


 
130 

The Expression: An International Multidisciplinary e-Journal 
(A Peer Reviewed and Indexed Journal with Impact Factor 1.854) 

www.expressionjournal.com                                                 ISSN: 2395-4132

 

NARRATIVES OF POST-COLONIAL PAKISTAN: A STUDY 
 OF SALMAN RUSHDIE’S SHAME 

Dr. Deeba Iqbal 
Associate Professor of English 

Amar Singh College, Srinagar, Jammu & Kashmir 
:::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::: 

Abstract 
 In his essay “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism”, Fredric Jameson points out that all third 
world narratives are necessarily nationalistic allegories (Jameson, 1986). The statement has been contested by the likes of 
Aijaz Ahmed who point out its reductionist tendencies. (Jameson, 1986). Yet the statement is useful since it provides one 
framework to view the operation of third world texts as it can employ the mundane daily struggles of subjects in a nation to 
illustrate the state of the nation. National Allegories if viewed apart from the strictly representational sense he meant it, can be 
expanded to locate and map the diverse, continuous and contradictory “multiplicities of intersecting conflicts based upon 
class, gender, nation, race, region, and so on” (Ahmad, 1992). This representational multiplicity can enrich our understanding 
of third world texts and provide a tool of vigorous interrogation of the temporality in which the texts are situated.  The paper 
proposes to analyse a similar text - Shame by Salman Rushdie set in post-colonial Pakistan as mapping a specific geo-temporal 
space marked by a dysfunctional and chaotic political trajectory. The paper plans to investigate the novel as mapping and 
satirising the discourse of the Islamic Pakistan’s treatment of its freedom once the initial optimism and euphoria about the 
acquisition of the ‘hallowed land’ has petered out. The novel critiques the catalysis of ‘shame’ accruing due to the failure of 
nation making and political emancipation. The destiny of characters mirrors the destiny of nation, their failures and unfulfilled 
potentials resemble the nation. Rushdie employs his signature techniques like magical realism and biting sarcasm to 
investigate this thwarted postcolonial subjectivity. The chaotic familial trajectory, for example of Talwar-ul-Haq is an adequate 
representation of the diverse aspects of Pakistan including politics and its intertwining with religion in a theocratic setup, 
gender, and economy. The philandering ways of Iskandar Harrapa and his sudden shift towards the stoic Protestantism of 
Reza Hyder are the manifestations of the whimsical, rootless and opportunistic politics that have plagued Pakistan since its 
formation. At the same time will examine the opacities of such an approach to nation making? The paper will argue that 
Rushdie is unaware of the heroism that, to borrow a phrase from Aijaz Ahmed, allows the ordinary man to look the other in 
the eye and render help in times of need and console in times of distress, unlike the characters in Shame who abandon each 
other to the mercy of their fates. 
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 In his essay “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism”, Federic 
Jameson defines literatures produced from former colonised countries as third world 
narratives and marked necessarily by a trajectory of nationalistic allegory” (Jameson, 
1986). This broad sweep of generalisation stands discredited by the likes of Aijaz Ahmed 
who points out that the statement presumes that ‘third world’ countries are necessarily 
political Calibans, eliding over the multiplicity of experience and subjectivity.  Yet, this 
approach provides a suitable framework to examine a novel like Shame by Salman Rushdie 
which are intended as national allegories. National Allegories if viewed apart from the 
strictly representational sense he meant it, can be expanded to locate and map the diverse, 
continuous and contradictory “multiplicities of intersecting conflicts based upon class, 
gender, nation, race, region, and so on” (Ahmad, 1992).  
 The paper proposes to analyse a similar text - Shame by Salman Rushdie set in post-
colonial Pakistan as mapping a specific geo-temporal space marked by a dysfunctional and 
chaotic political trajectory.The novel maps and satirises the discourse of the Islamic 
Pakistan’s treatment of its freedom once the initial optimism and euphoria about the 
acquisition of the ‘hallowed land’ has petered out. The novel critiques the catalysis of 
‘shame’ accruing due to the failure of nation making and political emancipation. The 
