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論文提要內容： 

 

在《摩爾人的最後嘆息》中，魯西迪藉由虛實交錯的敘事呈現繁複混雜的羊

皮紙式的歷史書寫：層層俱現也層層剝除，在不斷越界的同時一方面也暗示代表

答案的核心永遠到不了的事實，也描繪出印度多元種族並存的歷史地景。本論文

擬以華特〃班雅明的翻譯理論之觀點逐章剖析小說中不同的翻譯借喻(tropes of 

translation)。班雅明的翻譯理論不同於傳統重視意義的翻譯理論，其立論中心在

於以直譯的思維來否定二元對立、相互取代的尋常認知模式以彰顯翻譯事實上不

屬於原文亦不屬於譯文。換言之，其立論精神在於強調語言不只是訊息的傳遞，

因為過度強調意義的地位時，就有過度為譯入方或譯出方服務的傾向出現。置放

於後殖民情境中時，以翻譯的門檻位置檢視殖民者與被殖民者的關係於是有擺脫

符號的固有組合方式，展現原屬被大寫歷史壓抑、無法言傳的部份之功用在。 

第一章以魯西迪的寫作脈落背景與班雅明的翻譯理論結合作出發點來闡釋

班雅明翻譯理論的中心思想如何與魯西迪的寫作主題切合。此外並介紹班雅明的

翻譯理論的多種理論性面向，探討其理論如何以實現屬於先驗(transcendental)層

次的純粹語言為目標來彰顯其於下層的啟迪並以此為目標帶來新意、跨越人世間

的扭曲疆界。 

第二章以剖析魯西迪在其作品中亟欲破除的疆界迷思為出發點來與翻譯理

論的中介性(liminality)與內在性(immanence)作連結並進一步以此連結觀照小說

中各個翻譯借喻。第一部份將以中介性為主題，論述魯西迪在敘事過程中以嘲諷
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二元對立的虛假不實來表達反詮釋、工具化的訴求。他巧妙地運用史實與神話並

置的敘事來嘲諷以接續、回溯為目的之傳統史觀的虛妄不實。本部份將配合萊布

尼茲的無窗單子概念將翻譯理論應用於閱讀女主角歐蘿拉的童年啟迪經驗及其

畫作。第二部份進一步申論隱藏在此敘事之下的則是一個反詮釋、反工具化的超

人類經驗概念，此部分將以內在性為主題，以班雅明理體架構中對先驗層次的討

論來進一步探討跨越二元對立的界限後，追求主客體經驗怯除的可能境界及連

結。 

第三章將進一步擴大以無窗單子閱讀翻譯理論，以探討翻譯理論中一與多的

本質為主題來檢視小說中一與多的關係。一般咸認為「多」是讚揚多文化混雜主

義的不二法門。多數與少數、明與暗、純與雜以至於不同族群間的關係在先驗上

並非處於相互對立的靜止認知架構，而是一場不斷進行流動的分與合的過程。因

此最適合觀照此過程的是一種動態式的概念。班雅明在其翻譯理論中以「切線輕

觸圓周」的明喻強調語言親屬架構中分屬不同表意模式的語言在如切線般輕觸代

表純粹語言的圓周後，一瞬間參透奧秘而繼續往前發展正是表達了無窗單子中一

與多的思維體系。 
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Abstract 

 

In The Moor’s Last Sigh, Rushdie presents a narrative of juxtaposition of history, 

myth and family saga in a palimpsest fashion, in which layers of vision imbricate 

upon each other. Reiterating the permeability of the borderline, the vision of 

palimpsest in fact emphasizes the crossing of the border and also intimates the 

impossibility of obtaining a final answer. In this thesis, I use Walter Benjamin’s 

translation theory to probe into the tropes of translation of the novel in the sense of 

border crossing. 

The first chapter begins with the concept of human defectiveness shared by 

Rushdie and Benjamin, focusing on the theme of digression of Rushdie’s narrative 

style and that of Benjamin’s theoretical methodology, which is also the axis among 

his broad theoretical framework. Benjamin’s translation theory is different from the 

traditional ones in its emphasis on literal translation rather than on free translation. 

Free translation in the service of meaning could not communicate essence through 

translation, for the meaning communicated between tool languages is void in its 

nature. The conception of the use of languages as substitution between signs are 

inessential, because such activity of substitution remains within the barrier of the 

multiplied tool languages, which generally forms the problematic of regression in 

Benjamin’s translation theory. Tropes of translation, in the light of Benjamin, 

manifest the act of border crossing from a lower level of human to a higher level of 

high purposiveness.  

Chapter two centers on the theme of binary oppositions of the novel. By the 

discussion of binary oppositions epitomized as theses and faeces as borderline, I aim 

to elaborate on the aspect of anti-utilitarianism of Rushdie’s narrative. I argue that 

under that theme of binary opposition and a deferring narrative, which points to an 

ultimate answer but always turns out to be disillusion, Rushdie intimates something 

beyond the limit of human experience. I will view this aspect of novel in the vein of 

Benjamin’s essay “On the Program of the Coming Philosophy.” What Benjamin 

anticipates in the essay is thus a new philosophy stripped of the episteme of 

subject-object. Rushdie does portrait few of such superhuman scenes in the novel like 

the deracination fantasies, the unconscious act resulted from his non-communalism 

background and the world of fancy. Through these descriptions, what Rushdie 
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pursues is apparent the indefinable and the provisional that is stripped of the 

confinement of binary opposition and utilitarianist idea because binary oppositions 

and utilitarianist are two significant factors forming the authenticity myth that he 

consistently criticizes. Furthermore, if Benjamin regards the idea of using the reason 

freely as falsehood, the concept of freedom also accordingly becomes another 

problematic, just as he repudiates the function of free translation in his translation 

theory because its emphasis on the exchange of meaning is confined in the 

human-fabricated and distorted barrier. Rushdie also shows a strong disbelief in the 

self-claimed and definitive authentic myth, which he implies as theses. In other words, 

it is the artificiality that they both criticize. Thus I argue that the concept of Rushdie’s 

literary critique of the idea of authenticity formulates very similarly to Benjamin’s 

philosophical critique of freedom. The issue of the definitive theses and the 

provisional possibility of the faeces thus lead to the last part of discussion in my 

thesis – the relationship between One and Many. 

The last chapter probes into the relationship between One and Many to conclude 

the dynamic image of Benjamin’s translation theory. The One as pure language does 

not produce or subsume the particular modes of intention as Many. It does not keep a 

causal relationship with them because it belongs to the high purposiveness, which can 

only be manifested through the intentions of all single functions. And unlike the 

definitive theses which seek to marginalize or replace the others, the One as an absent 

presence harmonizes Many simply by its absent presence. Because of such special 

relationship, the retaining of the presence of the One seems to be rendered redundant. 

Nonethelss, it must be emphasized that the particular modes of intentions as Many 

cannot be examined without the term of the One, because, speaking in the context of 

translation, every time of the act of translation recalls to the One as pure language, 

which is also the presence that makes this very act necessary and possible. Through 

the delineation of the relationship between One and Many, what is to be mapped out 

is the presence of essence in the special relation. In the novel Rushdie does the same 

thing with the play of the idea of binary opposition and an experimental narrative that 

seeks to subvert the status of traditional history, leaving the problem of genuineness 

for the reader to decide, and sometimes beyond the matrix of human experience. The 

absent present One that is not fully describe symbolizes the simultaneous 

superimposition and effacement of the palimpsest vision. What the reader can do is to 

choose their own idea among the multiplicity that Rushdie throws in the face of their 

interpreting desire. It is also this multiplicity which lets in the provisional truth that 

the reader seeks and expands the frontier of possibility that is not to be 

institutionalized by any institutionalizing ideology. 
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Introduction 

 

―To cross into another language, another way of being, is to take a step toward 

beatitude, the worldly blessedness to which all dharma bums aspire.‖ 

-- Salman Rushdie, Step Across This Line  

 

Ⅰ. Overture 

 Among Salman Rushdie‘s encyclopedic, magic realistic and digressive writing 

features, broder crossing has been a consistent theme through his writing career. The 

theme of border crossing is inclusive of variegated significance behind the two words. 

To cross the border means to break the now existent and recognized rules of system. It 

is a challenge to demarcate once again, whether physical or intangible, what is 

feasible and what is untenable, what is normal and what is abnormal, or what is moral 

and what is base. Fabricated or demolished in the aftermath of wars or conflicts, 

borders are sometimes to be found to be elusive or arbitrary, but are always dangerous 

to cross. To cross the border can be shock because at the parting with the hackneyed, 

newness and truth can sometimes be hard to tolerate when the façade of reality is 

stripped away. Therefore, the border to cross is sometimes not space but time. The 

new needs friends just as the truth may not be received smoothly when revealed. 

However, a point more significant is that how to cross these borders and thus let the 

newness and truth erupt. In The Moor’s Last Sigh, the novel to be discussed in the 

thesis, Rushdie pay less attention to the issue of nation or colonialism, rather he 

concentrates more on the problematic of representation which includes cinema, 

paintings, and visual cultures. By these representations, Rushdie delineates how the 

normality is constructed and how to subvert these definitions and cross the borders.  
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 The protagonist Moraes Zogoiby nicknamed Moor, who epitomizes the minority 

groups of India, experiences how it is to be the embodiment of diverse cultural and 

religious values. Moraes‘s narrative method of paralleling fictions alongside historical 

events not only destabilizes the conventional status of history but also invites the 

reader to once again consider the definitive borderlines of our reality. The reliability 

of official history are being challenged, and the play of opposite words, people, 

religious belief, and cultures recurs throughout the novel as if reflecting and satirizing 

the conventional value of dichotomizing things to opposite poles. Readers thus find 

themselves placed amid the permeable layers of narration, straying from one 

ostensible story to the other, but always find them return to the intersection from 

which they depart and have to contemplate things all over again. The purpose of 

multiple juxtapositions of story-history and digressive mode of narration is to let the 

newness erupt according to Rushdie as he explained in an interview. ―I wanted a 

different community. Midnight’s Children and The Satanic Verses looked at the 

bourgeois Muslim community, and I wanted to shift gear. It wasn‘t about fear or 

censorship, but freshening up. There was a slight distancing in choosing a different 

minority group because I didn‘t want to write an angry book, or try to get even‖ (―The 

last laugh‖ 20). Rushdie attempts to keep the things moving forward instead of being 

stagnant and definitive. However, the force that drives behind border crossing could 

be manifested in various ways. In this thesis, I‘m going to read The Moor’s Last Sigh 

in the light of Walter Benjamin‘s translation theory. The thesis will be unfolded with 

the examination of the tropes of translation in the novel and I will further going on to 

expound that how these tropes can be viewed as the manifestation of illumination 

according to Benjamin‘s theory. 

 The synopsis of the thesis and method of correlating Benjamin to Rushdie go as 
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the following. First I will introduce Rushdie‘s exiled circumstances and his attitude 

towards the writing experience in such predicament and investigate the relationship 

between his exiled experience and delineation of the novel. Then I will correlate 

Rushdie‘s concept of writing and translation with Benjamin‘s translation theory to 

justify my approach of reading in the light of Benjamin by probing into the affinity of 

Rushdie‘s personal experience and background of the novel with Benjamin‘s 

conception of translation. Translation, for both Rushdie and Benjamin, is not simply 

the conveying of meaning and information. Rushdie considers himself a translated 

man as he epitomizes such a figure in the narrator Moraes, who is the representative 

of ―the minority of minority‖ in The Moor’s Last Sigh. Rushdie anticipates that 

something new could appear in a figure like Moraes who straddles between different 

ethnicities and experiences the process of translation as he goes through various 

milieux. According to Benjamin‘s renowned essay ―The Task of the Translator,‖ 

translation is a process of probing into the existence of essence. Benjamin contends 

that in translation the original and the translation resemble pieces of fragments, which 

do not necessarily look similar but when they are placed together, the afterlife of the 

original and essence will erupt. The task of translator, Benjamin elaborates, is to 

secure a liminal position between the original and the translation where the translator 

can find the intention of the original in the language which s/he will translate into. 

Through this liminal position, the translator is thus able to innovate beyond the 

immediate reality. Adopting the approach of Benjamin‘s translation theory, the thesis 

aims to investigate diverse tropes of translation in the novel. However, to further 

elucidate Benjamin‘s translation theory and to correlate it closer with the texts to be 

discussed, the introduction of Monadology by Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz will be 

necessary. The idea of monad plays a central role in Benjamin‘s theoretical contexts in 
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that it provides Benjamin with a detailed framework for his discourses, and, most 

significant of all, also a framework that is not limited to the capacity of human beings. 

Together with the idea of monad, I aim to use Benjamin‘s translation theory to probe 

into the nonhuman fantasy that constantly appears throughout the novel. The fantasy 

often appears when the character, especially Moraes, face crises. The fantasy may 

appear to be just illusionary solution but what is more significant is that Rushdie, 

through the introduction of these fantasies which is beyond human limit, raises the 

level of the possible strategies that readers may adopt to read deeper into the content 

of the novel. When they found that the dilemma the characters face are constantly 

ones like ethnicity, religions, and fundamentalism, which are conundrums fabricated 

by human being themselves, Rushdie offers a possible solution which urges us to 

stand outside the frame of the humanistic, and leave the secular world behind in order 

not to be restrained by its decrees and definitions. How the essence is manifested and 

conflicts reconciled in such a new level or what are muted in the previous history are 

tasks to be done with Benjamin‘s translation theory and the idea of monad. Rushdie‘s 

narrative method resembles the idea of Benjamin‘s translation theory in that it does 

not let the readers to go through the story smoothly. He indicates the unreliability of 

the narrator and thus renders the readers‘ sense of reading. They have to pause and 

contemplate whenever there is a digression and the process of narration thus looks 

like a roundabout way of hide-and-seek. Although it seems to be digressive, but it‘s 

actually interactive with readers that demands their participation to construct the story 

they want to believe in. Reading the novel in the light of Benjamin, I aim at applying 

the idea of ―multiplicity in the unity‖ and ―repetition with difference,‖ which derives 

from the formulation of monad, to Rushdie‘s attempt to cross the borders of cultures. 

In the novel, various characters have shown a strong will to cross the borderline of the 
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secular. The desire to jump out of the worldly confinement intimates the challenge to 

the endless frontier. To Rushdie and Benjamin the idea of ―definition‖ and 

―correctness‖ are provisional and fluid. Although Moraes cannot witness the coming 

of harmony even at the end of his life, it is undeniable that Rushdie‘s repetitive tropes 

of translation do show us the will and the way to the aurora of redemption and 

harmony, as Moraes‘ comment for Vasco Miranda the racist may be a good footnote 

for the will: ―The best, and worst, were in us, and fought in us, as they fought in the 

land at large. In some of us, the worst triumphed,; but still we could say – and say 

truthfully – that we had loved the best‖ (MLS 376). 

