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CulturalcontradictionofcharactersinSalmanRushdie’sTheFreeRadio

InthestoriesofSalmanRushdie,itisnotasurprisingphenomenonforthe

maincharacterstooftenhaveamixedorsocalledhybrididentitywhichisusually

basedonthedifferencesoftheOrientandOccident,wheremaincharactersofa

certainculturalbackgroundalsohappentohavethe(mainlyinner)characteristicsof

the“opposite”culture.TheFreeRadioisoneofthethreestoriesoftheEastsection

ofRushdie’sEast,Westcollection,publishedin1994.Thesestories,asthesection’s

titlealsosuggests,aresetinaneasternsetting,wheretheOrientals(Indianpeople)

areinfluencedbytheWest,somuchsothattheirtraditionsandwayoflifebecomein

away"corrupted"bywesternstandardsandculture.Therefore,thecharacterseven

starttothinkaboutlifeliketheidolizedwesternersdobytryingtobreakfreefrom the

traditionsandhavingnew ambitionsdifferentfrom theonestheirculturewould

approveofornormallytolerate.

InthecaseofTheFreeRadiowecandividethethreemaincharactersinto

threemaincategories:anoldteacher,therepresentativeoftheorientandoldIndian

traditionalvalues;Ramani,themaincharacterwhoisanaïverickshawriderandlastly,

thethief’swidow (laterRamani’swife)whosepersonalityisalmosttheoppositeof

whatitissupposedtobelike.“Teachersahib”isanoldretiredteacher,arespected

figurewhospendshisolddaysaccordingtothetradition,sittingunderabanyantree

smokinghishookahandobservingthelifeofeverydaypeople.Hehashealthy

curiositytowardsotherpeople’sbusinessandinparticulartowardsRamani’swhom

hefeelsresponsibleforandgenuinelyworriesabout,sinceheusedtoknow his

deceasedparents.Itisimportanttonotethatheistheonewhonarratesthestory,

thereforeitismostlyhisbiasedpointofviewthatwesee.

Then,wehaveRamani,ayoungnon-educatedbutgoodlookingman,whoin

thebeginningofthestoryliveshislifewithoutambitionsandworksasa‘rickshaw-

wallah’.Strangelyheistheonlyoneinthestorywhohasaname.Hehasastable

business.Hecouldhavemarriedsomeonehisage,hadhisownchildrenandledan

averagelife.Unfortunately,healsohappenstobeveryeasilymanipulatedandthus

heendsupmarryingathief’swidow andbecomesthefatherofherfivechildren.

Theymadehim doandevenbelievethingsheinatraditionalenvironmentnever
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wouldhavedone,likethevasectomyanddreamingaboutbecominganactorin

Bollywood.AllthesefactorsleadtoachangeinRamani’sperspectiveonlifeandthis

changesymbolizeshowthecultureofIndiaduetotheWest’sinterventionfellapart.

However,theworstpartaboutRamani’scharacterisnotthefactthatheis

easilymanipulated,butthewayheholdsontothesenewlyimplantedideaswhichare

basicallytheillusionsofthepoor.Asitisthecasewiththe“freeradio”,Ramaniis

madetobelievethatwiththevasectomyhemakesthethief’swidow happy,thus

serveshiscountry’sinterestsandontopofthesehewillgetafreeradioinreturn.It

mustbementionedatthispointthatthedream ofthefreeradiocomesbeforethe

dreamsofbeingaBollywoodactorandthereforearadiowouldhaveplayeda

significantroleinhislife.Itwouldmeanentertainmentandinformation;itrepresents

thewesternworldandwouldattractnew customerstotherickshaw.So,heblindly

putsallhisfaithintothespacebetweenhishandandear,whichrepresentsthe

burdenheistocarry.However,evenafterhefindsoutthathewillneverreceivea

radiofrom thegovernment,hecontinuestochasehisotherunfulfilleddream by

makinguseoftheonlygreatthingGodhasgiventohim --hislooks.Hedecidesto

sellhisrickshaw,theonlythingthattieshim tohisoldself,andleavesforBombayto

makehiswayintothefilm industry.Thisiswheremagicrealism reallydrawsaline

and becomes clear that this story is pure fiction because under normal

circumstancestherewouldbenowaythatsomepoorrickshaw driver,whocannot

evenwrite,wouldbecomeasuccessfulactorinanunknowncitywithonlyhisgood

look.ThenarratorknowsRamani,soheletsusknow thatheisknownforoften

conjuringreality,whichmeansthathisdreamshappenedonlyinsidehismindand

theycouldnotbeturnedintoreality.

Lastly,wehavethethief’sattractivewidow,whoisblamedforthefallof

Ramanifrom theverybeginning.SheistenyearsolderthanRamaniandhasfive

childrenandapparentlyearnshermoneybydoingsuspiciousdeeds.Beingthewife

ofathiefsheandherchildrenwerepoorevenbeforeherhusbanddiedandnaturally

afterhisdeaththeirconditionbecomesworse,andsheneedssomeonetosupport

them.Shehashereyesonayoungmanwhoisnotfamousforhisbrains.Thefact

thatshewouldhavethecourageandconfidencetogoafteranybodyasawidow

makesherdifferentfrom thetypicalorientalwoman.Accordingtothetradition,asa

widowsheshouldhavegonetothe‘widows’ashrams’,joinedaspiritualcommunity

andspenttherestofherlifetherepraying.Consideringthatshestartsscreamingon
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thestreetandshamingsomeoneolderthanher,nottomentionamanwhois

respectedbythepeople,showsjusthowmuchsheopposestheculturalnorms.She

alsoclaimsthatshehasnodesiretomarryRamanisinceshedoesnotwantmore

children.However,soon aftershe contradicts herselfby making him have a

vasectomyandtheygetmarried.Itisasifshewassomeonewhogrew upinan

entirelydifferentplace.Tobemoreexact,sheistheonewhosesimpleexistence

representstheWestandthewayitgetsitswayintothelifeofIndianpeopleandhow

itstaysthereuntiltheirwholeculture,ambitionsandbeliefschange.

Itisinterestingtoseeadualityinthelanguageofthisstorytoo.Rushdieuses

Indianwordsandproverbslike“banyan”and“twomouthfulsarebettertoeatthan

wind”inordertoemphasizethepresenceofIndiancultureinanEnglishtext.AsI

mentionedearlier,thesedifferencesactuallyhelptomakethestoryalsorelevantfor

thepeopleoftheWest.Naturally,thisworkstheotherwayaroundtooandthereason

forthatisthateventhoughthesestoriesarebasedonthedifferencesoftheOrient

andtheOccident,peoplearepeopleandtheseculturesarenotasdifferentaswe

oftenliketothink.


