w h e n s h e p r o c e e d e d 

t h r o u g h t h e l o b b y w i t h a w h e e l e d w i c k e r s h o p p i n g b a s k e t , s h e 

w o u l d say, " G o i n g s h o c k i n g , " a n d w h e n , o n h e r r e t u r n , h e o f f e r e d 

to h e l p l i f t t h e b a s k e t u p t h e f r o n t g h a t s , s h e w o u l d a n s w e r , "Yes, 

f leas." ( 1 7 6 ) 

B u t i f e n c o u n t e r s i n the c o n t a c t z o n e b e t w e e n l a n g u a g e s are 
h a z a r d o u s , t h r e a t e n i n g to d iss ipate o r d i s t o r t m e a n i n g i f n o t 
to a n n i h i l a t e it a l together , e x p o s i n g o n e at least to m o c k e r y , at 
wors t to v i o l e n t assault, these e n c o u n t e r s c a n also s e r e n d i p i -
tously reveal u n e x p e c t e d c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s across l a n g u a g e s : 
w o r d s a n d m e a n i n g s c a n fuse as w e l l as fissure. " M i x e d - U p " 
M e c i r watches the t iny M a r y t o i l u p the f r o n t steps o f W a v e r l e y 
H o u s e a n d t h i n k s o f m o u n t a i n s — t h i n k s at first o f A l p s a n d 
t h e n m a k e s a n e f f o r t to t h i n k o f the m o u n t a i n s that w o u l d be 
f a m i l i a r to M a r y , r e t r i e v i n g finally " f r o m a s c h o o l b o y atlas l o n g 
ago , w h e n I n d i a fe l t as far way as P a r a d i s e " the r i g h t w o r d : 

" G h a t s , " h e s a i d p r o u d l y . . . . " W e s t e r n G h a t s , E a s t e r n G h a t s , a n d 

n o w K e n s i n g t o n G h a t s , " h e s a i d , g i g g l i n g . " M o u n t a i n s . " 

S h e s t o p p e d i n f r o n t o f h i m i n t h e o a k - p a n e l l e d l o b b y . " B u t g h a t s 

i n I n d i a a r e a l s o s ta irs , " s h e s a i d . "Yes yes c e r t a i n l y . F o r i n s t a n c e i n 

H i n d u h o l y c i ty o f V a r a n a s i , w h e r e t h e B r a h m i n s sit t a k i n g t h e fil-

g r i m s ' m o n e y is c a l l e d D a s a s h w a m e d h - G h a t . B r o a d - b r o a d s ta ircase 

d o w n to R i v e r G a n g a . . . . " ( 1 7 5 ) 

T h e p o r t e r ' s m e t a p h o r i c i m a g e e q u a t i n g m o u n t a i n s a n d stairs 
is a n i n t r i n s i c p a r t o f H i n d i , w h e r e ghat refers to b o t h ; i n his 
a lea tory a s s o c i a t i o n b e t w e e n the two, h e sees the w o r l d as i t is 
seen t h r o u g h the m e d i u m o f H i n d i . 

A n d t h e n , o f c o u r s e , there is the m i s p r o n u n c i a t i o n that gives 
the story its t it le a n d M r M e c i r a t r a n s f o r m a t i v e n e w ident i ty . 
M a r y ' s vagrant p's — that " k n e w t h e i r p l a c e " i n H i n d i a n d K o n -
k a n i , b u t t u r n i n t o /f/ a n d / k / s o u n d s i n E n g l i s h — m e t a m o r 
p h o s e the p o r t e r i n t o a " c o u r t e r . " T h a n k i n g h i m f o r his h e l p 
w i t h the s h o p p i n g basket , she calls o u t t h r o u g h the e levator 
g r i l l e , " O e , c o u r t e r ! T h a n k y o u , cour ter . O y e s , c e r t a i n l y " ( 1 7 6 ) . 

H e r a c c i d e n t a l r e n a m i n g , w i t h its " u n i n t e n t i o n a l b u t p r o p h e t i c 
over tones o f r o m a n c e " ( 1 7 8 ) , stirs h i m : 
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So: t h a n k s to h e r u n e x p e c t e d , s o m e h o w s t o m a c h - c h u r n i n g m a g i c , 

h e was n o l o n g e r p o r t e r , b u t c o u r t e r . " C o u r t e r , " h e r e p e a t e d to t h e 

m i r r o r w h e n s h e h a d g o n e . H i s b r e a t h m a d e a l i t t l e d w i n d l i n g p i c 

t u r e o f t h e w o r d o n t h e glass. " C o u r t e r c o u r t e r c a u g h t . " O k a y . P e o 

p l e c a l l e d h i m m a n y t h i n g s , h e d i d n o t m i n d . B u t t h i s n a m e , th is 

c o u r t e r , t h i s h e w o u l d try to b e . (177) 

I n B a k h t i n i a n te rms , M a r y ' s " h y b r i d i z i n g " o f a n E n g l i s h w o r d 
generates that " i n t e r i l l u m i n a t i o n of l a n g u a g e s " w h i c h is at the 
heart o f " n o v e l n e s s " 7 ( n o t o n l y B a k h t i n ' s c o n c e p t o f the h e t e r o -
glossic q u a l i t i e s that d e f i n e the n o v e l , o n e m i g h t a d d , b u t R u s h 
die 's " n e w n e s s " ) . M i s t a k e s a n d m i s p r o n u n c i a t i o n s — E n g l i s h 
words h y b r i d i z e d b y the hab i t s o f a f o r e i g n t o n g u e — n o t o n l y 
dissipate a n d f r a c t u r e m e a n i n g , b u t c a n g e n e r a t e a s u r p l u s o f 
m e a n i n g , c a n e v e n e n g e n d e r a n e w m e a n i n g a n d a n e w reali ty. 
I n this story, b o t h p e o p l e a n d the e l e m e n t s o f l a n g u a g e "shi f t 
l o c a t i o n , " d o n o t k n o w " t h e i r p l a c e " (as w i t h M a r y ' s p ' s ) , u n d e r 
go m e t a m o r p h o s e s — l i n g u i s t i c c h a n g e s a n d t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s 
i n h u m a n i d e n t i t y r e c i p r o c a l l y i n f l u e n c i n g e a c h o ther . A c r u 
c ia l e l e m e n t i n this process o f c r e a t i n g " n o v e l n e s s " is M r M e c i r ' s 
recept iveness to " i n t e r i l l u m i n a t i o n , " h i s w i l l i n g n e s s to b e re
d e f i n e d by M a r y ' s h y b r i d i z e d s p e e c h . 

A s t h e i r r o m a n c e b l o s s o m s , the ayah s p e n d s h e r a f t e r n o o n s o f f 
w i t h M r M e c i r . H e shows h e r L o n d o n , a n d they share tea a n d 
c r u m p e t s i n his l o u n g e . T h e y w a t c h the F l i n t s t o n e s o n televi
s i o n ; M a r y c o m p a r e s F r e d a n d W i l m a F l i n t s t o n e to h e r e m p l o y 
ers, the " S a h i b a n d B e g u m S a h i b a , " a n d the c o u r t e r suggests 
that h e a n d the ayah are l i k e B a r n e y a n d Bet ty R u b b l e ( 1 8 9 , 

1 9 0 ) — a c o n n e c t i o n e c h o e d i n the n o t i o n that " h i s m i n d 
[has] t u r n e d to r u b b l e " ( 1 9 3 ) a n d o t h e r i m a g e s e v o k i n g c o n f u 
s i o n a n d d i s s o l u t i o n . T h e n a r r a t o r , however , notes , " they were 
n o t rea l ly l i k e B a r n e y a n d Bet ty R u b b l e at a l l . T h e y w e r e f o r m a l , 
p o l i t e . T h e y w e r e . . . courtly" ( 1 9 0 ; R u s h d i e ' s e l l ips i s a n d e m 
phas i s ) . 

