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Rushdie would seem to demand an (in)fusionist approach to his texts. 
Multifarious and, teeming, dealing with the themes of migration and 
metamorphosis, of cultural multiplicity and diversity, his novels also draw 
from and refer to an extremely wide range of cultural, historical, literary 
and popular references from all over the world. On the surface, The Ground 
Beneath Her Feet would appear to be no exception to this rule. For Ranjan 
Ghosh, an (in)fusionist theory or approach promotes, amongst other things, ‘a 
cross conceptual and cross-paradigm plexus’ and ‘a communicative space that 
visits a multiplicity of view points, perspectives, belief systems and regions of 
concern’.1 The Ground Beneath Her Feet ‘infuses’ India, England and 
America, Western and Eastern mythology, erudition and popular culture, myth 
and rock music, photography and performance, literature and global 
superstardom, political critique and science fiction, and much more besides. A 
full understanding and critique of the novel thus seems to require an almost 
encyclopaedic knowledge or at least awareness of all these diverse sources. 
But appearances can be deceptive, and, as I will be arguing in this essay, the 
novel’s own thematic celebration of cultural diversity and hybridisation, and 
its interest in centrifugal social and cultural forces, is countered by the 
singularity of its thematic focus, narrative drive, and overall structure: its form 
undermines the very (in)fusionist approach which it seems to elicit. 

For Marshall Berman, ‘to be modern is to be part of a universe in which, 
as Marx said, “all that is solid melts into air”’.2 Modernist writers ‘are moved 
at once by a will to change—to transform both themselves and their world—
and by a terror of disorientation and disintegration, of life falling apart’.3 Such 
a definition corresponds well not only to Eliot’s sense of the necessary 
ordering impulse of myth, but to Rushdie’s own project in The Ground 
Beneath Her Feet, where the ideological and cultural fragmentation of the 
postmodern world causes the seismic shifts of devastating earthquakes and 
clashes with parallel universes. As Ormus quotingly complains to Vina: ‘All 
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that is solid melts into fucking air. What am I supposed to do?’4 and as the 
narrator, Rai, explains: ‘We all have to deal with the uncertainty of the 
modern. The ground shivers, and we shake’(62). On a thematic level, The 
Ground Beneath Her Feet makes the claim for the aesthetic potential 
unleashed within a postcolonial and globalised world: Rushdie’s central 
characters all celebrate the freedom and aesthetic possibility that comes with 
such destabilisation, and especially with regard to the intercultural exchanges 
and mixings that it produces. Indeed, as Rai suggests, the problem is not so 
much the ‘fracturing’, ‘tumbling of walls’ and ‘forgodsake freedom’ of the 
postmodern world (343), but the reactionary responses to that fracturing: ‘at 
top speed we’re rushing back into our skins and war paint, postmodern into 
premodern’ (343). It is this ‘premodern’ impulse that is represented as causing 
the Yeatsian ‘blood-dimm’d tide, the slouching towards Bethlehem’, and the 
general chaos, destruction and death that he witnesses as a photographer 
(344).5 Rushdie’s development of a ‘mythical method’ in this novel ultimately, 
however, undermines the pluralism that it explicitly champions. This is 
apparent thematically: the novel manifests a nostalgia and a longing for unity, 
stability, and indeed quite literally in its denouement for a stable ground 
beneath the feet. It is also apparent formally, in a centralising and 
homogenising ‘mythical method’. A further argument of this essay will be to 
suggest that the novel undermines its own apparent pluralism through a 
narrative and theoretical didacticism that champions pluralism, ideological 
freedom and the ‘outsider’s’ perspective to such an extent as to paradoxically 
limit its readers’ interpretative freedom.  

Writing in 1923, T.S. Eliot praised James Joyce’s use, in Ulysses, of 
Homer’s Odyssey, locating in Joyce’s ‘mythical method’ a radically innovative 
way of representing the modern world in all its formlessness: ‘It is simply a 
way of controlling, of ordering, of giving a shape and a significance to the 
immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary history.’6