 Translation does not only mean the movement between languages, as the 

conventional concept of translation does. Benjamin‘s translation theory aims at the 

manifestation of the vast culture crystallized in the words and the immanent truth 

beyond the barrier of languages. Thus in the following chapters diverse representation 

in the novel will be examined as the tropes of translation. In this introduction the 

motivation of reading the novel with Benjamin‘s translation theory will be first 

elaborated. In chapter one the basic framework of Benjamin‘s translation theory, 

Leibniz‘s concept of monad, and Benjamin‘s idea of reflection will be introduced to 

further understand the nature of his translation theory and analyze the Aurora the 

painter. In chapter two I will use Andrew Benjamin‘s study on translatability and his 

secularized elaboration of Benjamin‘s translation to provide on alternative view on the 

theory and the analysis of the essence that both Rushdie and Benjamin pursue. In 

chapter three, I will look into the figure of Moor as ragpicker and flâneur as tropes of 

translation together with Charles Baudelaire‘s idea to illustrate the ragpicker and 

flâneur‘s ability to convert the unnoticeable into the source of illumination. 
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Ⅱ. Translation as border crossing 

 Holding border crossing as the theme in his writings, Rushdie always stresses the 

creative aspect of his being a migrant, the part of the commingling cultures. When 

Rushdie talks about the complicated origins and identities of the Indian writers in 

England, he comes to assert that because of their diverse backgrounds which form 

their identities, it is hardly possible to apply the categories for ethnic groups to the 

Indo-British community. He admits that in a society where diasporic experience 

becomes much more common than before being an Indo-British writer means to face 

problems of definition. What these writers share among their diverse backgrounds is 

the English language, which Rushdie contends an option they cannot reject because 

the task of the Indo-British writers is to make their own purposes in the use of English 

language.  

Languages, as the basic prerequisite for the understanding of translation to be 

discussed here, should never be regarded merely as a tool to acquire information or a 

borderline that marks self and other. Languages are treated by man no more than a 

tool because they are usually being used to communicate and understand something 

people already knew. It thus becomes communicating some already known 

information in a different way or as if playing a same song with another musical 

instrument. The problem among languages as a result becomes reduced to technical 

problems, which are the study objective of linguistics. When the language becomes a 

role fixated like that, it is definitively nothing no more than a tool. Nonetheless, what 

Rushdie and Benjamin look for is something not fixated by the words, something 

unlimited by what is already known, or something transformed during the experience 

among languages, as Benjamin argues ―[f]or language is in every case not only 

communication of the communicable but also, at the same time, a symbol of the 
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noncommunicable,‖ (―On the Language as Such and on the Language of Man‖ 331) 

or, as Rushdie refers his linguistic experience in his identity of being a migrant:  

―Born into one language, Urdu, I‘ve made my life and work in another. 

Anyone who has crossed a language frontier will readily understand that 

such a journey involves a form of shape-shifting or self-translation. The 

change of language changes us. All languages permit slightly varying forms 

of though, imagination, and play.‖ (Step across This Line 373)  

The process of making a writer‘s own purpose in the use of English language, then, 

brings the experience of cultural commingling. English, therefore, becomes a peculiar 

realm where diasporic writers leave their trace of cultural struggling and where their 

identity is gradually formed. Rushdie further argues his idea of translation when he 

―embraces English:‖ ―The word ‗translation‘ comes, etymologically, from the Latin 

for ‗bearing across.‖ Having been borne across the world, we are translated men. It is 

normally supposed that something always lost in translation; I cling, obstinately, to 

the notion that something can also be gained.‖ (IH 17) Rushdie‘s belief of the gain 

originated from the interlingual experience provides a link to Benjamin‘s translation 

theory. The fundamental point that we can correlate Benjamin‘s translation theory to 

Rushdie‘s personal experience is an approval of literal translation inferred in both of 

their writings.  

The binary view of loss and gain in the process of translation has been the debate 

when we come to terms with free translation and literal translation. The methodology 

of free translation is to translate a work of foreign language into the translation 

language as if the work is originally written in the translation language. This process 

of domesticating the foreign language aims to give the readers comfortable reading 

experience even when they encounter works of foreign languages. Free translation 
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fabricates an illusion of transparency which makes the foreign languages unnoticed to 

convey the information smoothly as if the structure of different languages is parallel 

and interchangeable. Nevertheless, such domestication of foreign languages ignores 

the discrepancies between languages and consequently leaves behind the cultural 

diversity in the process of translation. The loss of discrepancies and diversities of 

culture is what Rushdie refers to something lost in translation. Moreover, this loss 

caused by the ignorance is methodologically at odds with Rushdie‘s idea of embracing 

a foreign language but needing to adjust it to the writer‘s own purpose, because he 

emphasizes it is in the process of adjusting and struggling their ambiguity towards the 

foreign language that they might find ―reflection of other struggles taking place in the 

real world,‖ and to ―[c]onquer English may be to complete the process of making 

ourselves free.‖ (IH 17, my emphasis) Rushdie‘s concern of Indo-British writers like 

him is their attitude towards the use of English. He insists that they should make it for 

their own purpose and ―can‘t simply use the language in the way British did,‖ (IH 17) 

because to do so the multi-faceted cultural features would be muted by the method of 

domestication and value of the various languages would be ignored as if any idea of 

any language is interchangeable by any single language. In other words, the writers‘ 

idea should not be subdued by the intending way of ―English English‖ in order to gain 

something new in the process of translating their ideas into the language. 

In ―The Task of the Translator‖ Benjamin holds a basic belief in literal 

translation. He contends that literal translation is the method of raising the level of the 

languages instead of treating them as tools which convey information only. He states 

that there is no precise equivalent between any two languages, just like there is no 

exact objective alikeness of the image of reality. Therefore, in translation it is not 

possible, according to Benjamin, that the original and the translation are exactly the 
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same. He describes the original and their translation by a metaphor of fragments of a 

vessel. Not resembling each other though, they can be recognized as a part of the 

same vessel
1
. In addition, Benjamin defines the relationship between the original and 

the translation with a biological metaphor which he argues that translation issued from 

the original as the ―afterlife‖ of it. Being the afterlife of the original, translation infers 

to have experienced a period of growth and even death. Benjamin quotes Rudolf 

Pannwitz‘s observation of translation, which he admires as ―the best comment on the 

theory of translation that has been published in Germany (TOT 80),‖ to illustrate the 

relationship between the original and the translation in an alternative and practical 

way:  

―…The basic error of the translator is that he preserves the state in which 

his own language happens to be instead of allowing his language to be 

powerfully affected by the foreign tongue. Particularly when translating 

from a language very remote from his own he must go back to the primal 

elements of language itself and penetrate to the point where work, image, 

and tone converge. He must expand and deepen his language by means of 

the foreign language.‖ (81, my emphasis)  

The expansion and depth, which translation, as the afterlife of the original, goes 

through during the growth, are regarded by both Pannwitz and Benjamin as the 

purpose of translation. In addition, it must be stated that Benjamin pursues a much 

higher level of truth than Rushdie‘s idea of translation. The goal of Benjamin‘s 

translation theory is as profound as ideas in his other theoretical works. Take the 

                                                       
1 The vessel is a metaphor of the pure language, the ultimate intended object which cannot be intended 

by any single one language but has to be intended by all languages through the process of translation. 

For Benjamin, the presence of pure language is an absolute force that drives the need of translation. 

The idea of pure language will be discussed later in a detailed and broader sense. What is emphasized 

here is the relationship between the original and the translation, and the correlation of Rushdie and 

Benjamin‘s translation theory. 
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passage quoted above as an example. ―The point where work, image, and tone 

converge‖ is not to be manifested in any single work or language but solely in the 

difference between the original and translation encountered in the process of 

translation. The point is an instant that crystallizes the whole difference of the culture 

and formation belonging respectively to the original and translation. The instant is 

what Benjamin calls the moment of illumination, which emanates from the infinitude 

of languages. Translation is the manifestation of ephemerally recalling into the infinite 

essence and Truth. Thus to look for the tropes of translation which manifests the Truth 

in a higher level is the thematic core this thesis aims at. The infinitude of languages 

provides the theoretical ground for Rushdie‘s incessant intention of pushing out the 

frontier and permeability of the borderlines.  

 

Ⅲ. Tell the truth in other ways 

 It should be now clear that translation is not limited to the barrier of languages 

and it is to cross the fixated border in the pursuit of more dynamics and infinite 

possibilities. Illustrating with his experience of embracing English, Rushdie pushes 

the frontier to writing style. The Moor’s Last Sigh, he contends, is written in the 

motivation to reclaim his hometown which is replaced and thus seems to be lost to 

him. As his first post-fatwa novel, The Moor’s Last Sigh was forced to complete 

without any access to his hometown. Under such circumstances, memory and 

imagination are thus significant to reclaim the hometown. Fragmented as they are, the 

shards of memory are for Rushdie as the unflawed memories, to which he relates as 

―the broken pots of antiquity, from which the past can sometimes, but always 

provisionally, be reconstructed.‖ (IH 12) To him, official history and reality are never 

the ultimate proof to rely on, and writers often have to re-invent the past as a fiction 
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for their own purposes. It is not any more inferior to those made by the official or 

public, and at the same time offers an opportunity to reflect on the word ―reality:‖  

[T]hat the fiction is telling the truth at a time in which the people who 

claimed to be telling the truth were making things up. You have politicians 

or the media or whoever, the people who form opinion, who are, in fact, 

making the fictions. And it becomes the duty of the writer of fiction to start 

telling the truth. (―Fictions are lies that tell the truth‖ 73)  

Together with the use of imagination and a digressive writing style, Rushdie‘s 

commitment is to tell a kind of truth that one couldn‘t tell in other ways, which he 

describes as ―the kind of writing that stood … at the frontier between both the 

cultures.‖ (76) To sum up, it is to tell the story in a new other way, other than the 

fabricated reality. However, it must also be noted here again that this telling in a new 

other way is essentially different from the concept of conventional translation, which 

is to tell a thing in the other language, and means to tell something in an already 

known way. On the contrary, what Rushdie perseveres in his idea is to innovate for a 

realm always unknown and beyond the reach of now, which is also the task of any 

literary people and a paradigm of the pursuit of Truth.  

 

 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

12 

 

Chapter Ⅰ Reflection and Translation 

 

1.1 Regression of the language of man 

 This chapter will begin by introducing Rushdie‘s concept of human beings‘ 

defectiveness and that of Benjamin‘s to elaborate the details of Benjamin‘s translation 

theory. The defectiveness at issue is to Rushdie the reason to always tell the truth in a 

new, often digressive, way, and to Benjamin the main problematic in his whole 

theoretical framework including the translation theory. The elaboration of the concept 

of defectiveness can not only understand more about Benjamin‘s translation theory 

but also correlate the theory closer to Rushdie‘s writing. By the correlation I aim at, 

first, Rushdie‘s incentive of endlessly crossing the border and, second, the meaning of 

the thing beyond the border that he pursues. The thing beyond the border, to speak 

more precisely, is what we call the truth or correctness in comparison with the 

objective reality or history. Since Benjamin‘s translation theory is concerned not only 

with the two essays that discusses the problem of language, ―On Language as Such 

and on the Language of Man‖ and ―The Task of the Translator,‖ but also with his 

other theoretical works, I will also elaborate his idea of reflection, which forms his 

basic philosophical framework, to further investigate the nature of his linguistic 

philosophy. 

 In relating his fragmentary memories as ―the broken pots of antiquity, from 

which the past can sometimes, but always provisionally, be reconstructed,‖ Rushdie 

shares a notion of human regression with Benjamin‘s linguistic philosophy (IH 12). 

Mentioning the fragmentary memories he employs on account of his diasporic 

background, Rushdie states his idea of the incompleteness of human beings: ―We are 

not gods but wounded creatures, cracked lenses, capable only of fractured perceptions. 
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Partial beings, in all the senses of that phrase‖ (IH 12). Partial and fractured, human 

beings‘ assertion of claiming the truth or knowledge are severely doubted and 

criticized by Rushdie that he does not rely on the conventional narrative in his novel 

but using the fragmentary memories to construct his stories to shake the very ground 

of what is commonly known as ―history,‖ leaving the problem of reliability and 

correctness for the reader to decide. Roaming in the divergent ways of Rushdie‘s 

narrative, the reader is left the task of deciding what they choose to believe and if 

what they believe is correct, which Rushdie considers more significant than what is 

defined as ―history‖ or ―correct.‖  

Similarly considering human nature as defective, Benjamin focuses on the 

problem of language of man to discuss the fall of human beings. In the essay ―On 

Language as Such and on the Language of Man,‖ Benjamin alludes to Genesis of the 

Bible to contend that the language is never mere signs essentially. God‘s language 

gives birth to things in the world. God uses language to simultaneously name things 

and create them. God‘s word is assimilated into things created and is cognizant in 

things because God‘s word is the name. God‘s language is both creative and the pure 

medium of knowledge. Afterwards, God bestows the creative language on man when 

he creates him. Although the language is not divinely creative in man anymore, it 

remains as the pure medium of knowledge. Thus man is able to summon things before 

him and name them according to the knowledge because man is the knower in the 

language. However, after the Fall of man, when man starts to have the knowledge of 

good and evil, the naming language is replaced by human word where contemplation 

is substituted by abstract judgment. The languages man uses no longer possess the 

immanence and are not the pure medium of language; the name no longer points to 

the thing itself and enters into the knowledge of good and evil which is nameless:  
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Name steps outside itself in this knowledge: the Fall marks the birth of the 

human word, in which name no longer lives intact, and which has stepped 

out of name language, the language of knowledge, from what we may call 

its own immanent magic, in order to become expressly, as it were externally, 

magic. The word must communicate something (other than itself). This is 

really the Fall of language-mind. (―On Language as such and On the 

Language of Man‖ 327, his emphasis) 

The loss of the immanence of the language causes the confusion of meaning and 

multiplication of languages. The word of the language not only doesn‘t point to the 

thing itself, but means something else. Therefore, human language is regressive and 

broken in the sense that the transcendental immanence is deprived of it. It is, in 

Benjamin‘s words, only a step to linguistic confusion (328).  