M r M e c i r t r o u n c e s the n a r r a t o r at chess: 

" W h o a r e y o u ? " I d e m a n d e d , h u m i l i a t i o n w e i g h i n g d o w n e v e r y 

s y l l a b l e . " T h e d e v i l i n d i s g u i s e ? " 

M i x e d - U p gave h i s b i g , s i l l y g r i n . " G r a n d M a s t e r , " h e s a i d . " L o n g 

t i m e . B e f o r e h e a d . " (192) 
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A n o l d e r i d e n t i t y h e r e e m e r g e s f r o m b e n e a t h the layer ings o f 
n a m e s : the c o u r t e r , M i x e d - U p , M r M x y z t p l k f r o m the F i f t h D i 
m e n s i o n , the " d e v i l i n d i s g u i s e , " is a G r a n d M a s t e r w h o s e n a m e 
is r e c o r d e d i n the chess b o o k s . H e teaches M a r y to p lay — she 
t o o defeats the n a r r a t o r — a n d b e t w e e n the e l d e r l y c o u p l e chess 
b e c o m e s a " p r i v a t e l a n g u a g e . O l d M i x e d - U p , lost as h e was f o r 
w o r d s , r e t a i n e d , o n the c h e s s b o a r d , m u c h o f the a r t i c u l a c y a n d 
subt lety w h i c h h a d v a n i s h e d f r o m his s p e e c h " ( 1 9 4 ) . 

M e a n w h i l e , the narra tor ' s o w n quest f o r r o m a n c e — a n d sex 
— is u n s u c c e s s f u l . H e survives m u m p s . B o t h mahara jas are 
a v o i d i n g v e n g e f u l p u r s u e r s : the s p o r t i n g y o u n g M a h a r a j a o f P — 
has g a m b l i n g debts ; the " o l d e r , u g l i e r " ( i 8 g ) M a h a r a j a o f B is 
b e i n g t r a c k e d d o w n by the p r o t e c t o r s o f o n e o f the w o m e n w i t h 
w h o m h e has h a d a n appl iance-ass is ted e n c o u n t e r . T h e por ter , 
left to f e n d the p u r s u e r s o f f w i t h l ies a b o u t the mahara jas ' 
w h e r e a b o u t s , is assaul ted by the thugs w h o are after P r i n c e P — ; 
the m o r e u r b a n e types o n the t rack o f P r i n c e B — leave a n o m i 
n o u s message. T h e r e is v i o l e n c e w i t h i n the n a r r a t o r ' s fami ly , 
too : his e leven-year-o ld sister M u n e e z a engages i n d r e a d f u l bat
tles w i t h h e r father, the two o f t h e m s h a r i n g the same " b l a c k 
rage" ( 2 0 1 ) . " A s I wi tnessed t h e i r wars , " the n a r r a t o r ref lects , "I 
felt myse l f c o m i n g u n s t u c k f r o m the i d e a o f f a m i l y itself ." H e 
d r e a m s o f the B r i t i s h passport that w i l l e n a b l e h i m to get away 
f r o m his fa ther ; " A t s i x t e e n , " the o l d e r m a n w h o l o o k s b a c k o n 
the boy c o m m e n t s , " y o u st i l l t h i n k y o u c a n escape f r o m y o u r 
f a t h e r " ( 2 0 2 ) . 

T h e n c o m e s the d r a m a t i c c l i m a x o f the story. T h e wi ly strate
gists o n the track o f the M a h a r a j a o f B see two I n d i a n w o m e n 
r e t u r n i n g to Waver ley H o u s e w i t h a t o d d l e r a n d a p p a r e n d y as
s u m e these are the w o m e n f o l k o f the m a h a r a j a — t h o u g h i n fact 
they are the narra tor ' s m o t h e r a n d A y a M a r y , w i t h S c h e h e r a z a d e . 
T h e m e n , w h o have Beatles ha i rcuts , i g n o r e the m o t h e r ' s b l u s h 
i n g d e n i a l s (she is f l a t te red to be t a k e n f o r a m a h a r a n i ) — 
" I n c o g n i t o , e h , " o n e says w i t h a w i n k . ' Y o u r h u s b a n d seeks la 
dies , m a d a m , " they i n f o r m her , " M o s t ass iduously , m a y I a d d " 
( 2 0 4 ) . " O n e o f the ladies h e s o u g h t o u t was o u r w a r d , as y o u 
m i g h t say," says the first, a n d the o t h e r i n t e r r u p t s , " Y o u r hus
b a n d . . . d a m a g e d the g o o d s . D o y o u h e a r m e , Q u e e n i e ? H e 
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d a m a g e d the f u c k i n g g o o d s . " A k n i f e is p r o d u c e d , a n d racist 
v e n o m spews f o r t h : 

" F u c k i n g wogs , " h e s a i d . " Y o u f u c k i n g c o m e o v e r h e r e , y o u d o n ' t 
f u c k i n g k n o w h o w to f u c k i n g b e h a v e . W h y d o n ' t y o u f u c k i n g f u c k 
o f f to f u c k i n g W o g i s t a n ? F u c k y o u r f u c k i n g w o g arses. N o w t h e n , " 
h e a d d e d i n a q u i e t v o i c e , h o l d i n g u p t h e k n i f e , " u n b u t t o n y o u r 
b l o u s e s . " (204) 

A false i d e n t i t y has b e e n i m p o s e d o n the two w o m e n , w h e t h e r 
because the thugs a c t u a l l y d o take the m o t h e r f o r the M a h a r a n i 
o r because they are w i l l i n g to a c c e p t any I n d i a n w o m a n as t h e i r 
target. Because the M a h a r a j a is a l l e g e d to have i n j u r e d the pros 
t i tute f o r w h o m these m e n are p i m p s — to have " d a m a g e d the 
g o o d s , " as they c h i l l i n g l y p u t it — t h e i r i n t e n t i o n is e v i d e n t l y to 
d a m a g e the M a h a r a j a ' s " p r o p e r t y " i n r e t u r n : they are n o t c o n 
tent s i m p l y to stab the w o m e n , b u t insist that they u n b u t t o n 
the i r b louses , p r e s u m a b l y so that t h e i r breasts w i l l be e x p o s e d 
to the k n i f e , e i t h e r so that the p i m p s c a n r e p l i c a t e the " d a m 
age" c a u s e d to t h e i r " w a r d , " o r s i m p l y f o r the p u r p o s e o f s e x u a l 
h u m i l i a t i o n . 