destiny of characters mirrors the destiny of nation, their failures and unfulfilled potentials 
resemble the nation.  Rushdie employs his signature techniques like magical realism and 
biting sarcasm to investigate this thwarted postcolonial subjectivity.  
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 The novel is set in the Pakistan of 1970’s. It covers roughly the tenures of Zulfiqar 
Ali Bhutoo and his successor General Zia-ul-Haq. Zia was the puritan Army dictator who 
organized a coup against the civilian government assuming power as the chief Martial law 
administrator. Rushdie’s concern in the novel is similar to Midnight’s Children, although 
Shame is lesser in scope and treatment. It examines and exposes the political decadence in 
postcolonial Pakistan. It examines the psychological residue left behind the initial optimism 
and euphoria about the acquisition of the ‘hallowed land’ has petered out. The novel is, 
therefore, representative in nature and so can be read in terms of the different 
representative strands. The representation occurs both at the macro- national level and 
micro-individual level. The macro-national representation enacted through an inter-
familial narrative employs idiosyncratic characters to satirise the power-networks that 
determine the trajectory of the nation. The familial interactions are varied and multiple in 
nature on account of the sprawling family trees and hence the profusion of characters – 
small and significant. The novel primarily revolves around two families in newly created 
Pakistan- Harappa's and the Hyder's. As the story progresses, a third important character 
Omar Khyam Shakeel introduced by Rushdie as the peripheral hero is introduced. The 
patriarch of the Hyder family Reza Hyder modelled on Zia-ul-Haq represents the institution 
of army, IskanderHarrapa patriarch of the Harrapa family represents the political 
leadership and Omar Khyam Shakeel the decadent elite. 
 Reza Hyderis an army general who migrates to Pakistan during Partition. He is 
portrayed as a conniving opportunist who usurps power under the tutelage of a fanatic 
loud mouthed Mullah Dawood, himself a representative of myopic clergy and belligerent 
religiosity. Reza is a war mongering despot. He revels in massacring the Baloch rebels to 
quell their movement to seek a right to their gas reserves and glorifies the futile war where 
Pakistan manages to wrest only a part of desolate aansuki wadi (the valley of tears) from 
India. He unleashes a reign of terror against the inhabitants of Wazirastan protesting 
against the exploitation of their gas reserves. Extra-judicial torture and killing become the 
norm under his regime and the rest of the country is subject to a strict form of religious 
puritanism.His sudden and swift ascension to power after displacing the civilian 
democratic government is a telling indictment of the role of Pakistan Army in destabilizing 
the nation’s nascent democracy. From Ayoub Khan represented as Shaggy Dog to General 
Zia ulHaq, the interference of army throws all norms of democratic set up to the wind, 
which results in the disjointedness in every sphere of the Pakistani state. 
 Reza marries BilquisHyder, the daughter of a Mahmoud – a cinema owner, who is 
slain as his denial of looming partition doesn’t suit the mood of times. They beget two 
daughters: the ‘retarded’, blushing and angry Sofia ZanobiaHyder – the archetypal mad 
woman in the attic of a nation gone wrong and Naveed Good News Hyder – the ironical 
misfit  in  a  time  teeming  with  bad news. Naveed marries Talwar-ul-Haq - a dashing army 
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captain. On the eve of their marriage, Talwar is viciously attacked by Sofia Zanobia and thus 
is permanently disabled – losing mobility in his neck. The attack and the subsequent 
disability is meant as a comment on the nation’s existential anger and innate failure to 
produce a liberated subject. Rather the subject is permanently blinkered into either a single 
minded obsession with hyper-masculine egotism to mask deep insecurities, or a passive 
angry resignation to powerlessness. The marriage, therefore, yields no fulfilment rather 
ends in the suicide of Naveed who is unable to bear the humiliation of bearing any more 
children than the twenty-seven (twins, triplets, quadruplets, pantalets, sextets, and 
octuplets - 2+3+4+5+6+7 = 27) she has already borne. The degradation of Naveed to a child 
bearing apparatus by hyper-masculinity and consequent suicide indicate the impossibility 
of any redemptive fulfilment. The nation is, hence, characterised by a claustrophobic 
bleakness.SufiaZanobiaHyder, on the other hand, does not reproduce as her marriage with 
