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Abstract: 
The concept of orientalism refers to the western perceptions of the eastern cultures 
and social practices. It is a specific expose of the eurocentric universalism which takes 
for granted both the superiority of what is European or western and the inferiority of 
what is not. Salman Rushdie's Booker of the Bookers prize winning novel Midnights 
Children is full of remarks and incidents that show the orientalist perception of India 
and its people. It is Rushdie's interpretation of a period of about 70 years in India's 
modern history dealing with the events leading to the partition and beyond. Rushdie is 
a fantasist and a creator of alternate realities, the poet and prophet of a generation 
born at the degree zero of national history. The present paper is an attempt to study 
how Salman Rushdie, being himself a writer of diasporic consciousness, sometimes 
perceives India and its people as orientalist stereotypes and presents them in a 
derogatory manner.     
 
Keywords: Orient, Orientalism, Postcolonial, Eurocentric universalism 

 
The orient has been fundamental in defining the West as its contrasting 
image, idea, personality, experience. The West comes to know itself by 
proclaiming via orientalism everything it believes it is not. European 
culture gained its strength and identity by setting itself off against the 
orient as a sort of surrogate and even underground self (Said 3).  

The term "orient" as a collective noun refers to the eastern world as a whole and 
orientalism as suggested by Edward Said's book Orientalism, is a specific way of 
looking to the east. It refers to the sum of western representation of the east. It is first 
and foremost a fabricated construct, a series of images that come to stand as the 
orient's reality for the people in the west. This contrived "reality" does not exist 
outside of the representations made about it by western people.  It is not "an inert fact 
of nature, but manmade" (Said 5), a creation fashioned by those who presume to rule. 
Edward Said's orientalism is a specific expose of the eurocentric universalism which 
takes for granted both the superiority of what is European or western and the 
inferiority of what is not. The orient, says Edward Said, "features in the western mind 
as s sort of surrogate and even underground self". (Said 5) This means in effect, as 
Peter Barry writes: 
 The East becomes a repository or projection of those aspects of 

themselves which westerners do not choose to acknowledge (cruelty, 
sensuality, decadence, laziness and so on). At the same time, and 
paradoxically, the East is seen as a fascinating realm of the exotic, the 
mystical realm of the exotic, the mystical and the seductive. It also 
tends to be seen as homogenous, the people there being anonymous 
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masses, rather than individuals, their actions determined by instinctive 
emotions and reactions are always determined by racial considerations 
(they are like this because they are Asiatics, or Blacks or Orientals) 
rather than by aspects of individual status or circumstances (for 
instance, because they happen to be a sister or an uncle, or a collector 
of antique pottery. (Barry 194).  

If we analyze Salman Rushdie's novel Midnight's Children, the winner of all 
the Bookers (Man Booker 1981, Bookers of Booker 1993, and the Best of Bookers 
2008) from this perspective, we find that the present novel is full of remarks and 
incidents that show the Orientalist perception of India and its people. This paper aims 
at showing how Rushdie sometimes perceives India and its people as orientalist 
stereotypes and presents them in a derogatory manner.  

Midnight's Children is a novel of postcolonial India, by a postcolonial author 
for the worldwide readers. It is Rushdie's interpretation of a period of about seventy 
years in India's modern history dealing with the events leading to partition and 
beyond. It presents the whole history of 20th century India through the experiences of 
three generations of the Sinai family living in Srinagar, Amritsar, and Agra and then 
in Bombay and finally migrating to Karachi. The novel begins with the birth of 
Saleem Sinai but soon switches over 32 years backward in 1915 when Saleem's 
grandfather young doctor Adam Aziz returns from Heidelberg (Germany) to his 
native place Srinagar and sees the place through his western eyes and in this way we 
find the derogatory representation of India in the western world at the beginning of 
the novel. As it is given in the novel: 