A t this p o i n t the p o r t e r rushes o u t , t r y i n g despera te ly to 
speak, b u t at f irst f o r a l l h is " a g o n y o f e f f o r t " p r o d u c i n g o n l y 
"raw, u n s h a p e d n o i s e . " T h e n 

s o m e t h i n g h a p p e n e d i n s i d e o l d M i x e d - U p ; s o m e t h i n g p o p p e d , a n d 

i n a g r e a t r u s h h e g a b b l e d , " S i r s s irs n o sirs these n o t B w o m e n 

sirs B w o m e n u p s t a i r s o n f l o o r t h r e e sirs M a h a r a j a o f B a l s o sirs 

G o d ' s t r u t h m o t h e r ' s grave swear." It was t h e l o n g e s t s e n t e n c e h e 
h a d s p o k e n s i n c e t h e s t r o k e t h a t h a d b r o k e n h i s t o n g u e l o n g a g o . H 

(205) 

T h e " B e a t l e s " retreat ; i n s t e a d o f the w o m e n , i t is the p o r t e r w h o 
receives the k n i f e a n d is lef t b l e e d i n g o n the g r o u n d . ( H e w i l l 
recover, b u t w i l l be " n o l o n g e r h i m s e l f " [ 2 0 9 ] . ) 

T h e r e has b e e n a d o u b l e s u b s t i t u t i o n : the racist a n d sexist 
logic o f the p i m p s selects the m o t h e r a n d M a r y to receive the 
v e n g e a n c e d u e the M a h a r a j a ; because he loves M a r y , the p o r 
ter — the c o u r t e r — risks h i m s e l f i n t h e i r p lace . T h e d a n g e r o u s 
sexual p r o c l i v i t i e s o f a m a h a r a j a , the p e r v e r t e d w o r k i n g s o f two 
p i m p s ' s c h e m e to p u n i s h h i m , a love e n g e n d e r e d by a n e r r a n t 
p h o n e m e i n the f r a c t u r e d E n g l i s h o f the b e l o v e d — a l l these 
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are l i n k s i n the c h a i n o f events l e a d i n g to the m o m e n t w h e n 
M r M e c i r lies b l e e d i n g o n the p a v e m e n t . A t the b e g i n n i n g , h e 
l o o k e d i n t o a m i r r o r a n d i m a g i n e d h i m s e l f a c o u r t e r ; L u t w i d g e -
D o d g s o n ' s c a m e o a p p e a r a n c e la ter i n the text r e m i n d s us that 
o n e may pass t h r o u g h a m i r r o r , t r a n s c e n d i n g the sel f r e f l e c t e d 
there , to e n t e r a n o t h e r c o u n t r y . L i k e M r M x y z t p l k , the p o r t e r is 
p r o p e l l e d by a c h a n g e i n his n a m e i n t o a n o t h e r d i m e n s i o n . 

L u t w i d g e - D o d g s o n h e l p s the n a r r a t o r pass t h r o u g h a m i r r o r 
i n t o a n o t h e r c o u n t r y , t o o : by the e n d o f the story h e has his 
B r i t i s h c i t i z e n s h i p . ' 1 S h o r t l y b e f o r e this , h e f o u n d a n A m e r i c a n 
boy at his s c h o o l w e e p i n g o v e r P r e s i d e n t K e n n e d y ' s assassina
t i o n . " W h e n the P r e s i d e n t dies , the n a t i o n is o r p h a n e d , " weeps 
the A m e r i c a n ; "I k n o w h o w y o u f e e l , " the n a r r a t o r r e s p o n d s . 
" M y f a t h e r j u s t d i e d , t o o " ( 2 0 8 ) . H e is, h e says, l y i n g — a n d 
i n d e e d his fa ther is s t i l l a l ive . Yet there is a c o m p l e x u n d e r l y i n g 
t r u t h h e r e . A B r i t i s h passport is l i n k e d i n his m i n d w i t h e s c a p i n g 
his father , as we have seen : f o r s a k i n g one ' s n a t i o n m e a n s b o t h 
l i t e ra l ly a n d m e t a p h o r i c a l l y s e v e r i n g l i n k s w i t h one ' s fami ly , too . 

M a r y d e v e l o p s h e a r t t r o u b l e , says she is h o m e s i c k , a n d re
turns to B o m b a y . T h e n a r r a t o r has h is o w n t h e o r y o f w h a t ails 
h e r : 

was it t h a t h e r h e a r t , r o p e d by t w o d i f f e r e n t l o v e s , was b e i n g p u l l e d 

b o t h East a n d W e s t , w h i n n y i n g a n d r e a r i n g , l i k e t h o s e m o v i e h o r s e s 

b e i n g y a n k e d t h i s way by ( - lark G a b l e a n d t h a t way by M o n t g o m e r y 

C l i f t , a n d s h e k n e w that to l i v e s h e w o u l d h a v e t o c h o o s e ? ( 2 0 9 ) 

H e h i m s e l f feels the same p u l l s . W r i t i n g n o w — o n the last page 
o f the story a n d the b o o k — n o t as a teenager , b u t as a n a d u l t 
l o o k i n g b a c k o n his l i f e , h e c o n c l u d e s : 

t h e p a s s p o r t d i d , i n m a n y ways, set m e f r e e . It a l l o w e d m e t o c o m e 
a n d g o , t o m a k e c h o i c e s t h a t w e r e n o t t h e o n e s m y f a t h e r w o u l d 
h a v e w i s h e d . B u t I, t o o , h a v e r o p e s a r o u n d m y n e c k , I h a v e t h e m t o 
t h i s day, p u l l i n g m e t h i s way a n d t h a t , E a s t a n d W e s t , t h e n o o s e s 
t i g h t e n i n g , c o m m a n d i n g , choose, choose. 

I b u c k , I s n o r t , I w h i n n y , I rear , I k i c k . R o p e s , I d o n o t c h o o s e 
b e t w e e n y o u . L a s s o e s , l a r i a t s , I c h o o s e n e i t h e r o f y o u , a n d b o t h . D o 
y o u h e a r ? I r e f u s e to c h o o s e . ( 2 1 1 ) 

A n d so e n d s this s tory o f East a n d West , o f love a n d hate , o f 
l a y e r e d a n d f r a c t u r e d a n d m i s t a k e n i d e n t i t i e s , o f c r o s s - c u l t u r a l 
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c o n f l i c t a n d c o m m u n i c a t i o n a n d c a r i n g , o f the h a z a r d s a n d 
the t r a n s f o r m a t i v e p o t e n t i a l o f a n E n g l i s h r e m a d e by o t h e r 
t o n g u e s . 1 0 

T h a t , at least, is a f irst r e a d i n g . " T h e C o u r t e r " is a n u n c h a r a c t e r 
ist ical ly s e n t i m e n t a l w o r k f o r R u s h d i e . Its c h a r m is h a r d to re
sist: the a f f i r m a t i o n o f h y b r i d a n d d i v i d e d m i g r a n t i d e n t i t i e s , 
the i n n o c e n t love b e t w e e n two o u t s i d e r s w h o c o m m u n i c a t e i n 
f a l t e r i n g E n g l i s h , the t r a n s f o r m a t i v e m i s p r o n u n c i a t i o n , R u s h 
die 's o w n r e s o n a n t re fusa l , o n the last page , to c h o o s e b e t w e e n 
East a n d W e s t . " M o r e t h a n the story itself, i t is the p o s i t i o n 
R u s h d i e has ass igned i t that r e q u i r e s us to r e e x a m i n e it . W i t h i n 
the c o l l e c t i o n East, West " T h e C o u r t e r " c o n c l u d e s the t h i r d a n d 
final s e c t i o n , w h o s e b i d i r e c t i o n a l t i t le "East , Wes t " is a lso the 
title o f the b o o k . " T h e C o u r t e r " thus stands d o u b l y u n d e r the 
s ign o f this c o n j u n c t i o n o f o p p o s i t e s , a n d its p o s i t i o n i n the v o l 
u m e presents i t as the last w o r d o n East-West r e l a t i o n s . 1 2 