The definition perhaps applies more aptly to Eliot’s own use of myth in his 
lament for the world after World War I, The Waste Land, but the notion of a 
‘mythical method’ is nonetheless extremely important in the context of the 
modernist attempt to find new literary forms that could accommodate the sense 
of ideological decentring, disillusionment and anxiety of the post-war period. 
Almost eighty years later, we find Rushdie deploying myth as a central 
ordering force in his attempt to engage with and represent a fragmented 
postmodern and postcolonial world of globalisation, migration and 
hybridisation. In The Ground Beneath Her Feet, the mythical method 
resurfaces as a way, once again, of representing the chaos of existence and the 
‘futility and anarchy of contemporary history’. The central myth of the novel is 
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that of Orpheus and Eurydice, with Ormus and Vina playing the two central 
roles (and, occasionally, reversing the myths, so that Vina’s character has 
Orphic elements and Ormus is in some ways like Eurydice.7) And it is through 
the Orpheus myth that Rushdie imaginatively represents the notion of a world 
splitting apart: the underworld to which Eurydice descends and from which 
Orpheus attempts to rescue her is paralleled in Rushdie’s juxtaposition not 
only of a world and an underworld, but of parallel worlds. The descent into the 
underworld becomes in Rushdie’s novel a metaphor for crossing boundaries 
between worlds (literally, in the parallel worlds theme) and between cultures 
(in the sense of migrancy from one cultural ‘world’ to another), and hence not 
only enables him to explore migrancy as a theme more generally, but to 
engage with the complex intercultural movements and mixings that are 
characteristic of globalisation.  

Thematically, the novel is a celebration of the aesthetic possibilities 
created by globalisation: how it brings different cultures into contact and 
mutual transformation, while also affording so-called ‘universal’ modes of 
expression, such as rock music. Rushdie is, of course, fully aware of the 
paradox that, as Anshuman A. Mondal writes, the tendencies of globalisation 
‘towards diversification, heterogeneity and polarisation are enmeshed with 
processes that increasingly draw diverse places and peoples into the 
hegemonic and homogenising frame of a single economic system and its 
attendant cultural logic: postmodern consumer capitalism’.8 The narrator, for 
example, critiques the ‘Trojan Horse’ effect of American cultural Imperialism 
in Indochina after the Vietnam war (441) and acknowledges the political as 
well as cultural power that such economic dominance affords: ‘America is no 
finger-snapping bopster. It’s a fist’ (420). The novel itself can also be seen to 
resist such cultural imperialism in that, as Stephen Morton points out, it both 
‘draws attention to the process by which Indian culture is commodified for a 
global market through cultural forms such as popular music and the novel’ and 
‘refuses the straightforward commodification of Indian culture’ through its 
revisionist story of rock-and-roll.9 Fundamentally, though, the novel celebrates 
globalised mass culture.10 Rushdie has elsewhere made it clear that he 
considers rock to be the first positive globalised force in history,11 and has 
argued that it is a universal ‘language of cultural reference that I could use 
which people all around the world would easily get, just in the same way that 
people once might have got a range of classical or mythological reference.’ 
‘Rock,’ he concludes, ‘is the mythology of our time’.12 This link between the 
global nature of myth and of rock is reflected not only in the fact that Vina and 
Ormus become ‘rock gods’, but in the way that the novel explores myth as an 
earlier form of cultural globalisation: Ormus’s father Sir Darius Xerxes Cama 
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is a scholar of comparative mythology, and, with his friend William 
Methwold, explores ‘the relationships between the Homeric and the Indian 
mythological traditions’ (41) with a view to locating common elements 
between them. Followers of the theories of Georges Dumézil, Sir Darius and 
Methwold are interested in the possibility of a ‘common heritage of all Aryan 
culture’ (41), and hence, presumably, evidence that myth is an ancient example 
of cultural globalisation. The characters of the novel reflect Sir Darius’s 
theorising: they embody and hence emphasise links between elements of 
Eastern as well as Western mythology: Vina is not only Eurydice/Orpheus but 
the Hindu goddess Rati (323–4), and an Apsaras (a ‘swanlike water nymph’ 
[55]) from Hindu mythology; Ormus’s name is Latinised from ‘Hormuz or 
Ormazd, local derivatives of Ahura Mazda’ (26) and his surname Cama clearly 
suggests the Hindu god of love, Kama (125). Such plural mythical parallels 
and correspondences are thus explicitly linked to the novel’s concern with the 
nature and effects of globalisation in that Rushdie’s heroes are an amalgam of 
different cultural elements, and suggest parallels between different mythical 
systems. Overall, the novel suggests that such global cultural forces as myth 
and rock music hold the potential to be both heterogeneous and universal.  