Omar Khyam remains unconsummated. Her parsi ayah fulfils that role, leading eventually 
to her transmogrification into a nymphomaniac murderous beast.  
 The evolution of her husband Omar Khyamis equally grim. Fathered by an unknown 
British officer, he possesses three mothers- Chunni, Munni, Bunny who are the daughters of 
the miserly invective spitting Old Mr. Shakeel.  He is conceived when the sisters throw a 
sadistic celebration to commemorate the unravelling of their father’s elaborate ruse of 
grandeur post his death. They invited all of the British sahibs and a few of the most 
prominent members of the townspeople.Months later all three of the sisters were 
miraculously pregnant. The narrator explains, "I am prepared to swear that so 
wholeheartedly did they wish to share the motherhood of their sibling—to transform the 
public shame of unwedlocked conception into the private triumph of the longed for group 
baby that in short, twin phantom pregnancies, accompanied the real one; while the 
simultaneity of their behaviour suggests the operation of some form of communal mind" 
This mythical creation is the constant source of shame that Omar grapples with throughout 
his life as he completely turns his back on it. Imprisoned forcefully by their father, the three 
sisters now embrace self-exile and imprisonment. They spend the rest of their unfortunate 
lives in an inward facing gothic mansion, completely severing their ties with the outside 
world, which contributes further to the claustrophobic sense of failure. Omar Khyaam 
spends his childhood closeted in the mansion, devouring his grandfather’s oriental library. 
After he wins his freedom via a birthday wish, he distinguishes himself academically, 
winning a scholarship to a medical school at Karachi and embarks upon a career as a 
successful Neurologist. In his personal life, he is marked by asexual licentiousness. 
 Iskandar Harrapa- his companion is of similar inclinations. He keeps a mistress 
Pinky Aurangzeb, the wife of his colleague. He abandons her without any ceremony no 
sooner than his reinvention as a messianic politician. His career is a study of two contrasts. 
The   first   phase   is   marked  by   an   unabashed   hedonism,  and  licentious  masquerades  
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symbolised by the affair with Pinky Aurangzeb. In his second phase, he projects himself as a 
high pitched self-righteous leader invested with a messianic aura. He is, therefore, a stark 
representation of the self-indulgent political class. His abrupt transformation marks the 
whimsical, chauvinistic and debauched politics characteristic of postcolonial nations.  
Other incremental characters like Little Mir Harrapa, Haroun Harrapa and Virgin Iron Pants 
ArjumandHarrapaalso exemplify the hedonistic nature of the political system; each being 
driven by a purely personal reason into the political field. Mir Harrapa is driven by an 
obsession to outsmart IskanderHarrapa while Haroun is besotted by Arjumand who in turn 
is strongly influenced by her father IskanderHarrapa. Representing the judiciary at the aid 
of state, she argues successfully against her father’s detractors in courts with great finesse 
and oratory. 
 The novel, therefore, explores postcolonial Pakistan through an intersection of 
gender and power relations. Power and agency is vested in masculine characters, while 
powerlessness and passivity is a feminine trait.As Rushdie suggests in the novel “I hope it 
goes without saying that not all women are crushed by any system, no matter how 
oppressive. It is commonly and, I believe, accurately said of Pakistan that her women are 
much more impressive than her men.... their chains, nevertheless, are no fictions. They 
exist. And they are getting heavier. If you hold down one thing you hold down the adjoining. 
In the end, though, it all blows up in your face (181).The suggestion, therefore, is that the 
only recourse left to powerless is a violent resistance against the powerful.The case of Sofia 
ZanobiaHyder is a case in point. Inverting the tale of beauty and the beast, Sofia embodies 
the collective shame of a nation gone wrong. Her inadvertent blushes represent the surging 
of the collective shame of its people that the nation has learnt to overcome. Sofia’s 
transfiguration in the novel is meant as an allegory to indicate a metaphor of damnation, a 
sense of collective injustice that demolishes power by retaliatory violence. Thus, her 
wrangling of the turkeys of Pinky Aurangzeb is a censure of the connivance between the 
bureaucracy and elite that enjoy and prosperunder its patronage. Her decapitation of Omar 