N o t c h o o s i n g East or West , b u t b o t h East and West : so p r o 
c la ims the v o l u m e , its f i n a l s e c t i o n , " T h e C o u r t e r " as a w h o l e , 
a n d — a n d m o s t r i n g i n g l y — the a u t h o r i a l re fusa l to c h o o s e o n 
its last p a g e . B u t the l i n e a r s e q u e n t i a l i t y o f l a n g u a g e conveys a 
d i f f e r e n t message: the t i t le "East , West " a n d the t r i p a r t i t e struc
ture o f the b o o k say first East , then West . T h e East is w h e r e t h i n g s 
b e g i n : the West is w h e r e the f u t u r e u n f o l d s . S p a t i a l c o n s t r a i n t s 
are re levant , t o o : o n e c a n n o t be i n two places — East a n d West 
— at the same t i m e . T h e "Eas t " stories are set i n I n d i a late i n the 
twent ie th c e n t u r y . T h e three "West " stories, however , are w i d e l y 
d i s p e r s e d i n space a n d t i m e . " S i g n i f i c a n t l y , the "East , Wes t " sto
ries are a l l set i n E n g l a n d (except f o r the final e p i s o d e — three 
pages o u t o f the story's twenty- three — o f " C h e k o v a n d Z u l u " ) , 
t h o u g h m o s t o f the m a i n charac ters are I n d i a n s . 1 4 T h i s "East , 
West" s e c t i o n , that is, is s p e c i f i c a l l y a b o u t the East within the 
West. 

R e e x a m i n i n g " T h e C o u r t e r , " o n e notes s o m e f a u l t l i n e s . 
A l a s , a l i n g u i s t w o u l d find the a c t u a l p r o n u n c i a t i o n " c o u r t e r " 
i m p l a u s i b l e , g i v e n w h a t we k n o w o f M a r y ' s s p e e c h patterns. 1 " ' 
T h e l e a p o n the last page f r o m M a r y ' s b u c k i n g h e a r t to the 
i m a g i n e d r o p e s a r o u n d the n a r r a t o r ' s o w n n e c k seems a s l e ight 
o f h a n d — e v e n , cynics m i g h t c h a r g e , a m a n i p u l a t i v e a t t e m p t 
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to g a i n s y m p a t h y f o r the s c h o o l b o y by p i g g y - b a c k i n g his p l i g h t 
o n t o the ayah's . E a c h o f these two does i n ef fect m a k e a c h o i c e 
b e t w e e n East a n d West , a f ter a l l , a n d his is the o p p o s i t e o f hers . 
M a r y chooses to r e t u r n to B o m b a y , w h e r e she lives to be at least 
n i n e t y - o n e ( 2 1 0 ) . T h e n a r r a t o r , by contras t , b e c o m e s a B r i t i s h 
c i t i z e n , a m a z i n g l y , at the age o f seventeen . I n n e i t h e r the ayah's 
case n o r the boy's , m o r e o v e r , d o we have any sense o f w h a t i t is 
i n the East that tugs at the hear t . 

T h e r e is i n fact b a r e l y a trace o f " the Eas t " — o f I n d i a — i n 
this story. M a r y tells M r M e c i r a b o u t the G h a t s , a n d we k n o w she 
wears a s a r i ; " ' we l e a r n f l e e t i n g l y that C h a n d n i "was t r a i n i n g to 
be a n I n d i a n c lassical d a n c e r , O d i s s i as w e l l as N a t y a m " ( 1 8 7 ) — 

a n d , what ' s m o r e , she is d e s c r i b e d i n a h y b r i d s i m i l e i n v o k i n g 
a n I n d i a n goddess : " S h e was a teenage d r e a m , the M o o n R i v e r 
c o m e to E a r t h l i k e the G o d d e s s G a n g a " ( 1 8 8 ) . T h a t is the s u m 
o f C h a n d n i ' s m y t h i c E a s t e r n s i g n i f i c a n c e , h o w e v e r — other 
wise , she wears " t i g h t b l a c k j e a n s a n d a c l i n g i n g b l a c k p o l o - n e c k 
j u m p e r " a n d h a n g s o u t at a f o l k - m u s i c j o i n t ( 1 8 7 ) — a n d o f d i 
rect a l l u s i o n s to the East. A g a i n s t these f a i n t traces, there are a 
w e a l t h o f o t h e r c u l t u r a l re ferences : T h e r e a d i n g m a t t e r i n 
A b b a ' s o f f i c e consists o f the Encyclopaedia Britannica a n d Reader's 

Digests ( 1 8 3 ) ; bes ides L e w i s C a r r o l l a n d h is A l i c e b o o k s , there 
are re ferences to Gulliver's Travels ( 1 9 1 ) , to the statue o f P e t e r 
P a n i n K e n s i n g t o n G a r d e n s ( 1 8 8 ) , a n d to the M i n o t a u r ( 1 8 3 ) . 

L o n d o n s h o p s are n a m e d — " B a r k e r s a n d P o n t i n g s a n d D e r r y 
& T o m s " ( 1 8 8 ) — a d v e r t i s e m e n t s o n the U n d e r g r o u n d escala
tors q u o t e d ( 1 8 6 ) , a n d b r a n d s n a m e d — R o l e x ( 1 8 9 ) , J o h n n y 
W a l k e r R e d L a b e l ( 1 8 2 ) , C o k e ( 1 8 7 ) , F o r d Z o d i a c ( 2 1 0 ) , 

S t u d e b a k e r ( 1 9 6 ) . ' " T h e f a m i l y even ce lebrates C h r i s t m a s , w i t h 
a d e c o r a t e d tree a n d caro ls ; i t m u s t be s a i d , however , that the 
c e l e b r a t i o n is n o t so m u c h a n i n d e x o f a s s i m i l a t i o n to B r i t i s h 
c u l t u r e as a s p e c i a l gesture to c o m f o r t the a i l i n g M a r y , w h o is a 
G o a n C h r i s t i a n ("It was so o d d to see a C h r i s t m a s tree at o u r 
p l a c e that I r e a l i s e d t h i n g s m u s t be f a i r l y ser ious" ) ( 2 0 7 ) . T h e r e 
i sn ' t a s ing le r e f e r e n c e to the m o s t p o p u l a r c o n t e m p o r a r y s i g n i 
fier of I n d i a n n e s s — I n d i a n f o o d : 1 8 n o c h u t n e y s o r c u r r i e s o r 
samosas, n o koftas o r k o r m a s o r j a l e b i s . ( C h a r a c t e r s eat carry-
o u t C h i n e s e d u m p l i n g s [ 1 7 6 ] . s a n d w i c h e s [ 187 , 2 0 9 ] , a n d 
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toasted c r u m p e t s w i t h " c h i m p a n z e e tea" [ 1 8 8 ] . 1 9 ) R e f e r e n c e s 
to p o p u l a r c u l t u r e are pervas ive : the F l i n t s t o n e s , E l m e r F u d d , 
S u p e r m a n , the film The Misfits, a n d v a r i o u s sports — f o o t b a l l 
games ( 1 8 7 ) , r u g b y teams ( 2 0 7 ) , t e n n i s whi tes ( 1 8 9 ) . T h e ear ly 
sixties m a k e t h e i r m a r k i n deta i l s o f h a i r a n d c l o t h i n g , a m o n g 
others : the f o u r t e e n - y e a r - o l d D u r r e has a b e e h i v e ( 1 8 0 ) ; o n e 
p a i r o f thugs s p o r t Beat les h a i r c u t s a n d co l lar less j a c k e t s ( 2 0 3 ) ; 