Now, returning, he saw through travelled eyes. Instead of the beauty of the 
tiny valley circled by giant teeth, he noticed the narrowness, the proximity of the 
horizon; and felt sad, to be at home and feel so utterly enclosed. He also felt in - 
inexplicably - as though the old place resented his educated stethoscope return. 
Beneath the winner ice, it had been coldly neutral, but now there was no doubt; the 
years in Germany had returned him to a hostile environment. Many years later, when 
the hole inside him had been clogged up with hate, and he came to sacrifice himself at 
the shrine of the black stone god in the temple on the hill, he would try and recall his 
childhood springs in Paradise, the way it was before travel and tussocks and army 
tanks messed everything up.(11) 
Now after his return from Germany, Adam Aziz resented his native place and was in 
the full grip of Eurocentric thoughts: “Heidelberg, in which, along with medicine 
and politics, he learned that India - like radium had been 'discovered' by the 
Europeans; even Oskar was filled with admiration for Vasco - de - Gama, and this 
was what finally separated Adam Aziz from his friends, this belief of theirs that he 
was somehow the invention of their ancestors” (11). 

Though Salman Rushdie is himself a writer of diasporic consciousness, born at 
the degree zero of national history yet he could not stop himself by presenting a 
derogatory picture of India just to attract the western readership. Orientalism makes 
assumptions about race. Oriental people often appear in western representations as 
examples of various invidious racial stereotypes. Assumptions are often made about 
the inherent racial characteristics of the Orientals. The oriental's race, somehow sums 
- up, what kind of person he or she is likely to be, despite their individual qualities 
and failings. So radicalizing categories like "Indian" or "Arabian" were defined 
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within the general negative representational framework typical of orientalism with a 
set of generalized types (all Indians are lazy , all Arabs are violent , etc.) 

These kinds of generalized perceptions are frequently used in the novel. 
Salman Rushdie has used these generalized perceptions of India without examining 
their reasonability. He sometimes presents India and its people as a collective noun 
and ascribes general qualities and characteristics to them, without considering their 
individual merits and demerits. As he writes in the novel: "I permit myself this one 
generalization; Americans have mastered the universe, but have no domination over 
their mouths; whereas India is impotent , but her children tend to have excellent 
teeth” (181). He writes at a different place: "We are a nation of forgetters” (37). At 
another place, he writes: "We are not like Indians, always making battles (33).  

It is evident by these remarks that Salman Rushdie was influenced by the 
generalizing concept of orientalism. His descriptions of India as an impotent, battle - 
making nation of forgetters is not based on any real observation but is based on the 
orientalist perceptions of India in the western world. These observations have no 
reality at all and these are used only to attract western readers. 

Later on in the novel, the narrator himself confesses that the Europeans are 
superior not because of any real  superior qualities , but because of the orientalist 
mindset that projects the west as the civilized , cultured centre of the uncivilized , 
uncultured , barbarous other , the east. He says: 

In India, we've always been vulnerable to Europeans. Evie had only 
been with us a matter of weeks, and already I was being sucked into a 
grotesque mimicry of European literature. (We had done cyrano, in a 
simplified version, at school; I had also read the classics illustrated 
comic book). Perhaps it would be fair to say that Europe repeats itself, 
in India, as farce. Evie was American. Something. (185)   

Europeans, on the other hand, see Indians as primitive, savage, pagan, undeveloped 
and criminal who needs to be civilized by superior Europeans. The poor, weak native 
is needed to be governed and ‘developed’, and it is the task of the European to do so. 
This kind of perception is also present in the novel: 

Zagallo claimed to be Peruvian , and was fond of calling us jungle - 
Indians , bead lovers; he hung a print of stern , sweaty, soldier in a 
pointy tin hat and metal pantaloons above his blackboard and had a 
way of stabbing a finger at it in times of stress and shouting , 'you see 
heem, you savages? Thees man eez civilization! You show heem 
respect: he's got a sword.(230) 

In the novel, the east is seen as a place which only breeds lust and terror. It is not 
presented as it actually is, but as it exists in the western mind. A clear - cut expression 
of the orientalist mentality of the writer is given: "What grows best in the heat: 
fantasy; unreason; lust (167). 

As it is a geographical fact that the climate of east is generally hot and that of 
the west is cold, so the hot climate of east breeds fantasy, unreason, and lust while the 
cold climate of west naturally, according to writer's perception breeds reality, reason 
and control. The west acquires the superior position in discourse because of these 
kinds of representations. 