 Thus in ―The Task of the Translator‖ Benjamin limns the broken and dispersed 

human languages as fragments of a broken vessel. The task of the translator is to 

restore the linguistic fragments to its original shape. The broken vessel is a metaphor 

for the pure language, the language which God uses and bestows on man before the 

Fall. After the Fall, pure language is dispersed and hidden among the mutually 

exclusive human languages which, however, possess kinship to each other. Each of 

these languages has its peculiar intention and through the supplementation of these 

intentions pure language could be manifested:  

… all suprahistorical kinship of languages rests in the intention underlying 

each language as a whole – an intention, however, which no single language 

can attain by itself but which is realized only by the totality of their 

intentions supplementing each other: pure language. (TOT 74)  

As mentioned in the introduction, what is discussed here is not the alikeness between 
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languages but rather supplementation of modes of intention of languages. The loss of 

the immanence of human language, Benjamin contends, can be restored through the 

pursuit of pure language. The belief in the regression of human beings shared by 

Rushdie and Benjamin is apparent, but what Benjamin delineates in his translation 

theory is remarkably out of the reach of human experience and cognizance. What 

Benjamin attempts to construct is a non-anthropocentric theory. Pure language exists 

out of the human world because it is not a tangible language and thus out of any 

semantic intention. It implies the existence of God, the representation of the absolute 

Truth. It is the medium between God and the human. Benjamin insists that redemption 

of the human cannot be sought in their own realm of world but a higher one. 

Translations do not exist and serve for the sake of the human. They should be the 

flowering of the original governed by a high purposiveness:  

Being a special and high form of life, this flowering is governed by a 

special, high purposiveness. The relationship between life and 

purposefulness, seemingly obvious yet almost beyond the grasp of the 

intellect, reveals itself only if the ultimate purpose toward which all single 

functions tend is sought not in its own sphere but in a higher one. (72) 

The purpose is not present and controlled by mankind, just as they cannot grasp fully 

the realm of the immanent and infiniteness of the language. Benjamin emphasizes in 

this passage that his target is the thing outside of anthropocentric subject-object 

relationship, or to speak conversely, the experience generated through the experience 

is limited and unaccountable. The infiniteness and poetic experience outside the 

linguistic signifying system, to sum up, is not to be achieved by the anthropocentric 

subject-object relationship which is discernible from the beginning paragraph of ―The 

Task of the Translator:‖ 
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In the appreciation of a work of art or an art form, consideration of the 

receiver never proves fruitful. Not only is any reference to a certain public 

or its representatives misleading, but even the concept of an ―ideal‖ receiver 

is detrimental in the theoretical consideration of art, since all it posits is the 

existence and nature of man as such. (69) 

Translation is deemed by Benjamin as afterlife of the original. The language of the 

original grows with time. The growth and transformation are not caused by the work 

itself and do not serve it. Therefore, the question of whether if an artistic work is 

translatable is not necessarily dependent upon the human if it essentially calls for a 

translation as Benjamin maintains: 

One might, for example, speak of an unforgettable life or moment even if 

all men had forgotten it. If the nature of such a life or moment required that 

it be unforgotten, that predicate would not imply a falsehood but merely a 

claim not fulfilled by men, and probably also a reference to a realm in 

which it is fulfilled: God‘s remembrance. Analogously, the translatability of 

linguistic creations ought to be considered even if men should prove unable 

to translate them. (70 his emphasis) 

The level of Benjamin‘s translation should now be very clear that it‘s not the same as 

the general translation originated from the need of conveying information, which is 

ultimately a conception of the tool. Benjamin envisions redemptive possibility not by 

the standard of the human but something absolute as the pure language which 

provides a possible connection between the human and God. Therefore, philosophers‘ 

task, in Benjamin‘s diverse discourses, is always to restore something intact from the 

chaos caused by the human – who has lost the immanent or the original in nature but 

paradoxically pretends as if everything is still in its integrated form – to a harmonious 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

17 
 

state, admittedly provisional but manifests the illumination in the wrecked nature.  

 In other words, Benjamin in his linguistic philosophy emphasizes that compared 

with the pure language, other languages belonging to mankind is regressive and 

distorted. The bourgeois concept of language which regards the conveying of 

information as the only and most significant function of language is for Benjamin a 

systematizing desire to invent a uniform and linear illusion:  

… we posit a being of uniform substance and complete reality and call it 

Humanism …… It is a fundamental principle of human perception and 

cognition that we can do such a thing only if, as a consequence of our innate 

need for systematization, we see in these varied series certain properties, 

which appear to be similar or identical, more distinctly, and emphasize these 

similarities more strongly than the difference. . . . Such kinds of Humanism 

are . . . arbitrary. (OGTD 40) 

Human beings‘ fabrication of illusion is one of the most significant problematic in 

Benjamin‘s theoretical framework. So is it in his linguistic philosophy. Translation, 

therefore, is designated by him a method to simultaneously reveal the fabricated 

bourgeois illusion and the presence of the pure language. To illustrate how the human 

with the deficient nature of their language can reveal the pure language provisionally, 

it is essential to look into Benjamin‘s idea of ―reflection‖ in his doctoral dissertation 

―The Concept of Criticism in German Romanticism.‖   

 

1.2 Reflection as translation 

Reflection is a style of thinking and a type of thinking most preferred by the 

German Jena Romantics. In attempting to prove that reflection is not only thinking 

that does thinking about itself, the Romantics are eager to recover what is thought of 
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reflection of its impossibility in the realm of experience in the history of philosophy. 

They endeavor to recover the concept of reflection as the guarantee of the highest 

source of knowledge, and to establish it as a theory of knowledge. For them reflection 

guarantees the knowledge of noumenon, which, for the history of philosophy, is a 

meaningless unreachable realm for human beings and is outside the conventional 

subject-object relationship. This traditionally enigmatic realm is regarded by the 

Romantics the Absolute which is accessible only through reflection. The pursuit of 

noumenon resonates with Benjamin‘s seeking for the poetic experience in the 

translation theory. 

The Romantics see the nature of reflection ―a warrant for its intuitive character.‖ 

(―The Concept of Criticism in German Romanticism‖ 121) Moreover, a concept of 

particular infinity in the process of reflection is also a factor that they base their 

epistemology on the concept of reflection: ―Reflective thinking won its special 

systematic importance for Romanticism by virtue of that limitless capacity by which it 

makes every prior reflection into the object of a subsequent reflection‖ (123). 

Intuition and infinitude are two keys to illumination of the Absolute. Because of the 

feature of making every prior reflection into the object of the subsequent ones, 

reflection is also defined as ―reflection of a form‖ (122). Benjamin quotes Johann 

Fichte‘s argument to illustrate the endlessness of this process of reflection: 

You are conscious of your ―You,‖ you say; accordingly, you necessarily 

distinguish your thinking ―I‖ from the ―I‖ thought of in that ―I‖‘s thinking. 

But in order that you can do so, what is thinking in that act of thinking must 

in turn be the object of a higher thinking, so that it can become the object of 

consciousness; and at the same time, you obtain a new subject, which is 

conscious itself of what previously was the state of being self-conscious. 
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My argument here is as it was before; and after we have once begun to 

proceed according to this law, you can never show me a place where we 

must stop. Thus we shall continue, ad infinitum, to require a new 

consciousness for every consciousness, a new consciousness whose object 

is the earlier consciousness, and thus we shall never reach the point of being 

able to assume an actual consciousness. (qtd. in Benjamin 125, his 

emphasis) 

The endlessness of the reflection is caused by the always immediately present 

consciousness. This immediate consciousness of thinking can be reckoned as 

self-consciousness, and on account of its immediacy, it is called intuition. In the 

endless process of self-consciousness, intuition and thinking, subject and object 

coincide, and ―reflection is transfixed, arrested, and stripped of its endlessness, 

without being annulled‖ (125). In other words, the ―I‖ that is thinking and the ―I‖ that 

spoke and thought of something forms a relationship of subject and object. The ―I‖ 

that spoke and thought is the object of the thinking ―I‖ which is a temporary subject. 

The subject is temporary because the immediate consciousness is always present, and 

a new thinking ―I‖ will be spawned. The object is content while the subject is form, 

but it should be noted that the subject is soon transformed into the object of another 

subject in the incessant process of reflection. This process of reflection is endless as 

long as our consciousness remains inconceivable. Therefore, there are different levels 

of reflection. Mere thinking with its thought, which is thinking of something, is called 

the first level of reflection. However, reflection only becomes significant from the 

second level of reflection, which puts the first level of reflection into thinking. In this 

level of reflection, the first level of thinking ―returns transformed at a higher level: it 

has become ‗the form of the form as its content‘ – that is, the second level has 
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emerged from the first level, through a genuine reflection, and thus without 

mediation,‖ and the second level arises as the ―self-knowledge of the first‖ (127). 

Thus the first level of reflection is, in the second level, matter/content, and the second 

level of reflection, the thinking of thinking, is form. The form arises immediately 

from the first level of the mere thinking. From the third level of reflection, something 

fundamentally new arises. From the third and every successive level of reflection, the 

second level of reflection, thinking of thinking, disintegrates. It can either be ―the 

object thought of thinking (of the thinking of thinking), or else the thinking subject 

(thinking of thinking) of thinking‖ (129). The ambiguity of this third level of 

reflection is to be unfolded into ―ever more in the infinitude of every successive 

reflection. The disintegration of the second level of reflection means the form that has 

taken the form as its content again transforms into the object thought, which is content 

compared with another new form. The whole process of reflection is, therefore, 

composed of the coincidence of intuition and thinking, subject and object, and the 

disintegration of them, an infinite process of flow and stop. The coincidence of the 

subject and object is the fleeting arresting moment among the infinite flow. The 

moment is thus the moment of illumination, which fleetingly disintegrates into the 

infinite flow.  

To put it in another way, the arresting moment is the moment when the thinking 

subject escapes from the original context. It is quite similar to the friars‘ abandonment 

of secularity which Benjamin mentions in ―Theses on the Philosophy of History:‖ 

―The themes which monastic discipline assigned to friars for meditation were 

designed to turn them away from the world and its affairs. The thoughts which we are 

developing here originate from similar considerations‖ (―Theses on the Philosophy of 

History‖ 258). Friars are assigned the task of meditation in order to escape from the 
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worldly affairs and contemplate things with reflection. Before reflection, the first 

thing to do is to escape from the secular world. In Moor’s Last Sigh the aspiration to 

escape from the original context is very obvious from the beginning. The first part of 

the novel, ―A House Divided,‖ depicts the clash of opposite ideas in Moraes‘ maternal 

household, the da Gama family. It delineates Aurora‘s childhood, adolescence, her 

entry into adulthood, and marriage with Abraham Zogoiby. The division between the 

family members represents the struggling forces among a nation about to be 

independent then. Her grandmother Epifania and uncle Aires da Gama symbolize the 

force of conservative and reactionary anglophiles while grandfather Francisco da 

Gama and Aurora‘s parents represent the eagerness for innovation and cultural 

eclecticism. It is in this background that Aurora grows up and stands. Francisco da 

Gama, ―a patron of the arts,‖ is depicted as ―incapable of living a settled life like 

ordinary folks‖ (MLS 16). His house is filled with experimental modernist artistic 

works. He commissions Le Corbusier to build two houses of opposite styles on the 

Cabral Island, which are satirized venomously by Epifania as ―Corbusier follies‖ (37). 

When protested by Epifania about the various too innovative and too experimental 

artistic works, Francisco replies: ―Old palaces, old behavior, old gods. These days the 

world is full of questions, and there are new ways to be beautiful‖ (16-7). Francisco is 

―destined for questions and quests, as ill-at-ease with domesticity as Quixote‖ (17). 

The call for change is remarkably strong in Francisco and Aurora‘s father Camoens‘ 

political activities. Stimulated by the clashing forces, Aurora is probably inspired and 

develops her revolutionary personality in such surroundings. 

 However, Rushdie describes Aurora‘s talent in a vague and mystic way. Aurora‘s 

artistic gift shimmers when she is still a young lady. However, the artistic gift is not 

found or developed by decent artistic education but indirectly caused by the division 
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of the family. Because of the fall of a sudden crisis on the family, Camoens and Aires 

da Gama brothers are imprisoned, and the burden of the whole business falls on 

Aurora‘s mother Isabella. Aurora‘s artistic gift is said to be found and probably 

developed during such solitary and secret hours when the whole family is actually in 

turmoil: 

While Belle [Isabella] was on the razzle, little Aurora, this solitary child, 

left to her own devices in her surreally cloven home, turned upon that 

inward eye which is the bliss of solitude; and, according to legend, found 

her gift. When she had grown up and was enclosed within the cult of herself, 

her admirers like to linger upon the image of the little girl alone in the big 

house, throwing open the windows and allowing the torrential reality of 

India to awaken her soul . . . What is probably true is that Aurora began her 

life in art during those long motherless hours. . . (45, my emphasis)  

Solitude is a seminal state in Benjamin‘s whole theoretical framework because 

solitude is the key to bring one out of the original context to a new realm. The 

―inward eye‖ of the young Aurora is best explained with Schlegel‘s idea of ―sense,‖ as 

the primal ground where reflection arises. In sense remains the immediacy knowledge, 

but it does not equal to the intellectual intuition regarded by Fichte as the only source 

from which immediate knowledge originates. Sense is the medial between Kant‘s and 

Fichte‘s definition of intellectual intuition which has ―the capacity of Kant‘s 

intellectus archetypus and the reflecting movement of Fichte‘s intellectual intuition‖ 

(―The Concept of Criticism in German Romanticism‖ 188 his emphasis). Intellectus 

archetypus is a capacity which is possibly logically or theoretically, and is thus not 

able to be achieved by mankind. According to Kant, therefore, intellectus archetypus 

belongs to God while intellectus ectypus belongs to mankind. Drawn from this 
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boundary, noumena, thing-in-itself, is thus defined by Kant not able to reach by 

mankind perception and thus forsaken by him. What is practically feasible is therefore 

the knowledge categorized by perception and Reason which is the method our mind 

organizes to produce the object of experience. What Schlegel and other 

Jena-romantics aim to recover is Kant‘s negation of the impossibility of intuitive 

knowledge in the realm of experience. Nonetheless, Schlegel holds that sense is an 

immediate thinking by which reflection works and penetrates into the absolute. 

Therefore, the inward eye symbolizes the medium of reflection bestows Aurora the 

supernatural gift at her young age. The illumination is manifested in his first painting 

in her lockup. The painting is ―the great swarm of being itself‖ (MLS 59). History is 

juxtaposed with fictitious imageries. Her family is also included: ―…amongst the 

family was the crowd itself, the dense crowd, the crowd without boundaries‖ (60). 

The blueprint of a brand new India is realized: a nation without boundaries and a 

primal state where logic judgment is absent and all possibility coexists.  