the o t h e r two "have l o n g h a i r . . . l i k e M i c k j a g g e r ' s " ( 1 9 8 ) . T h e 
p o p songs o f the t i m e t h r e a d t h e i r way t h r o u g h the story: l i t t l e 
S c h e h e r a z a d e is s e r e n a d e d w i t h " r e c e n t hits by C h u b b y C h e c k e r , 
N e i l S e d a k a , E lv is a n d Pat B o o n e " — D u r r e h a v i n g d e c r e e d 
" N o n u r s e r y r h y m e s " ( 1 8 0 ) , a n d the a p p e l l a t i o n " J u m b l e - A y a " 
c o m e s f r o m the s o n g the s i b l i n g s l a u n c h i n t o — "we s e g u e d 
r i g h t i n t o a q u i c k m e - o h - m y - o h ; s o n o f a g u n , we h a d b i g f u n " 
( 1 8 1 ) . T h e n a r r a t o r k n o w s h o w the F o u r Seasons fe l t s i n g i n g 
She-E-rry, won't you come out tonight? ( 1 8 8 ) a n d shares S a m 
C o o k e ' s " S a t u r d a y n i g h t " l a m e n t — " h o w - I - w i s h i n g I h a d some
o n e , etc. , a n d g e n e r a l l y f e e l i n g i n a pre t ty g o d d a m n d r e a d f u l 
way" ( 1 9 7 ) . A t least a d o z e n p o p u l a r songs a n d s ingers are 
n a m e d o r q u o t e d . 

W h a t t h e n o f " h y b r i d i t y , i m p u r i t y , i n t e r m i n g l i n g , the transfor
m a t i o n that c o m e s o f n e w a n d u n e x p e c t e d c o m b i n a t i o n s o f 
h u m a n b e i n g s , c u l t u r e s , ideas , p o l i t i c s , m o v i e s , songs , " to repeat 
R u s h d i e ' s c l a r i o n c a l l f o r "newness"? T h e r e is i n t e r m i n g l i n g 
i n " T h e C o u r t e r " — n o t a b l y o f h i g h a n d p o p u l a r c u l t u r e , o f i n 
f luences f r o m B r i t a i n a n d the U S — b u t " the East" figures o n l y 
m i n i m a l l y i n the m i x . L e t m e stress that I have n o t c a r r i e d o u t 
this b i z a r r e e n t e r p r i s e o f t a l l y i n g u p c u l t u r a l r e f e r e n c e s to 
l a u n c h a c r i t i c i s m o f " T h e C o u r t e r " i n itself. N o n e o f this affects 
the story's a p p e a l , a n d i t w o u l d be l u d i c r o u s to suggest that 
i t w o u l d be a be t te r story if, say, M a r y c o o k e d g u l a b j a m u n s o r 
D u r r e p l a y e d the sitar. S u c h t h i n k i n g w o u l d r e i n t r o d u c e o n a n 
o t h e r leve l w h a t R u s h d i e has c a l l e d " the b o g y o f A u t h e n t i c i t y . . . 
the respec tab le c h i l d o f o l d - f a s h i o n e d e x o t i c i s m " ( " C o m m o n 
w e a l t h L i t e r a t u r e " 6 7 ) — r e n o u n c i n g the d e m a n d f o r p u r e , 
a u t h e n t i c , i n d i g e n o u s c u l t u r e o n l y to d e m a n d that the h y b r i d 
h o t c h p o t c h i n c l u d e c u l t u r a l l y a u t h e n t i c i n g r e d i e n t s . W h a t c a n 
be q u e s t i o n e d is the p l a c e m e n t o f the story, the tit le "East , West" 
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— o f sect ion a n d b o o k — that labels it, a n d the i d e o l o g i c a l f re ight 
this p o s i t i o n i n g assigns to it. " T h e C o u r t e r " r e m a i n s a s tory o f 
b o r d e r - c r o s s i n g , o f c o m p l e x ident i t i e s , o f t r a n s f o r m a t i o n : w h a t 
it does n o t s e e m to be, i n any c o n v i n c i n g sense, is a story o f e i 
ther the u n i o n o r the d u a l i t y o f East a n d West. 

A n d yet: T h e r e is o n e site at w h i c h the East does e m e r g e fre
q u e n t l y w i t h i n " T h e C o u r t e r , " a n d this is i n its l a n g u a g e . M o s t 
n a m e s are o f c o u r s e d i s t i n c t i v e l y u n - E n g l i s h (wi th the n o t a b l e 
e x c e p t i o n o f " M a r y " 2 " ) , as are assoc iated titles a n d m o d e s o f a d 
dress: " A b b a " a n d " A m m a " ( r e p e a t e d l y ) , " S a h i b a n d B e g u m Sa-
h i b a , " " b a b a , " " C h h o t i S c h e h e r a z a d e , " " the M a h a r a n i B e g u m " 
( 1 8 9 , 195, 2 0 2 , 2 0 4 ) . B e y o n d this , the s p e e c h o f several charac 
ters is m a r k e d by l a n g u a g e s o t h e r t h a n E n g l i s h . T h e n a r r a t o r ' s 
m o t h e r e x c l a i m s " H a i ! A l l a h - t o b a h ! " ( 183) a n d places " b u t " 
i n s e n t e n c e - f i n a l p o s i t i o n : " S h e has b e e n h a v i n g h e a r t t r o u b l e . 
P a l p i t a t i o n s . N o t a l l the t i m e , b u t " ( 2 0 7 ) . T h e E n g l i s h o f the 
M a h a r a j a o f P — is c h o p p y , a l m o s t e n t i r e l y w i t h o u t ar t i c les 
( "You have p r i n t e d rate card? Please . A l s o a two-foot ru ler , m u s t 
be w o o d e n . F r i l l y a p r o n , p l u s . " [ 1 9 0 ] ) , a n d p e p p e r e d w i t h ex
press ions i n his nat ive t o n g u e ( " S u n o , " " s a m a j h l i y a , " " a c c h a " 
[ 1 9 8 ] ) . A p a r t f r o m h e r e r r a n t p's , M a r y ' s E n g l i s h is i n f l e c t e d i n 
o t h e r ways by h e r l i n g u i s t i c b a c k g r o u n d ; she uses a n u m b e r o f 
I n d i a n E n g l i s h l o c u t i o n s ( " W h a t is it , n a ? " [ 1 9 3 ] , " a b i g - b i g dis
c o v e r y " [ 1 9 5 ] , " G o d k n o w s f o r w h a t - a l l we c a m e o v e r to this 
c o u n t r y " [ 2 0 9 ] ) , a n d u n d e r stress falls o u t o f E n g l i s h a l t o g e t h e r : 
w h e n h e r sari gets c a u g h t i n a n escalator, she cr ies o u t 
" O B A A P ! B A A P U - R E ! B A A P - R E - B A A P - R E - B A A P ! " ( 1 8 6 ) , a n d i n 
r e s p o n s e to a n a n t i - i m m i g r a n t d i a t r i b e o n t e l e v i s i o n she f laps 
h e r h a n d a n d says " K h a l i - p i l i b o m m a r t a " ( 1 8 9 ) . 

