Andrea Stuart on Rushdie's imaginary homelands

Another Country

It may be that writers in
my podtion, exiles or
emigrants or expatriates,
are haunted by some sense of
loss, someurgeto reclaim, to
look back even a the risk of
being mutated into pillars of
salt,’ says Salman Rushdie
in the first essay of Imagin-
ay Homdands (Granta, hbk
£17.99), a collection of writ-
ings that deals with those
themes of identity and dis-
placement which have pre-
occupied hisliterary life.

It isastatement that is both
poignant and curiously dis-
ingenuous. Poignant for the
obvious reason that no car-
eer demonstrates better than
Rushdie's quite what dange-
rousterrain theseissuesrep-
resent. And disingenuous
because no iSs more
aware than Rushdie himsdlf
that these concerns, this
sense of loss are concepts
that permeate and dynamise
al contemporary literature.

Whether awriter choosesto
embrace or to turn away
from theseissuesis strangely
immaterial. The search for
‘imaginary homelands, Rush-
die's 'Indias of the mind,
only seems more imperative
for some writersthanitisfor
others. Thetruth isthat even
if we have avoided articulat-
ing our displacement and
didocation as findy as Ed-
ward Sad does in the inter-
view in this volume, we have
all logt the security of
'home.

‘The modern world lacks
not only hiding places but
certainties." And by position-
ing himsdf and writers like
him as the exception, Rush-
die cleverly ends up provin
therule: itisnot just those o
uswho are'landless who are
in mourning. We are dl out-
siders, noses pressed S-
lently against the glass of
contemporary life.

As befits a collection s
preoccupied with issues of
place and displacement, it di-
vides its 400-plus pages into
sections that are connected
to specific nationa ident-
ities Indiaand Pakistan; the
experience of migrants in
Britain; and sections on
writers from Africa, Britain,
Europe, South America and
the US. The find part of the
book concerns the furore
that surrounds The Satanic

Verses.

Some of the pieces are
touching, like the achingly
sweset tribute to Raymond
Caver or the affectionate
accounts of wandering with
Bruce Chatwin. Others are
divinely wicked critiques of
the like of Sir Richard Atten-
borough, (‘Mahatma Dick-
ie), and David Lean, the
latter of whom deserves an
award for one of the most
presumptuous statements of
modern times. Rushdie glee-
fully alows Mr Lean to hang
himsdf, when, with blithe
and complete disregard for
the biggest film industry in
the world, he remarks, 'l
haven't seen Dickie Attenbo-
rough's Gandhi yet, but as
far as I'm aware nobody has
yet succeeded in putting In-
diaonthescreen'.

Underlying much of his
work is the novelist's search
for a place and a role in mo-
dern society. Can the novel
be political? Can the nove
not be political? That may be
The Question, but even when
he is 'recommending the an-
cient tradition of making as
big a fuss, as noisy a com-

laint about the world as is

umanely possible', Rushdie
is large enough to acknow-
ledge that thisis not the only
answer. There is an optim-
ism, an ebullience, a gene-
rosity in the works collected
here that is in danger of be-
ing overlooked as he bec-
omes enshrined as a 'histo-
rical moment'; itisniceto be
reminded.

Therehas - on both the Left
and the Right - been much
criticism directed at promi-
nent writers who persist in
voicing their disquiet. (It is
regarded as amost churlish
to point out the inequities of
a system if you have pros-
pered in it.) Of course it is
precisely these people who
must stand up and be coun-
ted; not least because they
will belistened to. And in the
10 years which this collec-
tion spans, Rushdie has been
ﬁ_ersistent and consistent in

is role as agent provoca
teur. He is the outsider, the
dissenting voice in al of us,
which continuoudy chall-
enges and therefore helps to
define, create, and perhaps
ultimately even transform
what isinside our society.e
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