 The process of reflection, as expounded above, is a digressive process of stop 

and flow that directs thinking toward the Absolute. In Fichte‘s words, reflection is 

composed of infinite positing. The ―I‖ limits itself through endless representation, 

which is ―not-I,‖ something opposed to the ―I‖ itself. This representation through a 

―not-I‖ will only stop ―until it reaches the absolutely indeterminable idea of the 

highest unity – a unity that would be possible only in accord with a completed infinity, 

which is itself impossible.‖ (qtd. in ―The Concept of Criticism in German 

Romanticism‖ 124) The impossibility of this representation in reflection forms the 

endless process of it. Benjamin has a same idea in the discussion of scholastic treatise 

in the Epistemo-Critical Prologue in The Origin of German Tragic Drama that the 

treatise, as a form of the representation of truth rather than the acquisition of 
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knowledge, should have representation as its essential method:  

Method is a digression. Representation as digression – such is the 

methodological nature of the treatise. The absence of an uninterrupted 

purposeful structure is its primary characteristic. Tirelessly the process of 

thinking makes new beginnings, returning in a roundabout way to its 

original object. This continual pausing for breath is the mode most proper to 

the process of contemplation. (OGTD 28) 

The nature of contemplation is the same with that of reflection in their digressive 

process. Both contemplation and reflection plays a liminal role for the mankind to 

reach the infinitude by their deficient finitude because they cannot reach the Absolute 

Truth once and for all, and the process of contemplation and reflection are thus 

digressive or an endless process of flow and stop.   

 Rushdie, inspired by the approach of Indian traditional storyteller in holding the 

attention of the audiences, adopts a digressive writing style, which he describes as ―a 

kind of Chinese-box system, where you have the story inside the story and then they 

all come back. It seems formless‖ (Conversations with Salman Rushdie 76). He aims 

not only to hold the attention of readers but cross the frontier and draw a line where 

no one else claims to have drawn. In an era when meta-narrative and an ultimate 

standard are absent, liminality of Benjamin‘s translation theory provides an alternative 

angle to approach the reality, which Rushdie seriously challenges in his writings. 

Contemplation and reflection are roles that unfold fleetingly the infinitude folded in 

the finitude. 

 

1.3 Contemplation as translation 

 Contemplation, with its digressive and liminal nature, provides a correlating 
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point linking Benjamin‘s idea of reflection to his translation theory. Contemplation 

plays a key role in Benjamin‘s linguistic philosophy because its role in the act of 

naming. While human language is regressive compared to that of God, naming is the 

link between the language of human and that of God, between the finite and infinite, 

to which Benjamin attributes: ―The deepest images of this divine word and the point 

where human language participates most intimately in the divine infinity of the pure 

word, the point at which it cannot become finite word and knowledge, are the human 

name (―On Language as Such and on the Language of Man‖ 323-24).‖ Benjamin 

quotes Friedrich Müller‘s poem ―Adam‘s Awakening and First Blissful Nights‖ to 

point out the permeability of naming between finite and infinite (pure) language: 

―‗Man of the earth step near, in gazing grow more perfect, more perfect through the 

word.‘ By this combination of contemplation and naming is implied the 

communicating muteness of things (animals) toward the word language of man, 

which receives them in name. (326)‖ Only by contemplation can the mental being of 

things/animals be converted to mankind‘s linguistic being. Through the conversion 

the mental being becomes identical with the linguistic being and the language thus 

becomes pure medium, not tool which conveys only meaning and is thus knowledge 

only. In other words, like the intuitive character of reflection, contemplation is not 

abstract judgment by logic. The intuition of reflection, the thinking of thinking, is 

triggered by the unconceivable consciousness. The first level of thinking becomes the 

object of the second level. Thinking of thinking, as stated above, is a form, and 

intuitive. Thus it‘s not determined by logic judgment, which belongs to mere thinking, 

the ―material‖ thinking of the first level. The digressive process of reflection consists 

of stop and flow. By the disintegration of every preceding reflection does the 

reflection attain a kind of elevation and direct the thinking to the Absolute. 
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Contemplation does the same in naming. It turns the untranslatable into the 

translatable, which, according to Benjamin, is the changing of degrees of the densities 

of languages: ―By the relation … of languages as between media of varying densities, 

the translatability of languages into one another is established. Translation is removal 

from one language into another through a continuum of transformation‖ (325). 

―Media of varying densities‖ determine the translatability, and contemplation does the 

task of transforming. In the process of contemplation, when the mental being 

completely combines with linguistic being, the untranslatable is turned into the 

translatable. Because of its intuitive character, as mentioned earlier, contemplation 

conveys the media of language, rather than the abstract similarity and knowledge of 

the content: ―Translation passes through continua of transformation, not abstract ideas 

of identity and similarity‖ (325). As a result, soundless language of things/animals 

becomes a sound language. The process is from nameless to a name and is thus an 

elevation, which according to Benjamin, is the process of translation. 

 In the bourgeois concept of language, the knowledge of things is lacking. Thus 

contemplation gives way to logic judgment; naming language gives to way to tool 

language. Things lack their name and are overnamed by numerous nameless 

languages. Similarly in The Moor’s Last Sigh, play of dichotomies seems to be used 

by Rushdie to satirize the chaos caused by overnaming. In the novel, the protagonist 

Moraes is clearly suffering from the problem brought by the hairsplitting religious and 

ethnic discrimination, which is caused by over-defining and overnaming. In the first 

paragraph of the novel he describes his lover and himself as ―[s]he, a self-professedly 

godly un-Christian Indian, joked about Luther‘s protest at Wittenberg to tease her 

determinedly ungodly Indian Christian lover‖ (3 my emphasis). ―Godly,‖ ―un-godly,‖ 

―Christian,‖ and ―un-Christian,‖ these words actually foreshadow the problem of 
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religion and ethnicity that Moraes faces throughout the novel. Problem of religion and 

ethnicity causes the division of his house. At a time when the so called normality is 

harshly demarcated and dominated by religious radicals like Morae‘s great 

grandmother Epifania, what he anticipates is an antidote to dissolve the boundary: ―I 

watched Epifania praying and gave thanks that somehow, by some great fluke that 

seemed at the time the most ordinary thing in the world, my parents had been cured of 

religion. (Where‘s their medicine, their priest-poison-beating anti-venene? Bottle it, 

for pity‘s sake, and send it round the world!)‖ (MLS 55). Also in the first paragraph, 

Moraes‘ lover, Uma Sarasvati, whispers to him: ―Oh, you Moor, you strange black 

man, always so full of theses, never a church door to nail them to,‖ upon which his 

mother Aurora replies: ―So full, you mean, of faeces‖ (3, my emphasis). Normal, 

abnormal, real, unreal, correct, and incorrect, what is it that we seek hiding behind the 

word? Rushdie poses this question by a series of play of dichotomy in the novel. The 

answer, of course, is never to be found between the dual fixated meanings. When an 

ultimate standard is lacking, repetitive judgment and decisions seem only to increase 

another mass of conflicts. Plays of dichotomies are not only satires to the reality but a 

question to it. The characterization of Moraes is itself a question mark. He has a 

crooked right hand which forces him to become a lefthander. His straddling between 

different ethnicities, of various alleged origins makes him not able to grow like a 

normal child and is thus defined as a freak, who has to gulp down discrimination and 

live in the dark side of history. Readers are thus left to choose what to believe among 

definitions and fictions. Rushdie invites the readers to think over the ambiguity of the 

dichotomies and jump out of the static frontier and contemplate things again by telling 

stories that are never distinguishable from the linear and static reality. What hides 

behind the words and definition, and what is between the dual meanings of dichotomy 
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are certainly not stagnant. Readers are asked to re-judge the questions Rushdie poses 

in the novel not by logic judgment, and to contemplate the legitimacy of the 

dichotomies that has been set as borders waited to be crossed. Dichotomies are dual 

definitions that confine our thinking and consists the unreliable reality where all 

debates originate. Rushdie‘s writing aims at pointing out the unreliability and a 

re-arrangement of the way the history or reality is composed of. However, what is it 

when the border is crossed? Why does the border have to be crossed again and again? 

In the next section, I will focus on the concept of infinitude in Benjamin‘s idea of 

reflection and translation to provide a possible approach to the questions. 

 

1.4 Ursprung as the language of God 

 What is it when the border is crossed? The answer to this question is, speaking in 

the light of Benjamin‘s translation theory, is pure language of God. However, our 

point here is to look into how the pure language is manifested by the act of translation. 

Therefore, I will elaborate Benjamin‘s idea of ―Ursprung (origin in German)‖ here to 

explain how to approach the pure language of God.  

 In ―On Language as Such and on the Language of Man,‖ Benjamin argues that 

―every evolved language can be considered as a translation of all the others‖ (325). As 

discussed in the previous section, various languages of beings possess varying media 

of densities, which determine their translatability. Translation works by the conversion 

of diverse degrees of densities. Everything, from the sand to a human being, possesses 

different degrees of densities. As stated above, translation is the transformation of 

varying degrees of densities. Languages, in the act of translation, are being 

transformed with varying density of their media. The denser the degree of the being, 

the clearer their distinctness is. Translation elevates the lower degrees of media to a 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

29 
 

higher one. Therefore, ―[a]ll higher language is a translation of those lower, until in 

ultimate clarity the word of God unfolds, which is the unity of this movement made 

up of languages‖ (332). The being which possesses the highest clarity is God. 

However, pure language solely belonging to God is not translatable because the pure 

language which is simultaneously creative and cognizant is never bestowed to the 

mankind. Pure language thus never enters into the empirical realm of human and is a 

transcendental subject out of the reach of human knowledge. It is therefore not 

suitable to approach with a linear concept of time that might understands it as tangibly 

existent in a peculiar point of time in human history. Nevertheless, the idea of pure 

language can still be manifested through the moment of illumination. Benjamin‘s 

concept of Ursprung (origin) would be helpful here to understand pure language as 

the origin of human language: 

Origin [Ursprung], although an entirely historical category, has, 

nevertheless, nothing to do with genesis [Entstehung]. The term origin is 

not intended to describe the process by which the existent came into being, 

but rather to describe that which emerges from the process of becoming and 

disappearance. Origin is an eddy in the stream of becoming, and in its 

current it swallows the material involved in the process of genesis. That 

which is original is never revealed in the naked and manifest existence of 

the factual; its rhythm is apparent only to a dual insight. On the one hand it 

needs to be recognized as a process of restoration and re-establishment, but, 

on the other hand, and precisely because of this, as something imperfect and 

incomplete. (OGTD 45) 

Origin is not a tangible and complete existence at a peculiar space and time, but is 

something to be uncovered and restored. The process of restoration is, as Benjamin‘s 
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description in ―The Task of the Translator,‖ to restore the imperfect human language 

to a more complete state temporarily: ―It is the task of the translator to release in his 

own language that pure language which is under the spell of another, to liberate the 

language imprisoned in a work in his re-creation of that work. For the sake of pure 

language he breaks through decayed barriers of his own language‖ (80). To release the 

pure language imprisoned in the barriers of human language and to elevate mankind‘s 

tool language to naming language is thus the task of the translator. In other words, 

origin, speaking in the terms of Benjamin‘s translation theory, is the pure language, 

which is the translator‘s ultimate target. This illumination of approaching this target is 

described as a tangent touching the circle in his translation theory: 

Just as a tangent touches a circle lightly and at but one point, with this touch 

rather than with the point setting the law according to which it is to continue 

on its straight path to infinity, a translation touches the original lightly and 

only at the infinity, a translation touches the original lightly and only at the 

infinitely small point of the sense, thereupon pursuing its own course 

according to the laws of fidelity in the freedom of linguistic flux. (80) 

The infinitely small point represents the enigmatic pure language. The act of 

translation, like the tangent, by touching the point and passing it determines the series 

of symbols among the linguistic flux according to the law of fidelity. Fidelity is a 

keyword here because translation is not to be determined by logic judgment that aims 

at abstract similarity and information conveying. Information conveying is solely 

concerned to make semantic equilibrium, which only results in exchange of signs in 

parallel levels of mankind. Briefly put, languages are only considered as tools in such 

level. The point of translation is to let the original language faithfully affected by the 

foreign language to go back to the very basic element of the language in order to 
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break the ―decayed barriers‖ (80) set by mankind rules. It is thus the task of fidelity 

that releases pure language from the imprisonment, and thus uncovers it through the 

decayed barriers of linguistic hierarchy. Decayed barriers are the language in the 

original text, and the language is – it must be stressed again here – a regressive and 

imperfect one as Benjamin points out in ―On Language as Such and on the Language 

of Men.‖ However, as the tangent touches the circle and continues its path 

straightforward, the original text undergoes a transformation in translation and steps 

into its afterlife. By the touching of the circle, a transformation of continua takes place 

and the linguistic flux is rearranged. After the touching of the infinitely small point, 

the tangent goes on straightforward according to the law of fidelity. Examined in the 

idea of origin, pure language is thus something that needs to be restore and redeemed. 

Pure language belongs to the realm of transcendental idea. Only by translation can the 

idea be fleetingly revealed or restored in the realm of reality. Translations as tangents 

touching the circle with diverse trajectories are thus the manifestations of the 

illumination. They are the manifestation in a lower realm (the empirical reality) 

compared to the higher realm of idea. Translations are repeated recalls to the idea of 

origin, which does not belong to the empirical reality, and can only be revealed 

through repetitive translation that its presence may be manifested. Therefore, every 

translation is just a modification to the idea of the origin as pure language because it 

never exits in the mankind empirical reality. God‘s words as pure language, as stated 

above, are untranslatable. Translations are recalls that manifest the presence of it but 

pure language can never be completely fulfilled through them. Viewing the metaphor 

of the tangent touching the circle with the idea of reflection introduced previously, we 

can regard the ephemeral moment of the touching as the moment of stop among the 

flow. The stop is the moment of the coincidence of subject and object, of intuition and 
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thinking. This is the fleeting moment when reflection as form immediately arises. 

Translation is thus a fleetingly intuitive – not with logic abstraction belonging to the 

content of material thinking – form and a recall to the pure language as the Absolute 

as the origin, but soon disintegrates into the flow as the tangent runs onto its trajectory 

according to the principle of fidelity. The whole process of translation goes on 

digressively and tirelessly makes new beginnings to pursue diverse levels of meanings 

in every possible trajectory on which the tangent might run. It is significant to 

summarize here, with the concepts elaborated above, that Benjamin contends only the 

original can be translated and translation cannot be translated again. Pure language as 

demands the necessity that translation has to recall to it as the origin repetitively 

because neither language could intend the whole meaning with its regressive nature, 

and because the task of translation is to seek for the immanent and inexpressible 

which can only be found with the illumination of tracing back to the origin of the pure 

language with multi-faceted meanings manifested at each time. On the contrary, to 

translate the translation is only replacement of semantic chain of different languages. 

Therefore, the translation Benjamin contends is a one-way ticket that recalls to the 

origin belonging to the transcendental compared to the replacement of semantic chain 

taking place in the same level. 