It is in this context that the novel contains an implicit defence and 
rationalisation of its own subject matter (rock) and structure (mythical method) 
in relation to its key theme (globalisation). Myth, for example, is conceived 
even with the text as a unifying force: the study of myth allows for the 
perception of common elements between apparently very different cultures. 
Indeed, it is on the basis of such similarities that the novel’s characters 
combine elements of both mythologies. There is another important dimension 
of myth’s appropriateness for the topic of globalisation, which Rushdie is 
particularly keen to emphasise in the narrative: its potential status not only as a 
universal, global force, but as a voice for the outsider. Sir Darius develops an 
obsession with the notion of myth’s ‘fourth function’ to supplement Dumézil’s 
tripartite theory of ‘religious sovereignty, physical force and fertility’ (42). As 
he explains to Methwold: 

“But what about outsideness? What about all that which is beyond the pale, above the 
fray, beneath notice? What about outcastes, lepers, pariahs, exiles, enemies, spooks, 
paradoxes? What about those who are remote?” […] “The only people who see the 
whole picture,” he murmured, “are the ones who step out of the frame.”  
(42–3) 

This concern with the outsider’s perspective is, as I will demonstrate, recurrent 
within this novel. Rai shares Darius’s sense of the importance of such 
outsiders, and affirms that it is ‘in our myths, our arts, our songs’ that ‘we 
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celebrate the non-belongers, the different ones, the outlaws, the freaks’ (73). 
Indeed, Rushdie even suggests that myth is the product of outsiderness: 
Ormus’s flight from India to England coincides with his experience of a 
‘visionary moment’ (254) and transformation into a musician and icon of 
mythical grandeur: ‘now that he has taken flight, the miraculous has assailed 
him, has surged through the fractured sky and anointed him with magic’ (254). 
The implication is that it is migration that turns him into Orpheus.  

Myth, then, like rock, is represented within the novel as embodying a 
combination of centrifugal and centripetal forces that make it eminently 
suitable as a method for representing the paradoxical effects of globalisation. 
As Rushdie’s narrative tells us, it is the product of migrancy and cultural 
hybridity and hence appropriate to express the outsider’s perspective  while 
also providing conceptual and formal structures that allow for the aesthetic 
representation of the multiplicity that it embodies. It is via myth that we are 
able to ‘step out of the frame’ because, ironically, myth provides a ‘frame’ 
within which a multiplicity of perspectives can be expressed.  

In this sense, The Ground Beneath Her Feet contains a theoretical 
explanation for its own form. It is such formal, thematic and theoretical self-
consciousness which most explicitly separates Rushdie’s mythical method 
from that of earlier modernist writers. Joyce’s Ulysses, while providing a 
myriad of clues and correspondences, produces a semantically unstable 
‘mythical method’ which unleashes almost endless interpretative possibilities
for the reader. In a different way, Eliot’s ‘mythical method’ in The Waste Land
places notoriously erudite demands upon the reader, a sign not only of the 
poem’s elitism, but of the lasting ambiguity of its intertextual references. 
Rushdie’s novel is very different: the main characters openly discuss 
mythological issues and refer specifically to the mythical characters to which 
they could be seen to correspond, and the narrator explicitly guides the reader 
through the more erudite references with pertinent translations, glosses, 
explanations and analyses. As a result, the implied reader of The Ground 
Beneath Her Feet is much more easily defined than that of its modernist 
mythical precursors: s/he is a contemporary reader familiar with Western rock 
music and popular culture, but a bit shaky in his/her knowledge of classical 
mythology and particularly Eastern mythology.13 On the one hand, we might 
argue that this is a positive feature of the novel: why should Rushdie expect his 
readers to get his more erudite references? On the other, however, Rushdie’s 
implied readership is rather limited: by assuming a global understanding of 
American popular culture, he is assuming its cultural centrality.14 Perhaps even 
more significant, however, is the relative determinacy of Rushdie’s 
intertextuality: everything important is amply explained by the narrative voice. 
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Andrew Teverson rightly allies Rushdie’s use of diverse textual sources more 
closely with the culturally-orientated theories of Bakhtin than with the abstract 
postmodern notions of intertextuality developed by Kristeva and Barthes,15 a 
link that is supported by Rushdie’s own non-fictional writings. In 1990, 
writing in defence of The Satanic Verses, Rushdie provides a clearly 
Bakhtinian definition of the novel as having ‘always been about the way in 
which different languages, values and narratives quarrel, and about the shifting 
relations between them, which are relations of power. The novel does not seek 
to establish a privileged language, but it insists upon the freedom to portray 
and analyse the struggle between the different contestants for such 
privileges’.16 Although this definition does fit Rushdie’s earlier novels well,17