For ages India has been perceived by the western people as a country of 
sadhus, magicians, fortune - tellers, beggars and snake - charmers. Any orientalist 
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representation of India is not complete without these stereotyped associates of India. 
In Midnight's Children, Salman Rushdie has also given full liberty to his imagination 
in describing these aspects of Indian life, because without these things his book 
cannot be considered an authentic book on India in the western world. So Rushdie 
presents the fortune - teller and his prophecies in a very striking manner: "Silent 
cousins - monkeys on leashes, ceasing their chatter - cobras wiled in baskets - and the 
circling fortune teller, finding history speaking through his lips. (was that how?) 
Beginning, 'A son such a son! And then it comes, A son sahiba, who will never be 
older than his motherland - neither older nor younger’”(87). 

Crowd is another stereotyped characteristic of any Indian representation. 
Crowd, filth and beggars are always associated with Indian life and western 
representation of India finds great interest in presenting these things in the discourse. 
Salman Rushdie also does not violate this western orientalist tradition and writes: 

As the train pulled out of the station Ahmed Sinai jumped up and 
bolted the compartment door and pulled down the shutters , much to 
Amina's amazement; but then suddenly there were thumps outside 
and hands moving the door knobs and voices saying 'Let us in 
Maharaj! maharajin, are you there , ask your husband to open? And 
always , in all the trains in this story , there were these voices and 
these fists banging and pleading; in the Frontier Mail to Bombay and 
in all the expresses of the years; and it was always frightening , until 
at last i was the one on the outside , hanging on for dear life , and 
begging , ' Hey maharaj! Let me in, great sir?’ (67) 

The way of seeing one in opposition to the other has taken such deep root in both 
eastern and western peoples that any deviation from this is seen as something unusual 
and even sometimes unnatural. In the traditional orientalist mindset it is the east 
which is associated with savagery, starvation, beggary and poverty, and in contrast to 
these the west is fixed as a place of rich, wealthy and affluent people. When any 
European or a white person is seen begging it becomes an unbelievable sight for 
Indians: 

Turning, she finds herself looking into the face of an impossible! - a 
Whiteman , who stretches out a raggedy hand and says in a voice like 
a high foreign song , "Give something Begum Sahiba... and repeats 
and repeats like a stuck record while she looks with embarrassment 
into a white face with long eyelashes and a curved patrician nose - 
embarrassment , because he was white and begging was not for white 
people.(82) 

In the novel, Rushdie even uses the names and references of Indian political leaders in 
a very derogatory manner. He refers to Indira Gandhi as "the widow" and Morarji 
Desai as "the urine - drinker" (441) only to satisfy the western critics of India; it is a 
well known fact that western people resented Indian politicians because of India's pro 
- Soviet policies. It is how Indira Gandhi is referred in the novel: "O wondrous irony: 
the Widow, by bringing us here, to break us, has infact brought us together! O self - 
fulfilling paranoia of tyrants because what can they do to us, now that we're all on the 
same side, no language - rivalries, no religious prejudices (437). 
On another occasion she is presented thus: 

It was Picture Singh who revealed to me that the country's corrupt, 
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'black' economy had grown as large as the official, 'White' variety, 
which he did by showing me a newspaper photograph of Mrs. Gandhi. 
Her hair parted in the centre, was snow - white on one side and black 
as noght on the other, so that, depending on which profile she 
presented, she resembled either a stoat or an ermine. (400) 

L. N. Mishra , a cabinet minister in Indira Gandhi's government is presented in the 
novel as the officially - appointed minister for bribery through whom the biggest 
deals in the black economy were cleared , and who arranged for pay - offs to 
appropriate ministers and officials. Late Prime Minister Morarji Desai and his Janta 
Party are referred as an ancient dotard, in whose custody the tattered hopes of the 
nation had been placed. They eat pistachios and cashews and daily take a glass of ' 
their own water.' 

In this way, Salman Rushdie presents the derogatory picture of India 
throughout the novel preferring the superiority of what is European and inferiority of 
what is not. By presenting the orientalist perception of India, Rushdie attempts to 
attract the western readership. In spite of the fact that he himself is an Indian, he 
could not avoid the attraction of western readership. For this reason, sometimes, his 
position becomes ambivalent. 
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