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SALMAN RUSHDIE AND THE GLOBALISATION OF THE ENCYCLOPAEDIC 

NOVEL 

Questions of identity, personal memory and collective trauma are cenltral to the 

writings of Salman Rushdie. His early novels – Midnight’s Children and Shame – are 

still deeply rooted in the cultures, locations and histories of the Indian subcontinent 

and deal mostly with the trauma of the 1947 Partition and its aftermath. In his later 

novels, the focus changes from the vernacular to the global.  

In The Satanic Verses the two main characters, Gibreel Farishta and Saladin 

Chamcha, survive an airplane disaster. They are miraculously saved from trauma in 

terms of physical injury but have to live as migrants in an incomprehensible world 

and are thus exposed to another kind of trauma – a disturbing experience and 

psychological scare. They end up in a hostile environment of the police coming down 

hard on people of the ‘tinted persuasion’, and humiliating immigration procedures.  

In the same novel, Rushdie coins the much-quoted phrase “an untranslated man”, 

which refers to a person who has been physically removed from his or her vernacular 

environment but refuses to adapt to the cultural patterns and ideological 

presupposition of his new environment. It is Gibreel, an actor who used to play deities 

in Indian movies who “has wished to remain” untranslated, “continuous, that is joined 

to and arising from his past” (427). 

The other aspect of migratory movements connects to trauma. The wound or scare is 

not caused by migration itself, but rather by the impossibility or unwillingness of the 

migrating person to be translated into another cultural context, and the anxiety-ridden 

experience of being detached from the continuum of one’s own culture and history 

If Rushdie recognizes migration and dislocation as the main traumatic experience of 

the contemporary world, the questions arise of how to represent those experiences in 

the genre of the novel.  

The argument that I was working on during my visit at JNU is that Rushdie rewrites 

the genre of the encyclopaedic narrative but puts it in an entirely new, global and 

transnational context.  

Novels on migration and cultural trauma need global locations and plots that move 

across continents. Since the stage for such stories is the world itself, both its 

metropolitan centres – London, New York, Bombay – and its hinterlands, such as the 

Valley of Kashmir, a grand perspective, a mulitiplicity of registers and languages and 

complex settings should all be used.  

 

 