it becomes more problematic in relation to The Ground Beneath Her Feet,
which marks a shift away from the ideological openness suggested by ‘not 
[seeking] to establish a privileged language’ towards a more openly didactic 
(and hence privileged) narrative voice.18 Indeed, Rushdie’s own non-fictional 
musings on intertextuality reflect this shift: in a lecture delivered in 1999, 
Rushdie links the central metaphors of Haroun and the Sea of Stories and The 
Ground Beneath Her Feet to present the writer’s engagement with literary 
influence as ‘a magical task of metamorphosis. Like the figure in the fairy tale 
who must spin straw into gold, the writer must find the trick of weaving the 
waters together until they become land: until, all of a sudden, there is solidity 
where once there was only flow, shape where there was formlessness; there is 
ground beneath his feet’.19 The invocation here of finding ‘land’, ‘solidity’ and 
‘shape’ is significant, suggesting a desire for a more stable and ideologically-
centred basis for the novel. The metaphor of the ocean of stories is, as 
Teverson asserts, certainly Bakhtinian in its representation of intertextuality 
(and no doubt deliberately designed to be so). However, in Rushdie’s 
rhetorical movement towards land rather than sea, stability rather than flux, his 
metaphor reveals a movement away from the ‘verbal-ideological decentering’ 
that is so crucial to Bakhtin’s notion of novelistic heteroglossia,20 a movement 
that is very much apparent in The Ground Beneath Her Feet, where Rushdie’s 
authorial voice can be seen to be attempting to re-assert its semantic control 
via Rai’s didacticism and intertextual erudition. In effect, although the 
apparent complexity of the novel’s range of reference appears to correspond to 
the Bakhtinian notion of the polyphonic novel, this is illusory: the reader is in 
fact given an extremely clear map of the mythical correspondences.  

The novel’s tendency to explain itself extends even to an internal 
justification of its own form: many of the aesthetic problems faced by Rushdie 
in writing a text that engages with cultural plurality and hybridity are 
specifically mirrored in the representation of VTO’s musical aesthetic, and 
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Ormus, eventually, resorts to his own ‘mythical method’. Ormus is a ‘Human 
Fault’ (327) who is both a reflection and an agent of ‘rifts, tears, slippages, 
incompatibilities’ between universes (327), a definition that reflects his 
development within the narrative of ‘[d]ouble vision’ (325) between his world 
and the underworld (in his early communication with his dead brother 
Gayomart), and, later, between two universes (when his left eye, blinded in an 
accident, develops the ability to see into a parallel universe, causing him to 
live, as he tells Vina, in ‘two worlds at once’ [347]). This feature of the novel 
is in effect a literalisation of the metaphor of ‘stereoscopic vision’ which 
Rushdie developed in ‘Imaginary Homelands’ to defend the aesthetic potential 
created by the migrant’s experience.21 In keeping with this, Ormus’s ability to 
stand between worlds governs his ability to transcend musical, cultural and 
temporal boundaries. His ‘intense artistic sensibility’ draws him ‘inexorably 
towards […] the dangerous edge of things’ (189) and his state of mind 
constantly (and increasingly) hovers on the frontier between visionary sanity 
and delusional madness. Ormus’s ambiguous ability to cross worlds as well as 
national frontiers means that his character comes to embody the multiplicity of 
cultures and worlds that he has access to. Initially, however, this is a barrier to 
successful musical expression: ‘[t]here are too many people inside’ him, and 
he ‘hasn’t fully grasped how to make of multiplicity an accumulating strength 
rather than a frittery weakness. How the many selves can be a song, a single 
multitude. Not a cacophony but an orchestra, a choir, a dazzling plural voice’ 
(299). This trope of the ‘single multitude’ is one that is supremely relevant to 
Rushdie’s own art: Ormus faces just the sort of aesthetic problem that Rushdie 
explicitly explores in his own fiction, and especially in Midnight’s Children.22

Ormus is represented as overcoming this initial aesthetic stumbling-block, by 
eventually constructing a musical form that can purportedly contain 
‘multiplicity’ without undermining it. VTO’s first album, which propels 
Ormus and Vina to extraordinary levels of fame, is also where Ormus first 
begins to ‘make of multiplicity an accumulating strength rather than a frittery 
weakness’: the album incorporates ‘the sexiness of the Cuban horns, the mind-
bending patterns of the Brazilian drums, the Chilean woodwinds moaning like 
the winds of oppression, the African male voice choruses like trees swaying in 
freedom’s breeze, the grand old ladies of Algerian music with the yearning 
squawks and ululations, the holy passion of the Pakistani qawwals’ (379). He 
wants, we are told, to ‘work with what he calls the full orchestra’ (379), and 
this successful incorporation of diverse moments is what provides him with the 
‘big new voice’ (379) of successful artistic expression (and financial success).  