T h e r e are t h e n traces o f the East — o f I n d i a — t h r o u g h o u t 
the story, n o t i n c u l t u r a l art i facts a n d prac t i ces , b u t i n the very 
s tuff o f w h i c h i t is m a d e , its l a n g u a g e . T h e p a u c i t y o f o t h e r signs 
o f " the Eas t " m e a n s that l a n g u a g e takes o n e v e n m o r e s i g n i f i 
c a n c e t h a n was i n i t i a l l y a p p a r e n t : l a n g u a g e i n " T h e C o u r t e r " is 
the p r i m e site n o t o n l y o f c h a n g e , b u t also o f h y b r i d i t y . T o set 
this i n p e r s p e c t i v e , we s h o u l d r e m e m b e r that the story is t o l d 
e n t i r e l y i n E n g l i s h ; e x c e p t f o r these traces, a l l the d i a l o g u e is i n 
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E n g l i s h , t o o . 2 1 I n l o c a t i o n a n d i n l a n g u a g e , the substance o f the 
story is u n q u e s t i o n a b l y E n g l i s h — b u t the traces o f o t h e r l a n 
guages s p r e a d t h e i r t inge t h r o u g h that subs tance , so that i t is a n 
u n - E n g l i s h E n g l i s h n e s s , a n E n g l i s h m a d e new. 

T h i s u n - E n g l i s h E n g l i s h is c e n t r a l to S a l m a n R u s h d i e ' s 
a c h i e v e m e n t as a wri ter . T h e b o y w h o was m o c k e d at R u g b y f o r 
such I n d i a n i s m s as " q u a r t e r - p l a t e " b e c a m e a w r i t e r w h o w o u l d 
d i s r u p t a n d t r a n s f o r m the E n g l i s h l a n g u a g e . H e w o u l d o f course 
l e a r n the w o r d " s ide -p la te " a l o n g w i t h a l l the o t h e r n u a n c e s 
a n d c o n v e n t i o n s o f s t a n d a r d , f o r m a l , a n d l i t e rary E n g l i s h — b u t 
he w o u l d n o t f o r g e t " q u a r t e r - p l a t e " o r " H a i ! A l l a h - t o b a h ! " o r 
" K h a l i - p i l i b o m m a r t a " ; i n his fiction h e w o u l d cons is tent ly m a k e 
i m a g i n a t i v e use o f s u c h tokens o f l i n g u i s t i c alterity, c a p t u r i n g 
the d i s t inc t ive speech o f speakers o f m a n y languages a n d engag
i n g i n a variety o f creat ive w o r d p l a y . T h a t R u s h d i e has e x t e n d e d 
the E n g l i s h l a n g u a g e is attested by the i n c l u s i o n o f twenty ci ta
tions f r o m his w o r k i n the O E D (e leven o f these i n the s e c o n d 
e d i t i o n , a n d f u r t h e r n i n e i n the n e w e d i t i o n ava i lab le o n l i n e ) . 
In " T h e C o u r t e r , " however , R u s h d i e i m p l i c i t l y c l a i m s n o t o n l y 
that the l a n g u a g e o f m i g r a n t s a n d f o r e i g n e r s c a n c h a n g e the 
E n g l i s h l a n g u a g e , b u t that i t c a n c h a n g e the w o r l d . 

A s E a g l e t o n p o i n t s o u t , i n this s tory " t e x t u a l v i o l e n c e " — v i o 
l a t i n g the c o n v e n t i o n s o f s t a n d a r d E n g l i s h — " c a n issue i n the 
real t h i n g " : A b b a ' s n i p p l e s q u e s t i o n invi tes a n assault, " a n d a 
m o r e s in is ter r a c i a l v i o l e n c e is to f o l l o w . " B u t this is n o t the o n l y 
way i n w h i c h l a n g u a g e has m a t e r i a l c o n s e q u e n c e s i n the w o r l d : 
i n the l o v e b e t w e e n J u m b l e - A y a a n d M i x e d - U p M e c i r , there is 
also the h o p e f u l v i s i o n o f b r o k e n E n g l i s h e n g e n d e r i n g n e w a n d 
posi t ive rea l i t ies , o f the t r a n s f o r m a t i v e p o w e r o f the B a k h t i n i a n 
i n t e r i l l u m i n a t i o n o f l a n g u a g e s . A m o n g a l l the b o u n d a r i e s that 
d i v i d e East a n d West , the l a n g u a g e b a r r i e r seems h e r e to be the 
most p e r m e a b l e ; i t is l a n g u a g e that best a l lows o n e to b e i n two 
places at o n c e , that h o l d s o u t the h o p e o f b r i n g i n g t o g e t h e r 
East a n d West , that enacts the p o s s i b i l i t y o f t r a n s n a t i o n a l i s m . 2 2 

NOTES 
1 V i n e y K i r p a l , e d i t o r o f The New Indian Novel in English: A Study of the 1980s, 

i d e n t i f i e s R u s h d i e as t h e " n e w t a l e n t " f o r w h i c h t h e I n d i a n n o v e l i n E n g l i s h h a d 
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been waiting and sees his breakthrough Midnight's Children as making "a tre
mendous impact on a whole generation of writers," stimulating a "creative out
burst" (Introduction xiii, xix). U n a C h a u d h u r i acclaims Rushdie's "recognition 
and enactment of the specificity of a certain kind of consciousness: Indian, 
post-colonial — 'mine'" ; she notes that "other writers have j o i n e d Rushdie in 
showering with more and more details the field he has laid out," while "South 
Asian readers . . . have begun to soak up these details, to collect them into the 
themes, motifs, and patterns they will use to negotiate their own experience." 
(More negative reactions to Rushdie's work come from such South Asian critics 
as Feroza Jussawalla and C . J . S. Wallia.) Meanwhile, writing on " T h e Contem
porary Novel" in the weighty Columbia History of the British Novel, Michael Wood 
declares that " T h e 1980s witnessed an astonishing rebirth of storytelling in Brit
ish fiction" and continues, "This shift cannot be attributed to a single writer, but 
if it could that writer would be Salman Rushdie, whose Midnight's Children 
( 1 9 8 0 ) effected a massive, garrulous liberation in British fiction" ( 9 7 7 ) . For 
Michael Gorra , Rushdie's literary achievement and that of V. S. Naipaul — both 
British citizens who have spent their adult lives in Britain — point to the need 
for "redefining 'Englishness'" and English "literature as a field of study" ( 8 ) . 
Other critics see Rushdie's influence extending across national boundaries; 
Midnight's Children, says Bruce King, "showed Australian, Indian, and African 
novelists how post-modernist fabulation and self-reflexivity could be given na
tional political dimensions and used allegorically" ( 1 3 ) . Yet others posit a new 
category of "transnational" writers; in his survey of "the new Anglophone 
fiction" J o h n Skinner, for instance, creates a special classification for the mi
grant writers who do not fit his national categories; his list of transnational mi
grants "culminat[es] with Rushdie's Midnight's Children, in so many ways an 
exemplary text" ( 2 5 ) . Rushdie's work has also been considered under other 
rubrics independent of national identity — for instance, as magical realism, sat
ire, and, for L i n d a Hutcheon, the postmodern genre of historiographic 
metafiction. (Vinay Dharwadker, however, contests Hutcheon's categorization 
of Rushdie, insisting that "the literary paradigm-shift in post-colonial countries 
is not the same as the transition from modernism to post-modernism in First 
World societies" [71] . ) 

For biographical information I rely particularly on Ian Hamilton's "First Life of 
Salman Rushdie." (Cundy, Goonetilleke, and Harrison also include informa
tion on Rushdie's life.) Hamil ton does not record whether an ayah accompa
nied the Rushdies to L o n d o n , though he repeatedly cites " T h e Courter" as an 
authoritative source of information on this period of the author's life. H e does 
inform us of the existence of an ayah called Mary, who attached herself to the 
infant Salman in m u c h the same way that Mary Pereira did to the infant Saleem 
in Midnight's Children: "Mary Manezes, a worker in the Bombay hospital where 
[Rushdie] was born, took one look at h i m and decided that she would become 
this baby's ayah: in effect, his 'second mother '" ( 9 0 ) . 