Khyam, who marries her to reproduce his success in erasing shame from his life, similarly, 
signifies an overpowering collective rage stemming from oppression. These acts of violence 
presage her ultimate role as the avenger of the wrongs suffered by the oppressed subaltern 
in the neo-colonized Pakistan.Rani Hyder, however, represents a subtle facet of resistance. 
In the vein of mute Philomena in greekmythology, she records her resentment through 
art.She embroiders the masquerades of Iskandar Harrapa on eighteen embroidered shawls 
– each shawl presenting a graphical account of Iskandar’s life: his womanizing, his 
domineering autocratic style of functioning, his eavesdropping on his peers, the extra-
judicial terrorizing of political opponents in jails and his role in the death of Pinky 
Aurangzeb. As a biographical text, the shawls evolve as an important counter-discursive 
text  that  disrupts t he  fictionalized and  exalted account of  Arjumand. The shawls  assume  
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significant importance as they represent the contestation of the processes of historicization 
of Pakistan.  
 The abiding impression left by Shame is that of a bleak, forbidding novel, unyielding 
in its sarcasm and criticism of Pakistan. With a damning title as Shame that takes no 
prisoners, it can hardly be otherwise.  The novel’s portrayal of women lends the existence 
of the common man, they represent, virtually impossible. Where does the problem lie then 
with Rushdie’s representation of Pakistan? The problem as highlighted by Aijaz Ahmed 
derives largely from a notion outlined by Rushdie himself in Imaginary Homelands. In the 
post-modernist vein, Rushdie claims that our experiences are fragmentary and incoherent 
like reflections in broken mirrors. His claim that he has learnt Pakistan by slices attests the 
ensuing notion that then he possesses no expertise on examining Pakistan unlike India 
where a greater part of his childhood was spent. It cannot be denied that this issue is a 
debatable issue centring on whether or not writing should be experiential. Nonetheless, 
considering the interest in canonization of ‘third world literature’, it is essential that 
Rushdie’s representation be examined as to whether it fits the nationalist allegory. One can 
rely on Spivak’s notion of “strategic use of positivist essentialism in a scrupulously visible 
political interest”, to get around the problem of experiential and non-experiential 
categorisation. Following that Rushdie’s representation of women appears misplaced, 
especially in the case of SufiaZanobiaHyder, who caters perfectly to another oriental myth 
of La Belle Dame Sans Merci. Sufia emerges as the master monster who wreaks mindless 
violence on unsuspecting people enticed by her magical nymphomaniac charms. Her 
evolution as a four legged beast from a brain retarded child raises several unanswered 
questions. Is the national emotion of identity only restricted to shame? Going by the 
assertion that Sufia is the wrong miracle – the representative of Pakistan, it is hard to 
pinpoint any emotion other than shame in her with rage as a natural accessory. This also 
raises the question on the ethics and legitimacy of a narrative that presumes the existence 
of a unified national consciousness and invests it then in an individual with no agency, 
powerless before its whims? Is the whole nation capricious then?  
 The answer lies in the fact that learning is a political phenomenon. There are no 
neutral slices or realms of knowledge. With respect to Rushdie, it is no secret that he is 
determined by the metropolitan and so the periphery is not known to him. He mistakes the 
political and elite class to be Pakistan, erasing the suffering masses who carry the cross of 
political class’ misdemeanours on their already burdened shoulders. To borrow from 
Raymond Williams, Rushdie only represents the tea shop culture while the ordinary 
working class culture is alien to him. This accounts for the cage like claustrophobic feeling 
of the novel and the disconcerting feeling it generates in the reader. Said’s assertion that 
the   theory   must   be   rooted    in   materiality  also  points  towards   the   same   malaise –  
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unfamiliarity with material reality. Rushdie is unaware of the heroism that, to borrow a 
phrase from Aijaz Ahmed, allows the ordinary man to look the other in the eye and render 
help in times of need and console in times of distress, unlike the characters in Shame who 
abandon each other to the mercy of their fates. 
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