Music in the novel is thus represented as producing wholeness from 
diversity: an orchestra is made up of a diverse range of individual players and 
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instruments, and a choir of diverse individual voices; VTO’s music is made up 
of elements from all over the world.23 Rushdie would have us believe that 
VTO succeed in creating a music that is both heterogeneous and universal as 
Ormus puts it, ‘he wants this music to be capable of saying anything to 
anyone, but above all meaning something to someone’ (379). Rushdie here is 
implicitly praising the globalising force of rock music, a musical form which 
he has elsewhere described as ‘crossing all frontiers and barriers of language 
and culture’ to speak ‘to the free spirits of young people everywhere’.24 The 
songs’ purportedly universal accessibility is reflected in their commercial 
success, but they are nonetheless subversive ‘rants in praise of the approach of 
chaos’, whose subject-matter is ‘the collapse of all walls, boundaries, 
restraints’ and ‘worlds in collision’ (391). As Rai approvingly remarks later on 
in the narrative, Vina’s ‘adoring constituency’ has ‘acquired a taste for 
collective action and radical change. Instability, the modern condition, no 
longer frightens them; it now feels like possibility’ (487). (Such political 
hopefulness, it is important to note, tends to be undermined by the narrative 
emphasis on the destructive chaos caused by such instability). The difficulty of 
representing chaos is similar to Ormus’s earlier difficulties in representing 
cultural diversity: to provide too strong an aesthetic order is to undermine the 
chaos; not to do so, however, is to risk producing an art which too closely 
embodies the chaos, and is thus rendered meaningless and/or diffuse. Ormus 
resorts to myth as a means of representing the unrepresentable: his ‘Into the 
Underworld’ tour scripts himself as Orpheus and the Vina look-alike Mira as 
Euridice to reflect his own access to (and Vina’s descent into) an 
otherworld/underworld whose existence challenges the tenets of reality to such 
an extent as to threaten chaos. But, as Christopher Rollason points out, even 
though Ormus’s songs are supposed to embody a heterogeneous universality 
and an innovative hybrid form of music, the evidence that we’re provided in 
the text suggests that, in practice, VTO are a middle-of-the-road American 
stadium rock band producing music which has not been substantially affected 
or distorted by such cultural and musical diversity.25 Indeed, if rock’s ability to 
‘[conquer] the world’ was, as Rushdie acknowledges, partly due to its 
simplicity,26 this apparently contradicts and thus undermines the supposedly 
complex nature of VTO’s musical fusions. 

Like Ormus’s music, The Ground Beneath Her Feet does not succeed in 
matching its own theoretical preoccupations. The problem is not so much the 
nature of the theories themselves, but the way in which they are explained, and 
especially the forceful didacticism of the narrative voice. As I have already 
indicated, the mythical intertextual references that form the theoretical 
backbone, not only of the novel’s plot and characterisation, but its internal 
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aesthetic, are exhaustively explained: relevant names are highlighted, and 
mythical theories are expounded, and then repeated at particularly appropriate 
moments. Sir Darius’s notion of the need for a ‘fourth function’ in comparative 
mythology, mentioned above, is perhaps the most significant theory of myth 
within this novel, as it explicitly acknowledges the importance of the outsider 
or outcast, and an ability ‘to step out of the frame’ in order to see ‘the whole 
picture’ (43). Sir Darius can himself be seen to have stepped ‘out of the frame’ 
in formulating his theory, as it departs from the tenets of established 
comparative mythology, and acknowledges society’s outcasts and 
dispossessed (it also reflects Sir Darius’s own ‘growing conviction that he 
himself was a pariah such as those of whom he wrote’ [151] due to his faked 
legal qualifications). The theory also, crucially, questions the validity of 
totalising theories: Dumézil’s theory posits the possibility that ‘all Aryan 
cultures rested on the triple concept of religious sovereignty, physical force 
and fertility’ (42), but Sir Darius challenges Methwold’s conviction that ‘those 
three concepts […] fill out the insides of the whole social picture’ (42). As the 
narrator observes in a separate context, ‘Alas […] such shapely theories are 
never quite up to the task of accounting for the messiness of real life’ (113).27

Indeed, the novel itself explicitly reaches beyond the bounds of the rational or 
‘realistic’, with its forays into science-fiction parallel worlds and events which 
Rai admits ‘belong to the realm of the “magical,” the inexplicable’ (504): ‘I 
have to […] concede what is hardest for full-grown men to grant, the same 
truth which Hamlet, also upon seeing a ghost, obliges scholarly Horatio to 
accept: that there may be more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in 
his in my philosophy’ (504). The novel’s representation of an oddly 
distorted world is clearly a device designed to turn the reader into an 
‘outsider’: the world as the reader knows it is subtly estranged via a number of 
playful social, political and cultural distortions, whereas the ‘parallel universe’ 
within the novel is more recognisably our own.28 However, that experience of 
‘outsiderness’ is carefully controlled, in particular by the fact that, unlike 
Borges’s story ‘The Garden of Forking Paths’ (a distorted version of which, 
we’re told, is Vina’s ‘favourite nineteenth-century novel’ [351]) which posits 
the possibility of an labyrinthine and infinite number of parallel worlds, 
Rushdie presents us with only two.29