There is after all a diacritical mark in her own name. (And what can this signify? 
H e r name is not English but U r d u ; is the diacritic transferred from the Perso-
Arabic script used for that language? This "acute accent" is not part of English 
orthography; it is used in Spanish to mark stress, in classical Greek to indicate 
rising tone, and in French to specify a particular quality of the vowel e. In fact it 
seems likely, on the basis of the exclamations that he represents as " O h e ! " and 
"Arre baap!," that Rushdie is following the convention of the French accent 
aigu.) 

As it happened, the Conservative government of the early ' 6 0 s was plagued by 
its own sex scandals, leading ultimately to the party's defeat at the polls in 1 9 6 4 . 
T h e " H o m e " in the Prime Minister's name — and the Maharaja's pseud
onym — might be considered significant; like some other British aristocratic 
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names, however, it violates the rules of English pronunciation more flagrantly 
than many foreign names, being pronounced " H u m e . " 

r' A n anonymous reviewer of this article prompted me to say more about "jamba-
laya," suggesting as "gloriously appropriate" to my thesis not only the dish in 
itself, but the etymology of the word given in the second edition of Webster's 
Dictionary: "Or ig in uncert.; perh. a Negro corrupt, of French jambon ham." (Web
ster's Third, however, refers neither to "Negroes" nor to "corruption," recording 
the word's origins simply as Louisiana French, from Provencal jambalaia 
— with which etymology the second edition of the O E D concurs.) 

1 1 To my knowledge, this " h " is an artifact of the English spelling of the word 
"ayah," unrelated to its pronunciation — an exoticizing touch to mark the 
word's foreign origins (etymologically, according to the 1 9 9 2 American Heritage 
Dictionary, its source is " H i n d i aya, from Portuguese aia, nursemaid, from Latin 
avia, grandmother") . This final " h " occurs also in other English spellings of 
words of Indian origin, such as nullah, pariah, wallah, and maharajah — from 
the last of which Rushdie "drops the ' h ' " without commentary. 

7 Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist explain this interanimation or interillumi
nation as " T h e major relativizing force in de-privileging languages. W h e n cul
tures are closed and deaf [gluxof] to one another, each considers itself absolute; 
when one language sees itself in the light of another, 'novelness' has arrived" 
(Glossary, Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 4 3 0 ) . 

K Rushdie uses punctuation — or its absence — to indicate the pacing of speech: 
earlier, three commas chopped up M r Mecir's halting seven-word-long sen
tence "I, to see Miss Mary, come, am" ( 1 8 6 ) ; here, the complete lack of punc
tuation in this twenty-six-word-long utterance reveals its speed. Elsewhere 
Rushdie makes ingenious use of spacing (or the lack of expected spaces) to the 
same effect. 

9 In The Satanic Verses Saladin C h a m c h a (another character who shares much 
of Rushdie's own experience) sees moving from India to England as passing 
through a mirror: "he had begun to hear, in India's Babel, an ominous warning: 
don't come back again. W h e n you have stepped through the looking-glass you step 
back at your peril . T h e mirror may cut you to shreds" ( 5 8 ; emphasis added). 

l ( l These are not quite the last words, however: the last few lines of the story report 
the narrator's return to Waverley House a "year or so after we moved out." 
"Where's Mixed-Up?" he asks the stranger in the porter's lounge, who replies, 
"I 'm the porter, s i r , . . . I don't know anything about any mix-up" ( 2 1 1 ) . A n d on 
this note the story ends — its hero M r Mecir, agent and locus of its most gener
ative "mixing up," having disappeared without a trace. 

11 It would be pedantry here to insist on the separation between Rushdie the au
thor and the alter ego who narrates " T h e Courter": this is Rushdie speaking. 

12 While all six stories in the "East" and "West" sections had been previously pub
lished, the three in "East, West" were published in this collection for the first 
time. O n e wonders whether Rushdie consciously set out here to contest Kip
ling's famous "East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet." 

For the record, K i p l i n g d i d go on to specify the circumstances under which 
his generalization could be overridden, but these hardly hold out m u c h hope: 
"border," "breed," and "birth" are all rendered irrelevant "When two strong 
men stand face to face, though they come from the ends of the earth!" ("The 
Ballad of East and West" [ 1 8 8 9 ] ) . 

1 3 "Yorick" is a riff on both Hamlet and Tristram Shandy; the substance of the third 
story is apparent from its title, "Christopher Columbus and Q u e e n Isabella of 
Spain Consummate T h e i r Relationship (Santa Fe, A D 141)2)"; and the middle 
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story, " A t t h e A u c t i o n o f t h e R u b y S l i p p e r s , " takes p l a c e i n a " p o s t - m i l l e n n i a l " 
f u t u r e , i n a S a l e r o o m t h a t c o u l d b e a n y w h e r e i n t h e w o r l d b u t s e e m s m o s t l i k e l y 
to be i n t h e U n i t e d States ( 9 4 ) . 

I I T h e wife o f the n a r r a t o r o f " T h e H a r m o n y o f t h e S p h e r e s " is f r o m M a u r i t i u s , 
t h o u g h o f I n d i a n d e s c e n t . T h e story is m a i n l y a b o u t E l i o t C r a n e , a W e l c h s c h o l a r 
o f t h e o c c u l t w h o teaches t h e I n d i a n - b o r n n a r r a t o r a b o u t I n d i a n m y s t i c i s m 
— " A m y s t i c a l t e a c h e r i n E n g l i s h t r a n s l a t i o n " ( 1 3 8 ) . 

IS E l s e w h e r e , M a r y ' s a t t e m p t s to p r o d u c e t h e E n g l i s h / p / s o u n d l i k e / k / o n l y 
b e t w e e n vowels (shocking, nickels); at t h e b e g i n n i n g s o f w o r d s h e r / p / s o u n d s 
l i k e /(/ (filgrims, fleas, flenty, fuzzles) — a p l a u s i b l e a l t e r n a t i o n c o n d i t i o n e d by 
c o n t e x t . T h i s p a t t e r n w o u l d p r o d u c e / { / , n o t / k / , at t h e b e g i n n i n g o f porter. 