Rushdie attempts to retrieve an irretrievable loss in the novel too. What he looks 

to reconstruct in The Moor’s Last Sigh through Moraes the narrator is a past implied 

by the title that is no longer approachable. The title of the novel refers to the famous 

sigh of Boabdil, the last sultan of Andalusia during the Arab period, who surrendered 

his Alhambra to the conquering Ferdinand V the Catholic in 1492. The last sultan 

sighed when he looked back at his Alhambra palace on the Hill of Tears for the last 

time. The surrender means the substitution of the hybrid Mooristan Spain by the 
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absolutist Catholic Ferdinand regime. However, the loss, Rushdie emphasizes, does 

not solely mean the past but also now. The loss, generally speaking, is not something 

concrete, but a value of cultural eclecticism:  

Well, what happened in the Arab period in southern Spain, in Andalusia, 

was that a kind of composite culture grew up. Although the Muslim sultans 

were the rulers, there were Christians and Jews and Muslims living side by 

side for hundreds of years, and their cultures affected each other. So the 

Muslims were no longer completely Muslim and likewise the others.  And 

this composite culture of Andalusia is something which certainly in Spain 

and people who know about it found very attractive . . . . . . And then this 

was destroyed by what you might call Christian fundamentalism, by the 

re-conquering Catholic kings. Now, it seemed to me that the world I come 

from, India, the world this book comes out of, is also a composite culture. 

It‘s also a place where there‘s a Hindu majority, but there are many different 

cultures – Hindu, Christian, Muslim, Jewish, et cetera – forming this kind of 

mélange, this kind of composite entity, which is the world I grew up in and 

which I find very rich and pleasurable, and which I enjoy. There is a kind of 

threat to that composite culture now coming from a new kind of 

fundamentalism which is basically Hindu fundamentalism, the 

fundamentalism of the majority. (Conversations with Salman Rushdie 

202-03) 

The classic moment of the Sultan – and in the novel Moor‘s – is a metaphor of the 

loss of the many to the one. Moraes in his depiction of the story founds himself like 

the last sultan who is forced to leave his beloved homeland. Therefore, ―the Moor‘s 

last sigh‖ initially intimates the sorrow and melancholy that pines for an irretrievable 
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loss of the cultural eclecticism. The last sigh of Boabdil consequently comes to 

symbolize not only an end of a country of hybrid vision but also the start of a regime 

of absolutist ideology. Mooristan Spain therefore becomes an illusory ideal that is 

aimed to be represented through the character of Moraes and the other tropes of 

translation in the novel. In the pursuit of the once glorified Mooristan Spain, 

translation thus becomes necessary to transform and raise the content to a higher level 

in order to recall to the origin. Nonetheless, the origin is not to be understood as a 

concept of fixated point that needs to be restored and uncovered, because in origin 

―[t]here takes place in every original phenomenon a determination of the form in 

which an idea will constantly confront the historical world, until it is revealed fulfilled, 

in the totality of its history‖ (OGTD 45-6). The origin is a historical one, not a logical 

one. ―The moor‘s last sigh‖ as an origin is not, therefore, determined by any single 

attempt (the most significant example is Aurora‘s series of paintings that aim at 

re-imagining the Mooristan Spain), because the origin must ―constantly confront the 

historical world.‖ Two factors are remarkable here and need to be further elucidated: 

the first is that the pursuit of origin should be a concept of repetition. Secondly, the 

origin is a concept of a range, not a fixated point. We can approach this concept of 

origin with Jena-Romantics‘ idea of infinitude in their exposition of reflection.  

 

1.5 Repetition with difference 

 One of the significant features in Benjamin‘s philosophical framework is 

―repetition,‖ and translation is not an exception to exclude this feature. In explaining 

that the pure language as an origin has to be approached again, the question of its 

reason of repetitive approaching thus rises. The answer to this question correlates to 

the reason of Rushdie‘s commitment to cross the border again and again for that we 
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shall ―not be contained or defined by anybody else‘s idea of where a line should be 

drawn‖ (Step across this Line 373), because the definitive is the arch enemy of 

newness. A possible answer to the question will be expounded with the idea of 

infinitude of reflection. The structure of infinitude proposed by Schlegel and Novalis 

is a quasi-Leibnizian concept, which will lead us to the discussion of Leibniz‘s idea of 

monad and then we will be able to use the concept of ―repetition with difference‖ to 

apprehend Rushdie‘s incentive of crossing the border incessantly. 

 As introduced in the previous section, there are two parts in reflection: 

immediacy and infinity. Immediacy claims for thinking the intellectual intuition and 

the status as the source of highest knowledge opposite to the privilege Kant bestows 

on the realm of experience. Infinity diminishes the immediacy and thus makes the 

continuous reflection to approach but attempt in vain the complete immediacy once 

and for all. Nonetheless, the structure of this infinity matches with that of pure 

language in Benjamin‘s translation theory for it is not a one-to-one concept aiming to 

fixate the concept of correctness, but a concept that expanding the concept of 

correctness into a range. Thus Schlegel and Novalis describe this infinity as ―an 

infinity of connectedness,‖ and specifically this interconnectedness ―can be grasped in 

a mediated way from the infinitely many stages of reflection, as by degrees all the 

remaining reflections are run through in all directions. In this mediation by way of 

reflections, however, there is in principle no antithesis to the immediacy of thinking 

comprehension, because every reflection is immediate in itself. It is thus a matter of 

mediation through immediacies (―The Concept of Criticism in German Romanticism‖ 

126). In this quasi-Leibnizian structure, all reflections are mediated with all other 

reflections and contain the infinity of the reflection, which is also reflected in every 

other reflection including their own. Therefore, they are described as 
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―interconnected.‖ Schlegel further goes on to illustrate the structure of infinity with 

the idea of color: ―The idea of the ‗I‘ (infinity; the Absolute) . . . is to be regarded . . . 

as the inner light of all ideas. All ideas (reflections) are only the refracted color 

images of this inner light. In every idea the ‗I‘ is the hidden light; in each thought, one 

finds oneself‖ (133 my emphasis). In other words, the idea of the infinity and the 

Absolute is thus a range of colors originating from an inner light from behind. The 

reflection is not destined to be fixated on a certain point but a range of color-like 

concept in which the Absolute is hidden behind. Reading this idea with the metaphor 

of tangent touching the circle proposed in ―The Task of the Translator,‖ the tangent 

thus touches the circle continuously, each time with different angle and with various 

configurations of symbols and illumination. The moment the tangent is illuminated by 

pure language is thus a concept of limited randomness that demands endless 

translations. Therefore, in explaining the Romantics‘ idea of relationship between the 

work of art and the unity of art, Benjamin contends that the work of art cannot 

manifest the unity of art in any single one ―since every reflection (as work of art) . . . 

can be only an isolated and fortuitous one, the unity of the work vis-à-vis the unity of 

art can be only a relative unity; the work remains burdened with a moment of 

contingency‖ (156 my emphasis) and thus ―the Romantic idea of unity of art lies in 

the idea of a continuum of forms (which are the works of art)‖ (165 my emphasis). 

―Continuum of forms‖ is thus reflections as translation that touches the circle 

continuously, and ―the moment of contingency‖ is thus the moment of the recall to the 

origin that manifests diverse color with limited randomness each time. The process of 

the recall is best explained by Benjamin by the following:  

Tirelessly the process of thinking makes new beginnings, returning in a 

roundabout way to its original object. This continual pausing for breath is 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

37 
 

the mode most proper to the process of contemplation. For by pursuing 

different levels of meaning in its examination of one single object it 

receives both the incentive to begin again and the justification for its 

irregular rhythm. (OGTD 28) 

The process of the incessant recall to the origin is to pursue different levels of an 

object, which is the origin. The object is not a fixated concept, but should be 

approached in a digressive way to manifest its concept of multiplicity in the unity. 

 Rushdie represents the Moor‘s last sigh in different contexts, especially through 

Aurora‘s series of paintings, the ―Moor sequence‖. The delineation of the Moor in 

different paintings is a series of repetition in different contexts that aim to present 

translations of the classic ―Moor‘s last sigh.‖ In other words, ―the Moor‘s last sigh,‖ 

viewed in the light of Benjamin‘s translation theory, is the original language that is 

supposed to go through the various contexts, and Aurora‘s ―Moor sequence‖ paintings 

are the target language into which ―the Moor‘s last sigh‖ rises into a higher realm. 

Both Aurora‘s painting and Benjamin focuses on the significance of essence. In the 

paintings Aurora endeavors to convey the essence. Her paintings are series of attempts 

to fuse alternative points of interpretation with her son and the nation. In the whole 

novel Moraes tries to embrace and fight the abnormality through his life, and Aurora‘s 

paintings depict this process. Her repetitive use of the figure of Boabdil the Moorish 

emperor as her son attempts to manifest some essential elements through the paintings. 

She tries to convey the essence in order to transcend the level of phenomenon of 

―misfortune‖ that is labeled on Moraes. Through her paintings Rushdie invites the 

reader to think over the meaning of essence because it is in the paintings which 

depicts and miniaturize the cultural and conceptual conflicts of the whole novel. 

In the early ―Moor‖ pictures, Moraes‘ mother Aurora the painter turns Moraes‘ 
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ruined hand and abnormality into light, peacock, and various figures. By doing so, 

Aurora not only aims at transcend the label of ―misfortune‖ but also gives new 

possibility to the once fixated definition attributed to her son. What she pursues 

through the paintings is the essence under the phenomenon. The paintings show ―her 

falling-out with the world, and her determination to transcend and redeem its 

imperfections through art.‖ She told Moraes: ―[N]ot think of myself as the victim of  

an incurable disorder, but a magic child, a time traveler . . . ‗Maybe you‘ll just take off, 

and zoom-o right out of this life into another space and time. Maybe – who knows? – 

a better.‘‖ (MLS 220). Aurora‘s belief in art is realized in the ―Moor‖ pictures where 

―[t]ragedy [is] disguised as fantasy and rendered in the most beautiful, most 

heightened color and light she could create‖ (220). To sum up, the figure of Moraes is 

set to blur the demarcated borderline of normality and abnormality and to seek the 

essence under the superficial reality. In the first picture of the ―Moor sequence‖ 

Moraes‘ crooked fist is transformed into a ―glowing light, the only light-source in the 

picture‖ (220). In its essential meaning too, the crooked fist does lead Moraes punch 

through his way to find his true self overturn the sense of ―abnormality.‖ For Moraes, 

the fist is light lightening the darkness of the underworld in which Moraes feels the 

conventional frontier of normality and abnormality becomes loosened. The borderline 

he (and the general public) once thinks named ―abnormal‖ gradually fades way 

between him and Raman Fielding the religious radical because he finds humanity in 

Fielding and his minions too: 

But the point is they are not inhuman, these Mainduck-style little Hitlers, 

and it is in their humanity that we must locate our collective guilt, 

humanity‘s guilt for human beings‘ misdeeds; for if they are just monsters – 

if it is just a question of King Kong and Godzilla wreaking havoc until the 
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aeroplanes bring them down – then the rest of us are excused. (297) 

The borderline becomes a concept of fluid when Aurora further limns Moraes as the 

sultan of the Mooristan, where Aurora re-imagines the golden age of the Mooristan 

Spain when ―Jews, Christians, Muslims, Parsis, Sikhs, Buddhists, Jains crowded into 

her paint-Boabdil‘s fancy dress balls,‖ and Moraes as ―the Sultan himself [was] 

represented less and less naturalistically, appearing more and more often as a masked, 

particoloured harlequin, a patchwork quilt of a man; or, as his old skin dropped from 

him chrysalis-fashion, standing revealed as a glorious butterfly, whose wings were a 

miraculous composite of all the colours in the world‖ (227). In the picture Moraes 

simply symbolizes the dominator of a golden age when the frontier is permeable and 

when all possibility co-exists. Crooked fist becomes the light in the underworld; a 

―jewholic-anonymous, a cathjew nut, a stewpot, a mongrel cur‖ (104) is transformed 

into a figure dominating the possibility of all. The essence is to be sought under the 

superficial phenomena and to be placed into various contexts. Then, as fragments of a 

vessel, the multi-faceted originals undergoing transformation in different contexts are 

to be attached together to form a larger fragment and a never-ending process of 

attaching the fragments. 

Both Aurora‘s paintings and Benjamin‘s translation theory aim at stripping things 

to their essence. Aurora‘s insistence of art‘s capacity for manifesting the essence of 

things is thus vital because things must be ―burn[ed] up of the husk‖ (OGTD 31) to 

enter the timeless realm of ideas. By translation the original does ephemerally rise to a 

higher realm, and because translation is a one-way ticket, the original has to be placed 

under various contexts in order to escape the restrictive condition as ―a tiger‘s leap 

into the past‖ (―These on the Philosophy of History‖ 261) in the attempt to escape 

from the ruling, definitive conditions and form a dialectic with the origin. Speaking in 
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the sense of translation to remove the superficial meaning before entering into diverse 

contexts is to ―break[s] through decayed barrier‖ (TOT 80) of the translator‘s own 

language and reach the immanent behind the superficial information, which is 

untranslatable.  

Thus the incessant crossing of the border is significant not only in its action but 

also in what it seeks each time when the border is crossed, which is the incentive for 

the ceaseless action. The truth has to be told in manifold ways. 
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Chapter Ⅱ  

Beyond Binary Oppositions and Towards the Realm of the Immanent 

 

The first chapter deals with the configuration of Benjamin‘s translation theory 

and its contextual theoretical framework. In this chapter it is thus necessary to 

delineate a closer correlation between the theory and the text. Familiar with Rushdie‘s 

cultural eclecticism and the hybridity, the reader will not be surprised to find the hero 

Moraes ―Moor‖ Zogoiby, the eponymous narrator of the novel, claims a Jewish father 

bearing a covert relation with the legendary last sultan Boabdil expulsed from Spain 

in 1492, and a Christian maternal side who ―claimed the wrong-side-of-the-blanket 

descent from great Vasco da Gama himself‖ (MLS 6). Rushdie employs Moor‘s 

personal historical backdrop to exemplify the co-existent and yet irreconcilable 

ethnicities in India and through Moor‘s narrative Rushdie interrogates his permanent 

theme of racial conflicts. Rushdie covertly weaves a narrative of binary oppositions, 

like visible VS invisible, façade VS reality, normal VS abnormal, righteous VS 

lefteous or One VS Many while overtly interrogating the problematic of ideology of 

these binary oppositions. To investigate how Rushdie envisions a cultural eclecticist 

India and teases the knot of the imbrications of different cultural and religious 

legacies, I should first discuss the conception of history, which is Rushdie‘s general 

critique target in his various novels. By illustrating history as a conception 

manipulated to achieve specific political purpose, I aim to point out its illusory aspect 

and proceed to discuss the problematic of binary oppositions revealed in such 

manipulation. I argue that through the reconceptualization of history Rushdie probes 

into the abuse of antithetical thinking mode and interrogates the problematic of such 

epistemology, the very act of knowing itself. Aamir Mufti contends that to read 
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Rushdie it is crucial not to only practice pure textual analysis but also have to account 

for ―forms of mass consumption other than reading in the narrower sense of that 

word‖ (Mufti 52). He regards the form of the novel and the reception of the audience 

as inseparable in order to comprehend Rushdie‘s novel as a correlative process. As 

Mufti points out, in The Satanic Verses Rushdie‘s use of pastiche and parody is the 

method that enables the text ―to enter the public sphere as political act‖ (53). I argue 

that the effect brought about by the relation between form and text in The Satanic 

Verses (1988) is also at work in The Moor’s Last Sigh though for a different purpose. 