The novel thus challenges the notion of totalising theories and can be seen 
explicitly and unambiguously to favour the position of the outsider, who is not 
only socially but theoretically marginal, who is ‘out of the frame’ of totalising 
theory, perhaps even of any mode of explanation or philosophy. Sir Darius’s 
notion of a mythical ‘fourth function’ is, then, thematically central to the 
novel. But to what extent does this theoretical position itself become a 
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totalising theory? A significant amount of space in the text is allotted to 
explaining the importance of the outsider, and Darius’s theory forms a refrain 
within the text:  

The only people who see the whole picture are the ones who step out of the frame. If 
he was right then this is the subject also. If he was wrong, then the lost are merely lost. 
Stepping out of the frame, they simply cease to exist. (203) 

Considering the fact that this novel’s key protagonists are explicitly outsider-
figures, such a statement is a clear endorsement of telling their stories. Indeed, 
the novel presents the artist as such an outsider. As Ormus himself admits:  

It could just be I found a way of stepping outside the picture. […] It could be I found 
the outsideness of what we’re inside. (350) 

Such a perspective is, as we have seen, crucial to Ormus’s own music. Much 
as Rushdie’s earlier non-fictional writing argues for the creative possibilities of 
the migrant’s perspective,30 so this novel suggests that the outsider-figure is 
perhaps the artist par excellence. The novel is explicit about this in making its 
central characters, Rai, Ormus, Vina and Mira, all artists and all explicitly 
outsider figures migrants, and/or mixed race and/or rebels. But Rushdie does 
not rely upon mere characterisation to bring this point home: it is very fully 
explained by the narrator: 

What if the whole deal orientation, knowing where you are, and so on what if it’s 
all a scam? What if all of it home, kinship, the whole enchilada is just the biggest, 
most truly global, and centuries-oldest piece of brainwashing? Suppose that it’s only 
when you dare to let go that your real life begins? Suppose you’ve got to go through 
the feeling of being lost, into the chaos and beyond; you’ve got to accept the 
loneliness, the wild panic of losing your moorings, the vertiginous terror of the horizon 
spinning round and round like the edge of a coin tossed in the air. 
 You won’t do it. […] 
 But just imagine you did it. You stepped off the face of the earth, or through the 
fatal waterfall, and there it was: the magic valley at the end of the universe, the blessed 
kingdom of the air. Great music everywhere. You breathe the music, in and out, it’s 
your element now. It feels better than “belonging” in your lungs. 

Vina was the first one of us to do it. Ormus jumped second, and I, as usual, 
brought up the rear. (177) 

The fact that Rai goes on to state that he was ‘the only one who lived to tell the 
tale’ (177) does not diminish the strength of his valorisation of ‘letting go’ of 
notions of ‘home’ and ‘kinship’ as a means of attaining aesthetic blessedness 
and artistic productivity, a perspective which is explicitly reinforced by the 
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effects of Ormus’s migrancy that I examined earlier. And if a note of caution 
and questioning is sounded in the above quotation, this is not always the case. 
In the following quotation, Rai makes crystal clear his ideological position:  

For a long time I have believed this is perhaps my version of Sir Darius Xerxes 
Cama’s belief in a fourth function of outsideness that in every generation there are a 
few souls, call them lucky or cursed, who are simply born not belonging, who come 
into the world semi-detached, if you like, without strong affiliation to family or 
location or nation or race; […] that […] the phenomenon may be as “natural” a 
manifestation of human nature as its opposite, but one that has been mostly frustrated, 
throughout human history, by lack of opportunity. And not only by that: for those who 
value stability, who fear transience, uncertainty, change, have erected a powerful 
system of stigmas and taboos against rootlessness, that disruptive, anti-social force, so 
that we mostly conform, we pretend to be motivated by loyalties and solidarities we do 
not really feel, we hide our secret identities beneath the false skins of those identities 
which bear the belongers’ seal of approval. (72–3) 

This passage makes explicit a shift from Rushdie’s exploration of migrancy in 
his earlier fiction and in essays such as ‘Imaginary Homelands’: he is talking 
here not only about the specific effects of migrancy or cultural difference, but a 
so-called ‘natural’ condition, thus expressing what Mondal describes as ‘a 
“metaphysic” of migrancy’,31 a form of philosophical cosmopolitanism. The 
argument is very forcefully expressed, with intimations of a social control so 
oppressive as to sublimate our ‘outsideness’ and force conformity. The 
totalitarian connotations evoked by the rhetoric begin to suggest ways in which 
the narrator’s, Sir Darius’s, and implicitly Rushdie’s, theoretical and 
philosophical standpoint might itself begin to be seen as a restrictive, totalising 
position. Mondal argues that ‘Rushdie’s new concept of non-belonging’ is 
highly problematic in that it ‘articulates a binary rhetoric that excludes any 
third terms that might mediate between belonging (read: narrow chauvinism) 
and non-belonging (read: broad-minded global pluralism)’.32 Indeed, we might 
even go so far as to suggest that Rushdie’s narrator presents the notion of 
‘belonging’ as being politically dangerous. This strong ideological standpoint 
is presented particularly forcefully in the following passage: 