A n a n o n y m o u s r e v i e w e r o f th is a r t i c l e ( the s a m e r e a d e r m e n t i o n e d i n n o t e 5 
a b o v e ) r e s i s t e d th is p o i n t : 

t h e " p " o f " p o r t e r " by t h e r u l e s o f c o n s i s t e n t l o g i c s h o u l d b e a n "f." B u t 
language ( a n d its c r e a t o r s ! ) d o e s n ' t l i m i t i t s e l f to t h e p u r i t y o f l o g i c . A s was 
e a r l i e r p o i n t e d o u t [ f o o t n o t e 4] t h e s p e l l i n g o f L o r d H o m e ' s n a m e of fers n o 
c l u e to its p r o n u n c i a t i o n ! A n d it is p r o n u n c i a t i o n ( t h e l a n g u a g e i n t h e l i q 
u i d t h r o a t o f the m a k e r o f it , n o t i n t h e stat ic d i c t i o n a r y ) o n w h i c h so m u c h 
o f t h e s tory a n d t h e a r t i c l e ' s r e a s o n i n g t u r n s . 

H o w e v e r , s o m e t h i n g o t h e r t h a n " t h e p u r i t y o f l o g i c " is at stake h e r e . Yes, 
p e o p l e c a n b r e a k t h e r u l e s o f a l a n g u a g e i n q u i r k y a n d s o m e t i m e s c r e a t i v e ways; 
yes, t h e s p e l l i n g system as e n s h r i n e d i n t h e "stat ic d i c t i o n a r y " is s u r e l y a n 
a r t i f i c e . B u t l a n g u a g e is n o t i n f i n i t e l y m a l l e a b l e ; p a r t s o f i t , i n c l u d i n g t h e c o n -
t e x t u a l l y d e t e r m i n e d d i s t r i b u t i o n o f v a r i a n t p r o n u n c i a t i o n s ( w h a t l i n g u i s t s c a l l 
" a l l o p h o n e s " ) , are d e e p l y s y s t e m a t i c a n d o p e r a t e w e l l b e l o w t h e leve l o f c o n 
s c i o u s a w a r e n e s s . 

I I I O n h e r "f irst d a t e " w i t h M r M e c i r , M a r y ' s s a r i gets c a u g h t i n a n e s c a l a t o r a n d 
b e g i n s to u n r a v e l . C a t h e r i n e C u n d y sees i n th is e p i s o d e " a c o n t e m p o r a r y re
p l a y i n g o f t h e a t t e m p t e d s t r i p p i n g o f D r a u p a d i " i n t h e Mahabharata ( 4 ) . G i v e n 
that t h e p o i n t o f t h e s tory i n t h e Mahabharata is t h a t D r a u p a d i ' s g a r m e n t s m a g 
i c a l l y r e n e w t h e m s e l v e s , c o n t i n u a l l y u n w i n d i n g b u t l e a v i n g h e r always c l o t h e d , 
t h e l i n k is n o t e n t i r e l y c o n v i n c i n g . I n M a r y ' s case, "It was M i x e d - U p w h o saved 
h e r by p u s h i n g t h e e m e r g e n c y s t o p b u t t o n b e f o r e t h e sar i was c o m p l e t e l y u n 
w o u n d a n d she was e x p o s e d i n h e r p e t t i c o a t f o r a l l t h e w o r l d to see" ( 1 8 6 ) . 

1 7 T h i s is, to b e p r e c i s e , a n i m a g i n a r y S t u d e b a k e r : " O n t h e r a d i o , p e o p l e w e r e 
always s i n g i n g a b o u t t h e j o y s o f b e i n g s i x t e e n years o l d . I w o n d e r e d w h e r e t h e y 
w e r e , a l l t h o s e boys a n d g i r l s o f m y age h a v i n g t h e t i m e o f t h e i r l ives. W e r e t h e y 
d r i v i n g a r o u n d A m e r i c a i n S t u d e b a k e r c o n v e r t i b l e s ? " ( 1 9 6 ) . A s s u c h , i t i l l u s 
trates t h e p o t e n t i n f l u e n c e i n t h e g l o b a l c u l t u r a l i m a g i n a r y o f p o p u l a r c u l t u r e 
o r i g i n a t i n g i n t h e U S . 

l N R u s h d i e has o f c o u r s e m a d e g o o d use o f f o o d i m a g e r y e l s e w h e r e — c h u t n e y s 
a n d p i c k l e s i n Midnight's Children, sp ices i n The Moor's Last Sigh. 

1 9 " C h i m p a n z e e t e a " is M r M e c i r ' s t e r m , i n q u o t e m a r k s w i t h i n t h e text . P r e s u m 
a b l y h e has i n m i n d a m o r e c o n v e n t i o n a l l a b e l t h a n " c h i m p a n z e e , " b u t I c a n n o t 
guess w h a t i t is. 

-° R e e d D a s e n b r o c k i n " I n t e l l i g i b i l i t y a n d M e a n i n g f u l n e s s i n M u l t i c u l t u r a l L i t e r a 
t u r e " n o t e s t h a t w h a t s e e m s least r e m a r k a b l e to m e t r o p o l i t a n r e a d e r s is o f t e n 
p r e c i s e l y w h a t m o s t s tands o u t as a l i e n i n a n I n d i a n c o n t e x t ; h i s e x a m p l e is a 
c h a r a c t e r i n R. K. N a r a y a n ' s The Painter of Signs c a l l e d " D a i s y , " a n a m e that , j u s t 
l i k e " M a r y , " s i g n i f i e s a C h r i s t i a n f a i t h t h a t is a n o m a l o u s a n d s u s p e c t to m o s t 
S o u t h A s i a n s . B o t h t h e n a m e M a r y a n d t h e C h r i s t m a s c e l e b r a t i o n i n " T h e 
C o u r t e r " f u l f i l l this f u n c t i o n o f r e c o n t e x t u a l i z i n g a n d m a k i n g s t r a n g e w h a t at 
first s e e m s r e a s s u r i n g l y f a m i l i a r to W e s t e r n e r s . 
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!1 T h i s is a f u n d a m e n t a l d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n t h i s s t o r y a n d Midnight's Children, a 

n o v e l set e n t i r e l y o n t h e I n d i a n s u b c o n t i n e n t . W e a s s u m e t h a t m o s t o f t h e d i a 

l o g u e i n Midnight's Children is i n H i n d i / U r d u — a n d i n d e e d , t h a t t h e n a r r a t i o n 

is l i k e w i s e , s i n c e t h e n o v e l is r e a d a l o u d t o t h e i l l i t e r a t e P a d m a — t h o u g h , as I 

s h o w i n t h e c h a p t e r " T h e M a g i c R a d i o " of m y d i s s e r t a t i o n Breaking English, 
a t t e m p t i n g to d e t e r m i n e t h e l a n g u a g e o f t h e n o v e l l e a d s to s i g n i f i c a n t c o m p l i 

c a t i o n s . 

S i n c e w r i t i n g t h i s a r t i c l e . I h a v e d i s c o v e r e d C y n t h i a C a r e y - A b r i o u x ' s a r t i c l e o n 

" T h e C o u r t e r . " C a r e y - A b r i o u x t o o c e l e b r a t e s t h e l i n g u i s t i c d i m e n s i o n s o f t h e 

story, a r g u i n g t h a t it s h o w s " t h e d e m i s e of t h e E n g l i s h l a n g u a g e as a n a u t h o r i 

t a r i a n a n d a b s o l u t e s y s t e m w h i c h is i n t h e p r o c e s s o f b e i n g d i s p o s s e s s e d , d i s 

m a n t l e d a n d r e - i n f l e c t e d " ( 3 1 5 ) . 
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