By weaving a digressive and nonlinear narrative that seems to defer an authentic 

answer throughout the novel, Rushdie‘s narrative resists the interpretation by any 

reductivist reading so as to avoid creating a series of binary oppositions that he 

repudiates. This resistance then intimates Rushdie‘s idea that the solution to the 

conflicts lies not in choosing either side but taking the whole elements of India into 

account to regard India and her history as a multiplicity itself. In other words, by 

rejecting the meaning of the text as settled in a certain position, Rushdie urges the 

reader to break free the habitual pattern of binary oppositions to gain an alternative 

point of view. As Walter Benjamin suggests, similar to the release of the forgotten 

voice repressed under the universalizing linear notion of historicism, friars in a 

monastery follow the disciplines which ―turn them away from the world and its 

affairs‖ (―Theses on the Philosophy of History‖ 258). To escape from the habitual 

pattern of thinking is similar to the rearrangement of the linguistic flux in translation 

and, furthermore, to release the unbound dynamics to cross the borderline in search of 

the newness. Translation, which belongs neither to the original language nor to the 

target language, is installed in a liminal position where affluent newness emanates 

from. Conflicts among different races as reflected in the personal history of Moor 
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should also be resolved as different fragments of vessels lovely attached together to 

reconcile in harmony. Aurora‘s paintings are significant examples for the 

harmonization. I read the narrative of The Moor’s Last Sigh and Aurora‘s paintings as 

Rushdie‘s own artistic assertions. The following sections will focus on the analysis of 

the two factors in the light of Benjamin‘s translation theory to elaborate how the 

conflicts can be reconciled and how Rushdie‘s artistic assertions could manifest 

through the narrative and Aurora‘s paintings through the storytelling. The first section 

centers on the conceptions of the ―line‖ that is viewed as problematic. The second 

section correlates liminality of the characters in the novel and that of the translation 

theory to elucidate the characters as tropes of translation. The third section uses 

Leibniz‘s idea of windowless monad, which Benjamin imbues in his various 

theoretical essays, to read the translation theory, applying it to the analysis of the 

tropes of translation. The last section discusses the differing narrative of Rushdie‘s 

novel that resists reductivist reading or interpretation to intimate an anti-utilitarianist 

aspect of the narrative. Furthermore, by implying the absence of any answer between 

the various binary oppositions I argue that Rushdie actually suggests a transcendental 

presence that is elusive in the matrix of human experience or knowledge. I will probe 

into the problematic of binary oppositions that both Rushdie and Benjamin criticize 

by introducing Benjamin‘s critique of Immanuel Kant. 

 

2.1 The Illusory borderline 

―If history creates complexities, let us not try to simplify them.‖  

-- Salman Rushdie, Imaginary Homelands 

Stepping across the line, as I contend in the introduction, is the eternal aim of 

Rushdie. Thus it is significant to analyze the conception of the ―line‖ that he‘s been 
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attempting to cross. Actually it would be more appropriate to say that the lines are the 

invention manipulated for political purposes in order to produce a false sense of 

self-other. I argue that the conception of line, which Rushdie keeps challenging all the 

time, is, in the vein of Benjamin‘s translation theory, the habitual thinking pattern that 

limits the capacity of a language. In this section I will try to delineate the borderline 

by the example of ―history‖ with the introduction of some literary reviews in order to 

illustrate history as a prototype of falsehood lurking in various forms of ―line,‖ which 

subsequently points to a deeper nature of the binary oppositions, its problematic of 

antithetical thinking mode which will be further discussed in the next section.   

 When reading Rushdie‘s novel, it is always difficult to separate the form he 

employs from the meaning of the text. As Aamir Mufti points out, in The Satanic 

Verses, Rushdie manipulates the technique of pastiche and parody to destabilize the 

discursive base of the idea ―Islam‖ in the contemporary world. Rushdie attempts to 

insert new voices into the already established discourse of Islam, which is hijacked by 

the Islam fundamentalists, in order to challenge and expand it. Mufti calls Rushdie‘s 

device ―the politics of displacement and offense‖ (Mufti 65) because the techniques of 

pastiche and parody enable Rushdie not only to avoid a confrontational course with 

the Islam discourse but also to change its discursive structure and expand it from 

within. Combining the form and text of a Rushdie novel will help to make clear what 

he tries to convey. Otherwise, it would make infinite loop of creating the binary 

oppositions and thus triggering conflicts.  

 On the other hand, history is Rushdie‘s eternal critique in his novels too because 

the undefined conception of history often falls in the hand of certain groups, racial or 

religious, for their specific political purposes. History, considered generally as 

evidence to prove something to be original or authentic, paradoxically becomes a tool 
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in such politically-oriented atmosphere. To speak more accurately, history as evidence 

becomes history as political fiction through such appropriation. As Mona Narain 

points out in ―the fictive quality of historiography,‖ what Rushdie tries to elucidate is 

that, when many proffer history as an evidence to illustrate the origin or authenticity 

of some orthodoxy, race, or religion, ―history‖ as a conception is often manipulated in 

favor of certain groups‘ own political benefit (Narain 56). As in the novel, many who 

insist on the purity of their race or religion share a feature of despising and 

contemptuously calling others as ―Johnny Come Latelys‖ (MLS 71), but we can see, 

as the story develops, the problem is apparently not to find out who comes early. The 

concept of origin, as the story implies, is only being idealized. Narain illustrates that 

Rushdie, for the purpose of destabilizing the binary oppositions of Hindu and Muslim 

and challenging their political discourse, uses Babri mosque as a synecdoche for the 

conflicts of the contested history between the past and the present.  

Believed to be built by the Mughal Muslim emperor Babur in 1528 in the city of 

Ayodhya, Babri mosque is claimed by Hindu organizations as the birthplace of Lord 

Ram. Nonetheless, despite disputes over whether Babur built the mosque or just 

refurbished it, the organizations demand the handover of the site for the rebuilding of 

a Hindu temple. However, because of the historical unverifiability of the claim, it is a 

controversy not only about history but also about legend, about myth that has 

co-existed and sustained in the palimpsest of Indian history. Babri mosque built in the 

early modern period becomes a historically specific location and simultaneously a 

mythic past. However, it is used by the present for the Hindu‘s political purpose. 

Narain thus contends that by recuperating a specific and mythic early modern past, 

Rushdie presents the example like Babri mosque ―that modulates between history and 

myth‖ in order to emphasize the mythic past of what has been believed as history, and 
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by the juxtaposition of the mythic past with the comparably verifiable present 

paradoxically based on the belief of the mythic quality of the past, Rushdie aims to 

―call for a reconceptualization of the present moment through the lived histories of 

[the novel‘s] protagonists‖ (Narain 59). Narain thus quotes Hayden White‘s argument 

to state that ―because history has no stipulatable subject matter uniquely its own [,] it 

is always written as part of a contest between contending poetic figurations of what 

the past might consist of‖ (qtd. in Narain 63 her emphasis). In other words, in doing 

so, Rushdie not only anticipates the clarification of the fictitious myth manipulated by 

groups as history but also the renewing of the understanding by an open-ended 

thinking. 

 To sum up in another way, what Narain wants to convey through her discussion 

of Rushdie‘s use of history is to imply ―no group can claim a purely victimized status‖ 

(Narain 60). Much of the appropriation of history for certain political purpose has 

been manipulated through stirring up the fear and forming the victim mentality of the 

target groups in order to solidify their relative position in the antithesis to the other 

pole of a supposed hostile group. The formation of the antithesis, which Rushdie 

seriously criticizes in the novel, is often the product of rendering others as ―the other,‖ 

or ―Johnny Come Latelys,‖ because marginalizing others gives a false sense of 

confirming the centrality of the self.  

However, as Paul Cantor argues, Rushdie‘s reconceptualization of the familiar 

history is a kind of ―postcolonial rewriting‖ (Cantor 325) that suggests the variety of 

the roles that a same person/religion/nation/race can play in the flow of history. Indian 

history, in Rushdie‘s view, is a process of always being invaded, a concept of 

multiplicity, and a metaphor of palimpsest. No single point of view could claim to 

present its panorama. Cantor reminds us not to forget that both Mughal India and 
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Mooristan Spain, parallel golden ages that Aurora seeks to paint, are also the product 

of imperialism. Any naïve equation made between ―imperialism and monoculturalism 

on the one hand or between anti-imperialism and multiculturalism on the other‖ (326) 

is dangerous in that such equation is as fallacious as the manipulation of history as 

previously discussed. Therefore, there are no eternal heroes and victims. The Mughal 

that once invaded India has merged with the invaded local and become part of the 

nation‘s culture; the Jew, who arrived as early as 72 CE and are definitely not ―Johnny 

Come Latelys‖ in the racist‘s sense, have become a minority on the edge of extinction. 

The notion of historical roles played by different groups is itself a fluid one, as the 

palimpsest nature of Indian history. What keeps causing problems is the habit to draw 

a line between Self and the Other.  

The problem causing the increase of fixating borderline originates from the 

habitual thinking pattern of idealization. Such idealization helps the formation of 

various fundamentalisms. The reader of Rushdie is most familiar with his theme of 

the struggle between cultural hybridity and its enemy fundamentalism. His most 

distinguished critique of fundamentalism is towards the Islam in The Satanic Verses. 

However, according to Aamir Mufti‘s renowned article ―Reading the Rushdie affair,‖ 

the term ―fundamentalism‖ has been a manufactured notion that is ―notoriously 

slippery‖ because of its history of being abused by the media and area studies 

establishment (Mufti 52). Consequently the term has become a synonym of ―the 

pernicious‖ referring to any notion relating to ―Islam.‖ Delineating the writing of The 

Satanic Verses and its fallout, Mufti has to situate the historicity and contextuality of 

the situation and thus has to use the term fundamentalism in a very specific sense. In 

other words, fundamentalism as a modern invention for the political purpose is a 

notion not limited to the radical Islam but any totalitarian ideology. He also expounds 
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that for a newly decolonized nation, which does not gain complete economic and 

political independence from the colonizer and ―acquire hegemonic force within civil 

society,‖ the atmosphere ―proven favorable to the rise of fundamentalist, 

neototalitarian movements‖ is quick to develop and pervade (60). The newly 

independent India in The Moor’s Last Sigh on the cusp of two eras is precisely such 

an example. In the novel Rushdie broadens the concept of fundamentalism into 

diverse forms from Anglophiles, Jewish, Christianity to Hindu nationalists, and how 

the fundamentalist ideas work actually resembles Mufti‘s analysis of the public 

discourse of Islamic fundamentalism. The first type of the discourse is an ―essentially 

cultural critique, directed at cultural forms and practices which come to be marked 

within the discourse as ‗modern‘, ‗western‘, ‗foreign‘‖ (60 his emphasis). Such 

discourse utilizes an ―over-coded form‖ of culture, like gender or sexuality, to provide 

a sanctuary-like authenticity myth for the people disoriented by national or cultural 

identities. In other words, it is like providing a sanguine and flawless fantasy for a 

refugee in a disorienting modernity. An example in the novel is the Jewish woman 

Sara, on learning Abraham Zogoiby‘s intermarriage with Aurora da Gama the 

Christian, insisting ―the great country of her love must remain virgin soil‖ (MLS 82 

my emphasis). The second type of the discourse is swayed towards the ―neocolonial 

structures of domination and exploitation, and the (‗secular‘) national elites that 

function as comprador classes within those structures‖ (Mufti 60). Such discourse 

manipulates and stirs the collective victimized memories and urges the masses to 

stand against what is non-traditional in the society. There are numerous examples in 

the novel, and one of the most typical is Raman Fielding‘s soliloquy: ―He spoke of a 

golden age ‗before the invasions‘ when good Hindu men and women could roam free. 

‗Now our freedom, our beloved nation, is buried beneath the things the invaders have 
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built. This true nation is what we must reclaim from beneath the layers of alien 

empires.‘ . . . The invaders would have to be repulsed (MLS 299 my emphasis).‖ 

Therefore, what Rushdie criticizes most is the idealization forming fundamentalist 

ideas because total idealization of any idea tends to neglect its materiality. Idealization 

of ideas deprived of any materiality is easy to wield as a weapon to stand against any 

other group. For him idealization symbolizes a static myth manipulable to political 

leaders: ―Stasis, the dream of eternity, of a fixed order in human affairs, is the 

favoured myth of tyrants‖ (IH 291).  

Authenticity and purity myth thus become the permanent critique for Rushdie. 

Moor‘s paternal grandmother, Flory Zogoiby, who curses the Moor for they 

―destroyed the Cranganore synagogue‖ and steal their prosperous business of 

cardamoms, insists in performing a ―positively Moorish practice,‖ though there are 

objections from ―the faithful‖ that came to worship (MLS 72, 75). Similarly, when 

learning that she cannot receive any of her dead husband‘s inheritance according to 

the laws of Christian communities, Epifania the self-claimed pious Christian says: 

―Then bring me a Shiva lingam and a watering-can . . . . . . Bring me to River Ganges 

and I will jump in double-quick. Hai Ram!‖ (27 emphasis original) When the English 

priest Oliver D‘Aeth states to Aurora: ―We‘re Church of England here,‖ Aurora 

replies sarcastically: ―[T]his Church . . . only startofied because some Piss-in-Boots 

old king wanted a sexy younger wife‖ (94). Presenting the critiques in a sarcastic 

fashion, Rushdie attempts to point out that the conception of pure static myth is as 

delusive as a chimera. To admit that the borderlines are actually changeable and 

permeable is a way to resist the totalitarian static myth. Just as Oliver D‘Aeth realizes 

when he finds that ―India was uncertainty. It was deception and illusion. Here at Fort 

Cochin the English had striven mightily to construct a mirage of Englishness,‖ and 
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D‘Aeth cannot help feeling that the artificiality of Englishness is crystal clear because, 

after all, it is always imbricated with the local Indianness:  

And when he [D‘Aeth] looked out to sea the illusion of England vanished 

entirely; for the harbor could not be disguised, and no matter how 

Anglicised the land might be, it was contradicted by the water; as if England 

were being washed by an alien sea . . . the frontier between the English 

enclaves and the surrounding foreignness had become permeable, was 

beginning to dissolve. (95 my emphasis) 

The dynamics that makes possible the permeability of the borderline is Rushdie‘s 

eternal artistic assertion that drives his art into new realms: ―metamorphosis, the 

knowledge that nothing holds its form, is the driving force of art‖ (IH 291 emphasis 

original). Such metamorphosis is the nightmare of the tyrant‘s fantasy because it is 

capable of reversing and breaking that totalitarian static façade that the tyrant strives 

to construct. Just as Flores Zogoiby the line-drawer cracks beneath the weight on her 

son‘s uncovering the possibility that the name of the family originates from Boabdil, 

the last Mooristan Sultan of Granada, the people that she detests for life. What 

Rushdie seeks to present, in addition to the pitfall of binary oppositions, is the fact of 

imbricated cultures which further transform into new possibilities. The problem thus 

lies not in choosing from the opposite poles of things, as the antithetical thinking of 

the fundamentalist. Rushdie, who is the most adroit at exposing the extreme 

antithetical thinking of the monolithic ideas, emphasizes the dynamics that liminality 

produces for the solution of the problem. 