What’s a “culture”? look it up. “A group of micro-organisms grown in a nutrient 
substance under controlled conditions.” A squirm of germs on a glass slide is all, a 
laboratory experiment calling itself a society. […] Like slaves voting for slavery or 
brains for lobotomy, we kneel down before the god of all moronic micro-organisms 
and pray to be homogenized or killed or engineered; we promise to obey. (95) 

The anger of the narrative voice here is palpable: it condemns the notion of 
‘belonging’ to a particular ‘culture’ via references to slavery, eugenics, 
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mutilation and murder. Such extreme rhetoric is highly problematic, and it is 
not clear that the narrative voice is in any way ironised. Indeed, the above 
quotation corresponds to the ideological perspective of the other passages 
cited, and to the novel’s perspective as a whole. There are thus a number of 
problems with the theory of ‘outsideness’ in this text: as Mondal has 
demonstrated, the theoretical and political position expressed in this novel is 
restrictive and exclusive. Rushdie here presents us with a totalising, universal 
theory: by stating the condition of ‘outsideness’ as a metaphysical, ‘natural’ 
state, Rushdie is implying that we are all potentially ‘outsiders’ if only society 
would let us be. The theory is itself repeated so frequently and so exhaustively 
that the narrative provides the reader with no viable alternative ideological 
position (the sheer wordiness of the examples cited above which are 
themselves selected from much lengthier passages gives us some idea of 
how much the narrative voice wants to convince us). Essentially, this novel 
forcefully advocates the importance of ‘stepping out of the frame’, but in so 
doing presents just the sort of totalising, restrictive theory that the narrative 
voice purports to condemn. We, as readers, are not allowed to ‘step out of the 
frame’.33

The issue of interpretative freedom is key here: returning to the above 
quotation, we note that the narrative voice explicitly directs us as readers, 
giving us ‘[o]ne way of understanding their story’. The urge to control the 
reader’s response is not always quite so explicit, although the overall narrative 
didacticism also serves a similar function: in the way it expounds particular 
theories of myth as indicated above, in its frequent and fulsome explanations 
of relevant intertexts and intellectual contexts, and in the force of its 
ideological arguments. This is a notable, intrusive, and singular narrative 
voice.

The narrative authority and control that I explored earlier with regard to 
the novel’s intertextuality is also apparent in Rushdie’s language. Puns, in their 
polysemy, are important manifestations of linguistic ambiguity and 
indeterminacy; in The Ground Beneath Her Feet, however, such potential for 
openness is firmly fixed by a narrative anxiety for the reader to understand 
what the pun should be taken to mean. For example, the term most frequently 
used to define migrancy ‘disorientation’ is a potentially productive 
embodiment of cultural duality via its own semantic duality. But Rushdie, by 
clearly and repeatedly emphasising the significance of the etymological source 
that produces the pun ends up fixing its significance. Explaining Vina’s need 
for Ormus, Rai tells us, in a paragraph whose significance is emphasised by its 
brevity: 
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Disorientation: loss of the East. And of Ormus Cama, her sun. (5) 

Later, in case we have forgotten the meaning of the word, the ‘Disorientations’ 
chapter devotes one and a half pages to explaining the concept: 

Disorientation is loss of the East. Ask any navigator: the east is what you sail by. Lose 
the east and you lose your bearings, your certainties, your knowledge of what is and 
what may be, perhaps even your life. Where was that star you followed to that 
manger? That’s right. The east orients. That’s the official version. The language says 
so, and you should never argue with the language. (177) 

The term recurs, or is alluded to, a number of times (see pp. 230, 313, 330, 
372), often with a reminder of its punning significance; it, in the end, becomes 
excessively orientating, giving the text a clear thematic direction. This is the 
case for puns throughout the novel, which are frequently very fully explained. 
Thus, for example, Mira’s allusive name is rendered rather less allusive by the 
chapter title “Mira on the Wall”; Rai tells us that ‘I actually grew up believing 
Art Deco to be the “Bombay style,” a local invention, its name derived, in all 
probability, from the imperative of the verb “to see.” Art dekho. Lo and behold 
art.’ (78); even the band name VTO is introduced alongside an exhaustive 
summary of all its possible meanings (8). 

Such obsessive semantic clarity reflects the singularity of the novel’s 
language. The reader could initially be forgiven for assuming that the novel 
embraces Bakhtinian polyglossia: the narrator frequently and playfully 
juxtaposes different linguistic registers, and, in keeping with his cultural 
heritage, explicitly claims a delight in mixing languages. Vina and Rai, we are 
told:

[…] could prattle on in Bombay’s garbage argot, Mumbai ki kachrapati baat-cheet, in 
which a sentence could begin in one language, swoop through a second and even a 
third and then swing back round to the first. Our acronymic name for it was Hug-me.
Hindi Urdu Gujarati Marathi English. Bombayites like me were people who spoke five 
languages badly and no language well. (7) 

Rai’s claim of multilingual semi-competence is clearly disingenuous, however: 
he uses language with a typically masterful and recognisably Rushdian 
panache. Linguistic colloquialisms and incongruities abound, but, even where 
they are not explicitly used to represent dialogue, it is always crystal clear that 
they are intentional stylistic devices, and thus are markers of linguistic 
sophistication rather than incompetence. Despite the overt celebration of ‘Hug-
me’, we are given very little textual evidence of their ‘polyglot trash-talk’ 
(124), bar a couple of brief examples of Vina’s experimentations with it (124). 
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Indeed, it is telling that the most ‘Hug-me’ that is actually represented in the 
text is spoken by the highly unsympathetic character Molly Schnabel, who, 
we’re told ‘prides herself on her mimicry of Indian idiolect’ (511), and whose 
‘shrieking in conterfeit accents’ (511) is closely associated with her campaign 
of false accusation and blackmail against her husband, Rai’s friend Mack.34

In fact, interlingual interference, although explicitly celebrated, is almost 
always implicitly undermined whenever it is represented within the text. This 
is curious and surprising given Rushdie’s highly sophisticated and effective 
development of Indian English as a literary form in Midnight’s Children. If the 
earlier novel celebrates interlingual interference, however, The Ground 
Beneath Her Feet tends more towards mockery. Characters whose English 
bears the traces of other languages are almost always unsympathetic or 
insignificant, and the way their speech is presented suggests that it is comically 
incorrect or inadequate. Take, for example, the speech of Piloo Doodhwala, an 
unambiguously unsympathetic character, whose pompous ridiculousness is 
reflected in an exaggeratedly Indianised English: 

“Bombay duck,” he smiled. “You know what is it? You know that this bombil phish 
declined to help Lord Rama to build the bridge to Lanka, phor purpose of rescuing 
Lady Sita? And therephore he squeezed it tight-tight and crushed all its bones, so now 
it is boneless wonder? No, how can you know, for you are conwerts.” (69–70) 

The fact that Piloo is here insulting Rai and taking on a position of offensive 
religious sectarianism (he is insulting Rai’s Muslim branch of the family) 
makes the linguistic mockery all the stronger. It is clear that we are not meant 
to think well of language like this. Elsewhere, interlingual interference is 
explicitly represented as error in Don Ángel’s timid ‘Please. If you permit it, 
I will intent, for your diversion, to sing’ (11), for example, or in the explicitly 
comical speech of the sex-crazed religious obsessive Ifredis: ‘Whatever, 
darling. I am confuse in my words because just now there is overmuch speech 
of bags’ (364).  

The Ground Beneath Her Feet thus does, to some extent, represent cultural 
and linguistic heterogeneity, but the novel’s structure and narrative style also 
fits that heterogeneity within an implicit and ideologically-informed hierarchy. 
Ormus’s songs might privilege cultural plurality but Rai’s authoritative 
narrative only pays lip-service to it: the numerous voices and types of English 
that are incorporated within the text are undermined by an ironising tendency 
that mocks modes of speech or ideological positions that do not ‘fit’ the 
universalising form of ‘heterogeneity’ that the text aims to present. Rai, as a 
photographer, claims to have mastered ‘the secret of becoming invisible, of 
disappearing into the work’ (213), but as a narrator, he does just the opposite. 
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Rushdie’s narrative might purport to defend pluralism, and to be Bakhtinian in 
its openness and multi-voiced perspectives, but the novel is in fact far less 
heterogeneous than it claims to be. The novel’s obsession with and 
exhaustive articulation of the notion of ‘outsideness’ is paralleled by devices 
that purport to turn the reader into an ‘outsider’, but this neat correspondence 
is, well, too neat: we, as readers, are only allowed to ‘step out of the frame’ on 
the novel’s own terms, and only into a clearly demarcated alternative universe. 
Likewise, the novel’s (in)fusions are carefully controlled, so that, although 
Rushdie might seem to create the sort of heterogeneous universality that he 
celebrates in VTO’s music, the novel itself falls prey to the dangers of 
ideological homogenisation inherent in globalisation.  
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