 

2.2 Liminality as the key to the immanent  

The concept of not choosing is a key element in Benjamin‘s theoretical 
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framework because choosing, as discussed in the first chapter, is the judgment 

involved with logic that corresponds to the way of free translation aiming at creating 

an illusion of transparency of make-believe. Benjamin emphasizes translation does 

not belong to either the original language or the target language, and to break free the 

habitual pattern of thinking is, in the vein of translation, to ―break through decayed 

barriers of his own language‖ and ―allow[ing] his language to be powerfully affected 

by the foreign tongue‖ (TOT 80-81). Unlike traditional bourgeois concept of 

translation, which regards the conveying of content as the only function of translation 

and thus regards target language as the dominant one over the original language, 

Benjaminian translation clings to neither side. Applying this notion to the postcolonial 

situation, a new vision arises in which the culture of the colonized, instead of being 

predominated by the colonialist, could attach itself to the culture of the colonialist as 

fragments of a vessel are glued together. Consequently, in the process of 

transformation where the culture of the colonized and the colonialist are mixed, a 

liminality emerges which makes possible a variety of new possibilities. The task of 

the translator lies in this feature of liminality to ―find[ing] that intended effect 

[Intention] upon the language into which he is translating which produces in it the 

echo of the original‖ in order to ―intergrat[e] many tongues into one true language‖ 

(76-77 his emphasis). Viewed in this vein, the aim of translation is obviously to 

harmonize various tongues of language, as the antithetical races and religions, so as to 

reconcile in one true language. This process of translation is thus an elevation which 

demands escape from worldly matters (the binary oppositions) and aims at a higher 

level which is the ―predestined, hitherto inaccessible realm of reconciliation and 

fulfillment of languages‖ (75).  

 Liminality is manifested in Rushdie‘s novel as cultural eclecticism, a strategy of 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

52 
 

taking a mixed position of insider/outsider as Rushdie himself is. Idea of liminality 

intermittently appears in his novels as the strategy resisting the hijacking of the 

totalitarian ideology. In The Satanic Verses doubt becomes ―a sign of resistance to the 

fundamentalist hijacking of Islam‖ (Mufti 66). Doubt as a liminal strategy manifests 

Rushdie‘s permanent eclecticist attitude and proffers a choice between the two dead 

ends of submission or disbelief. Liminality, viewed in this vein, offers the dynamics 

that enables the rearrangement of the already shaped order of things. Language, for 

example, is always a factor that produces conflicts and has always been a main 

concern in Rushdie‘s novels. In Midnight’s Children, he delineates the impact that the 

problem of languages has caused for India:  

India had been divided anew, into fourteen states and six 

centrally-administered ―territories.‖ But the boundaries of these states were 

not formed by rivers, or mountains, or any natural features of the terrain; 

they were, instead, walls of words. Language divided us: Kerala was for 

speakers of Malayalam, the only palindromically-named tongue on earth; in 

Karantaka you were supposed to speak Kanarese. . . . Owing to some 

oversight, however, nothing was done with the state of Bombay; and in the 

city of Mumbadevi, the language marches grew longer and noisier and 

finally metamorphosed into political parties. (Midnight’s Children 225 my 

emphasis) 

It is English that he anticipates being the lingua franca healing the wounds caused by 

the riot of languages. Nevertheless, English in Rushdie‘s writing career plays a liminal 

role of outsider and insider at the same time. On one hand, English is always 

controversial in that it is hard not to be deemed as a Western tool that threatens to 

absorb the differences of other cultures in the name of globalizing. On the other hand, 
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English, Rushdie insists, is able to merge with the particular experience of the local to 

form a lingua franca that imbeds with it the unique experience of the local. English‘s 

liminal role, Rushdie envisions, can solve the confrontational views between the 

exclusive parochialism and totalizing globalism. Aurora embodies Rushdie‘s voice in 

The Moor’s Last Sigh:  

It was at this time, when language riots prefigured the division of the state, 

that she announced that neither Marathi nor Gujarati would be spoken 

within her walls; the language of her kingdom was English and nothing but. 

‗All these different lingos cuttofy us off from one another,‘ she explained. 

‗Only English brings us together.‘ (MLS 179) 

―Cuttofy,‖ Bishnupriya Ghosh points out, is a morphologic amalgamation of English 

and Goan and Anglo-Indian accents, which means ―will cut.‖ Such usage of English is 

made possible by Indian ―peoples who were once colonized by the language‖ and 

who are now ―rapidly remaking it, domesticating it, becoming more and more relaxed 

about the way they use it – assisted by the English language‘s enormous flexibility 

and size, they are carving out large territories for themselves within its frontiers‖ (IH 

64). Rushdie further gives his mother tongue, Urdu, as an example born in a similar 

milieu to English as ―an immigrant language [,] forged out of a blend between the 

conqueror‘s imported tongue and the local languages they encountered‖ (Step across 

this Line 149) to repudiate the parochialist views that regard languages as born from 

an untainted origin. In Rushdie‘s view, ―Indian English is not ‗English‘ English,‖ and 

the growth of it witnesses the history of Indian culture, which ―possess[es] a mixed 

tradition, a mélange of elements as disparate as ancient Mughal and contemporary 

Coca-Cola American‖ (IH 67 emphasis original). His view towards English thus 

manifests his ―[e]clecticism, the ability to take from the world what seems fitting and 
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to leave the rest‖ (67). If viewed in the light of translation theory, English used in the 

novel is a translation where fragments of diverse tongues flow together and permits 

the communication of diverse tongues. They are thus able to reconcile because of 

―talk[ing] to each other in a tongue which neither party hates‖ (65). Inherited with 

multiple origins, English is therefore described by Rushdie as a ―twice-born‖ life to 

challenge the authenticity myth which insists purity of origin is determined as if 

fixated with its unchangeable nature (Step across this Line 149). Similar to this issue, 

when expounding his translation theory Benjamin reiterates that the concept of life is 

not based on the vague and prejudiced idea of ―nature,‖ ―the range of life must be 

determined by history rather than by nature,‖ and the life of translation ―come[s] into 

being when in the course of its survival a work has reached the age of its fame‖ (TOT 

71-72). This is the base of the well-known concept of ―afterlife‖ in his translation 

theory. Indian English, which includes diverse tongues and transforms from ―English‖ 

English, thus has cultural liminality to harmonize the divisions and makes possible the 

expansion of frontiers.  

 Liminality thus becomes a revolutionary feature of the characters in the novel, 

especially in Da Gama‘s household. Living in the pre-independent era of India, 

Francisco, an ardent patron of modernist art, is ―hero material from the day he was 

born, destined for questions and quests, as ill-at-ease with domesticity as Quixote‖ 

and insists ―there are new ways to be beautiful‖ (MLS 17). Nonetheless, his heroism is 

as illusory as that of Don Quixote because the western modernist value is not 

compatible with India traditions, and the impracticable progressivism derided as a 

pollutant ―Gama radiation‖ (21). The newness he seeks for life fails to merge with the 

idea of India. Her father Camoens, whom Moraes considers beautiful because of his 

―willingness to permit the coexistence within himself of conflicting impulses‖ and his 
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―fierce love of English literature,‖ possesses the ―historical generosity of spirit, which 

is one of the true wonders of India‖ (33). However, when he invests his passion to 

attempt to fuel the nationalist consciousness by following the step of Russian 

revolution and soliciting actors of Lenin to have India‘s own ―personal Lenins right 

here, properly accredited, speaking Malayalam or Tulu or Kannada or any damn thing 

we please,‖ his efforts to create ―counterfeit Lenins‖ do not pay off, because, to his 

regret, the ―card-carrying member of the Special Lenin Troupe‖ who has the sole 

power to represent an essential Lenin is not compatible with the hybrid tradition of 

India after all (29, 31). Camoens finally learns the painful lesson that ―it was not ‗the 

Indian style‘ (31). The fiasco of the father and son, however, does not mean the failure 

of the revolutionary possibility in India. Their eager quest for the move into the 

newness, and the plain but dramatic delineation of the slaughter scenes in a family 

epitomized as the condition of India have somehow provoked a reflection on the 

question which Moor has been asking from the start: ―What sort of family is this? Is 

this normal? Is this what we are all like‖ (40)? This question is for all the Indian 

people, especially for those who are apt to draw boundaries and use violence on 

account of their parochialism.  

Another significant and inter-textual character possessing such liminality as 

Rushdie‘s mouthpiece of cultural eclecticism is Zeenat Vakil. As we can see, from the 

beginning of the novel there is an obvious quest for change and newness. Francisco 

and Camoens incarnate such eager quest. However, what Rushdie pursues is not 

simply to dispel the magic the colonizer has enchanted with the colonized but to 

manifest India as a multi-faceted nation with a highly sedimented history composed 

and imbricated by diverse cultures. Any culture that has taken part in the formulation 

in Indian history is not to be ignored because, as previously discussed, any cultural or 
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racial group cannot claim to represent India as a whole. Zeenat Vakil first appears in 

The Satanic Verses as ―an art critic whose book on the confining myth of authenticity, 

that folkloristic straitjacket which she sought to replace by an ethic of historically 

validated eclecticism,‖ and in her view the nature of India is ―based on the principle 

of borrowing whatever clothes seemed to fit. Aryan, Mughal, British, 

take-the-best-and-leave-the-rest‖ (The Satanic Verses 52)? Like Aurora, Vakil is also a 

painter, who thinks the glory of India lies in its very own nature of multiplicity. The 

theme of her paintings focuses on how one of the invaders of Indian, the Mughal, has 

embellished Indian artistic traditions by taking part in its formation: 

The pictures also provided eloquent proof of Zeeny Vakil‘s thesis about the 

eclectic, hybridized nature of the Indian artistic tradition. The Mughals had 

brought artists from every part of India to work on the paintings; individual 

identity was submerged to create a many-headed, many-brushed Overartist 

who, literally, was Indian painting. . . . In the Hamza-nama you could see 

the Persian miniature fusing with Kannada and Keralan painting styles, you 

could see Hindu and Muslim philosophy forming their characteristically 

late-Mughal synthesis. (70) 

When she appears in The Moor’s Last Sigh, she becomes the curator of a retrospective 

of Aurora Zogoiby‘s paintings because of her ―influential study of the Mughal 

Hamza-nama
2
 cloths‖ (MLS 324). It is Zeenat who points out the artificiality of 

authentic myth manufactured by Raman Fielding and his Mumbai Axis; she illustrates 

that in the new Hinduist national culture, the polytheist Hinduism has been reduced to 

                                                       
2 ―The style of the Hamza Nama is broadly Iranian. . . . Yet the Indian architectural details . . . are 

immediately striking. Broad swathes of brilliant crimson sometimes cut across the composition, a 

feature of indigenous traditions translated into the new style. The vibrancy of the paintings . . . gives 

them a character all of their own. The liveliness of the scenes compensates for the sometimes crudely 

allied paint, which contrasts with the delicacy and precision of the arabesque and geometric decoration 

on walls and floors, textiles and armour‖ (Guy and Swallow, 67-9). 
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a monotheist one, where only Ram, its bible and its ceremony are significant. She 

argues that such human construction is a modern invention which claims itself as the 

authentic and aims at the stirring of the crowd: ―So suddenly there is this invention of 

mass puja, and that is declared the only way to show true, class-A devotion. A single, 

martial deity, a single book, and mob rule: that is what they have made of Hindu 

culture, its many-headed beauty, its peace‖ (338). Her explication of Hindu 

fundamentalist idea is Rushdie‘s most clear and direct observation in the novel 

because she points out the nature of the ultra-nationalists‘ idea consists in a 

historiography that attempts only to replace other historical elements in order to 

construct an illusory panorama which simplifies a complicated palimpsest Indian 

history.  

The best example of liminality, however, is no doubt Aurora. As the third 

generation of the Indian colonized, Aurora grows up on the cusp of two eras in a 

family where various national identities and religions clash and coexist. Like ―an 

unblinking lizard on the wall of history, watching, watching,‖ Aurora observes the 

movement of Indian history from Raj to her independence. Inherited from her mother 

Isabella the secular dream of India, she brings the light and air of freedom in order to 

dispel the predominant anglophile spell of the Da Gama‘s household. She cannot be 

simply defined as a conventional colonized on the periphery as opposed to the 

colonizing center, as Jung Su argues:  

Their religious belief amalgamated with Indian traditions and Anglicized or 

metropolitan western life customs. They become the minority within the 

minority. Such hybridity challenges the orthodoxy and representation of the 

―Other‖ and uncovers the fallacy of postcolonial discourses which are 

accustomed to place the colonized in the position of the ―Other‖ so as to 
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resist the center represented by the British Eurocentrism. Therefore, in The 

Moor’s Last Sigh, the peripheralized Indian local residents cannot be simply 

reduced to a homogenous and flattened concept of ―Other.‖ On the contrary, 

they are a complicated and heterogeneous ethnic group that constantly 

undergoes cultural transformation. (Su 284-85) 

This racial hybridity corresponds with the very premise of the novel told in the 

beginning of the novel:  

Christians, Portuguese and Jews; Chinese tiles promoting godless views; 

pushy ladies, skirts-not-saris, Spanish shenanigans, Moorish crowns … can 

this really be India? . . . . . . Majority, that mighty elephant, and her sidekick, 

Major-Minority, will not crush my tale beneath her feet. Are not my 

personages Indian, every one? Well, then: this too is an Indian yarn. (MLS 

87) 

Installing in such a liminal position witnessing the change of two eras, Aurora is like 

the historian in Benjamin‘s ―Theses on the Philosophy of History‖ and ―grasps the 

constellation which [her] own era has formed with a definite earlier one‖ (―Theses on 

the Philosophy of History‖ 263). Benjamin contends that an ideal translation should 

be in a liminal position in that ―all great texts contain their potential translation 

between the lines‖ (TOT 82). The relationship between the original and the target 

language is, in his theoretical framework, the same between two different generations 

because ―there is a secret agreement between past generations and the present one‖ 

(―Theses on the Philosophy of History‖ 254), as there is the ―echo of the original‖ in 

the target language (TOT 76). The contractions and conflicts between the two eras she 

lives in plus the complex historical backdrop of her family make her a figure not 

confined by the concept of community and authenticity. Defiantly crossing the 
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boundary of race and religion, she marries Abraham Zogoiby the Jewish. She 

envisions a secular India where boundaries are no more fixating but permeable, 

because she knows well that it is the multiplicity of culture that formulates the 

affluent possibility of the liminality. In Cochin, for example, Christmas, is simply 

translated into an Indianized Christmas, which gains a new meaning in the Indian 

context: ―… Sante Klaas with his little piccaninny ‗helpers‘, is restored by tropical 

heat to something like its origins . . . . . . English families have put up Christmas trees 

with cotton wool on the branches‖ (MLS 62). The artificiality of Englishness is strived 

to restore and to simulate the essential Christmas in the West, but the transformation 

undergoes as different fragments of cultures attaching together is not restrained by the 

imaginary fixating boundary. Boundary that tempts to fixate and divide is actually a 

hollow invention as Zeenat criticizes when the English priest Oliver D‘Aeth finds out 

that: ―India was uncertainty. It was deception and illusion. Here at Fort Cochin the 

English had striven mightily to construct a mirage of Englishness,‖ but D‘Aeth cannot 

help feeling that the artificiality of Englishness is crystal clear because, after all, it is 

always imbricated with the local Indianness:  

―And when he [D‘Aeth] looked out to sea the illusion of England vanished 

entirely; for the harbor could not be disguised, and no matter how 

Anglicised the land might be, it was contradicted by the water; as if England 

were being washed by an alien sea . . . . . . the frontier between the English 

enclaves and the surrounding foreignness had become permeable, was 

beginning to dissolve‖ (95 my emphasis) 

Such force of transformation that gradually takes over the artificial fixating boundary 

and manifests the illumination of translation is the secular ideal that Aurora seeks for 

her life. However, it must be stressed that liminality is just a condition for a deeper 
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insight of translation theory, which is discursively more potential with the aid of 

Gottfried Leibniz‘s idea of windowless monad. I will read Aurora‘s childhood 

experience and paintings as examples to elaborate the idea of windowless monad in 

the next section.  

 

2.3 Windowless monad and the manifestation of the immanence 

 Leibniz‘s idea of monad plays a key role in Benjamin‘s theoretical 

framework. In the first part of his thesis for habilitation, The Origin of German Tragic 

Drama, when Benjamin explicates the idea of representation, he introduces the idea of 

monad: ―[E]very single monad contains, in an indistinct way, all the others‖ and 

―[t]he idea is a monad – that means briefly: every idea contains the image of the 

world‖ (47-8). According to Leibniz, every single monad has the capacity to represent 

the other monads and adjust itself to be in harmony with the others: ―now this 

interlinkage or accommodation of all created things to each other, and of each to all 

the others, brings it about that each simple substance has relations that express all the 

others, and is in consequence a perpetual living mirror of the whole universe‖ (n. 56). 

Applied to Benjamin‘s translation theory, the idea of monad transforms into the 

concept of kinship between various particular languages: ―all suprahistorical kinship 

of languages rests in the intention underlying each language as a whole – an intention, 

however, which no single language can attain by itself but which is realized only by 

the totality of their intentions supplementing each other: pure language‖ (TOT 74). 

Supplementing means harmony in the sense of the mode of intention and not in the 

sense of meaning, because ―[w]hile all individual elements of foreign languages – 

words, sentences, structure – are mutually exclusive, these languages supplement one 

another in their intentions‖ (74). Supplementing of diverse modes of intention is 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

61 
 

represented as pieces of a vessel:  

Fragments of a vessel which are to be glued together must match one 

another in the smallest details, although they need not be like one another. 

In the same way a translation, instead of resembling the meaning of the 

original, must lovingly and in detail incorporate the original‘s mode of 

signification, thus making both the original and the translation recognizable 

as fragments of a greater language, just as fragments are part of a vessel. 

(78) 

Kinship between particular modes of intention corresponds apparently to the 

interlinkage between monads. Located in the liminal position between the original and 

translation, the translator‘s primary task ―consists in finding that intended effect 

[Intention] upon the language into which he is translating which produces in it the 

echo of the original‖ (76 his emphasis). The intended effect is given by the original to 

the translation. Benjamin gives another metaphor to describe the location of this effect. 

Translation is ―on the outside facing the wooded ridge; it calls into it without entering, 

aiming at that single spot where the echo is able to give, in its own language, the 

reverberation of the work in the alien one‖ (76). Translator‘s task to aim the spot from 

which the intended effect is found actually epitomizes Leibniz‘s idea of windowless 

monad: ―Monads just have no windows through which something can enter into or 

depart from them‖ (n.7). Monads are altogether impervious, and no influence can be 

imposed on them neither from within nor without. The only possible influence is an 

ideal one, which is the intervention of God: ―there is only an ideal influence of one 

monad on another, which can have its effect only through the intervention of God. 

The particular modes of intention, like monads, adjust themselves during translation 
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through this ideal influence by God
3
 so that the seemingly mutually exclusive 

original can find its intended effect upon the translation. This whole process is 

miniaturized by the classic simile:  

Just as a tangent touches a circle lightly and at but one point, with this touch 

rather than with the point setting the law according to which it is to continue 

on its straight path to infinity, a translation touches the original lightly and 

only at the infinitely small point of the sense, thereupon pursuing its own 

course according to the laws of fidelity in the freedom of linguistic flux. 

(TOT 80) 

This touch does not refer to the communication of meaning, but the imposing of 

influence upon the tangent by the circle, which results in the intended effect in the 

tangent. The touch corresponds to Leibniz‘s idea of God‘s intervention among the 

monads. Therefore, the particular intentions of the modes are like the monads which 

do not interact with each other but only co-ordinate among each other by virtue of 

their coexistence in the best of possible worlds of harmony, just as the various 

trajectories the tangent follows after the touch. These particular intentions of various 

modes change their linguistic flux upon touching of the circle and then follow the 

trajectories according to the laws of fidelity. Translation is thus the manifestation of 

what Leibniz calls ―manifoldness‖ of the monad, which is ―a multiplicity in the unity‖ 

(n.13) that forms a spectrum composed of a variety of colors. This feature also 

manifests one of the most significant features of Benjamin‘s translation theory, in 

which correctness denotes a dynamic image of various possibilities in contrast to the 

                                                       
3 The inner state of monads is causally impervious but not totally impervious. There are consistent 

ideal readjustments between the interior of the monads according to Leibniz: ―But in simple substances 

there is only an ideal influence of one monad on another, which can have its effect only through the 

intervention of God, insofar in the ideas of God one monad demands with good reason that God should 

have regard for it in regulating the others from the very beginning of things. For, since one created 

monad cannot have any physical influence on the inner make-up of another, it is in this way alone that 

the one can be dependent on the other‖ (n. 51).  
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absolute fixated concept of correctness. Furthermore, the relationship between the 

transcendental truth represented by God and the impervious modes of intention 

(monads) is complex and belongs to different levels. In Benjamin‘s words, the lower 

level of monads that constitute the world is life, and the transcendental truth 

represented by God denotes a higher purposiveness. ―The relationship between life 

and purposefulness, seemingly obvious yet almost beyond the grasp of the intellect, 

reveals itself only if the ultimate purpose toward which all single functions tend is 

sought not in its own sphere but in a higher one‖ (TOT 72). Speaking in terms of 

translation theory, the task of the translator is to seek the higher purposefulness of the 

transcendental level by probing into ―all single functions,‖ which includes translation. 

When reading translation theory with the idea of windowless monad, it is significant 

to regard the intended effect as the task of the translator because the finding of the 

intended effect symbolizes the ephemeral fusion of different particular ways of 

meaning and an elevation from the original to the translation on the other hand.   

 During her hours of solitude Aurora began her life in art. In the motherless hours 

she ―turned upon that inward eye which is the bliss of solitude; and, according to 

legend, found her gift‖ (MLS 45 my emphasis). If we read this somehow mythical 

passage with translation theory, this process of gift awakening could be explained as 

two impervious monads approaching each other and fusion of different ways of 

meaning at the moment when ―the torrential reality of India [to] awaken[s] her soul‖ 

(45). The intended effect found upon the instant of the fusion of two ways of meaning 

is manifested in her illuminated artistic skills that ―her figures and landscapes were 

adult from the first‖ (45). This process of soul awakening makes her true nature 

shining forth like the transcendental truth as the transient manifestation of 

illumination: ―it burst out of her, as such truth always will: because it must‖ (46). The 
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―true moment of her coming-of-age‖ comes when she juxtaposes the ancient history 

and modern history of Indian in her first painting in life, which manifests the swarm 

of history (58). Beyond this juxtaposition come swarming the ―creatures of her fancy, 

the hybrids, half-woman half-tiger, half-man half-snake‖ and this crowd of being is 

―without boundaries‖ (60). As if drawing a comparison to the hybrid harmony above, 

Aurora contrasts her family discord with the ―hyper-abundance of imagery‖ to suggest 

that rather than fixated lines dividing the family, a dynamic and ―endlessly 

metamorphic line of humanity was the truth‖ (60). Alluding to the farewell of the last 

sultan to the Alhambra, Aurora‘s painting praises the multi-cultural Mooristan Spain 

and celebrates the coexistence of diverse universes. She fuses the elements of India 

and Spain to re-imagine the old Boabdil story: ―The Alhambra quickly became a 

not-quite-Alhambra; elements of India‘s own red forts, the Mughal palace-fortresses 

in Delhi and Agra, blended Mughal splendours with the Spanish building‘s Moorish 

grace. The hill became a not-Malabar looking down upon a not-quite-Chowpatty‖ 

(226). This painting of Aurora symbolizes not only multiplicity and permeability of 

the borderlines symbolizing the idea of windowless monad: ―One universe, one 

dimension, one country, one dream‖ which all seem to be particular to each other and 

―bumpo‘ing into another‖ and ―flow in and out of one another, and washofy away‖ 

(226). These two paintings of Aurora represent the different results of orders after the 

instant of illumination during her childhood. The instant of illumination is a state in 

which neither insider/outsider, majority/minority nor colonizer/the colonized will be 

restrained by the opposite side, but at the instant transformation of different possible 

colors originate from the white color. The glorious Arab Spain re-placed in the new 

context of India not only manifests Aurora‘s palimpsest art but also transforms with a 

new and elevated meaning in the ebullient Indian multivalence, which is not quite 
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Spanish and also not wholly Indian: ―Jews, Christians, Muslims, Parsis, Sikhs, 

Buddhists, Jains crowded into her paint-Boabdil‘s fancy-dress balls‖ (227). It is a 

golden age translated from the source language called Mooritan Spain to Aurora‘s 

painting. This vision of permeable borderline has been in Aurora in her youth, where 

India is a ―land pretended to be a part of England, but was washed by an Indian sea‖ 

(227). To sum up, the concept of ―good‖ or ―correct‖ is manifested as multi-faceted as 

the spectrum of various colors originating from the inner white color represented by 

the pure language. The translation is therefore not a fixated punctual idea, but as an 

idea originated from a limited randomness. Therefore, the cultural eclecticism of ideal 

India that Rushdie envisions through Aurora‘s painting is a dynamic mélange making 

a variety of results possible, from ancient Mughal to modern Coca Cola American.  

 However, another significant meaning of Aurora‘s painting is the disillusionment 

of her vision of hybridity in the ―Moor and Ina‘s ghost look into the abyss‖ in which 

the borderline ceases to be permeable and a prophetic fear for the nation arises. This 

painting intimates the tragedy that Indira Gandhi‘s imposition of Emergency has 

caused to India. The painting predicts the segregated future of the nation and is an 

elegy for the devastation of Aurora‘s vision of a harmonized multi-ethnic nation. The 

significance of the painting lies especially in the irreversible step from a carnivalesque 

revelation to an apocalyptic image of India. Rushdie has explained that ―the Moor‘s 

last sigh‖ originates from a real historical event: ―the Catholic Reconquista of Spain 

by Ferdinand and Isabella becomes a metaphor for the destruction of modern India‘s 

secular ideal. . . . . .a conjoined Arab, Jewish and Christian culture breaking apart 

under a Catholic fundamentalist force,‖ parallels the subcontinent‘s fissiparous hour‖ 

(―The last laugh‖ 21). The Emergency as an event like Reconquista has caused an 

irreversible loss of cultural tolerance to India: ―A principle had been eroded; a pebble 
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bounced down a hill: plink, plonk, plank‖ (MLS 233). The irreversibility of the event 

resonates with the Fall of mankind in translation theory in that at both situations the 

mourning originates from an irreversible step from a paradisiac state to the 

degenerative fall. A more explicit understanding of the tragic irreversibility could be 

gained in the context of Benjamin‘s linguistic philosophy.  

 After eating the forbidden fruit of the tree of knowledge, mankind loses the once 

fully cognizant capacity of paradisiac language. The knowledge they gain is nameless 

and contentless in nature, which abandons the naming language of God. This 

knowledge is thus ―from outside, the uncreated imitation of the creative words‖ (―On 

Language as Such and on the Language of Man‖ 327). Such language is just language 

as means for the utilitarian purpose: ―In stepping outside the purer language of name, 

man makes language a means (that is, knowledge inappropriate to him), and therefore 

also, in one part at any rate, a mere sign‖ (328 his emphasis). Estranging from God‘s 

paradisiac language, mankind acquires the knowledge of good and evil at the expense 

of immediacy, intactness and pure medium of the naming language. Under such 

circumstances, the human language of knowledge, losing the immanent magic of 

naming language and always ―communicate[s] something (other than itself),‖ 

becomes ―[t]he word as something externally communicating, as it were a parody by 

the expressly mediate word of the expressly immediate, the creative word of God‖ 

(327). Such parody for the purpose of retrieving the magic immanence by imitating 

God‘s judgment consequently cannot achieve its goal because, as Benjamin expounds, 

the word of judgment, no more possessing the immanent magic of the name, is a mere 

―prattle,‖ which opens the abyss of the abstraction of language with the new 

immediacy originating from the human word:  

This immediacy in the communication of abstraction came into being as 
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judgment, when, in the Fall, man abandoned immediacy in the 

communication of the concrete, name, and fell into the abyss of the 

mediateness of all communication, of the word as means, of the empty word, 

into the abyss of prattle. (328)  

Such judgment thus does not furnish the answer but only arouses endless questions 

paradoxically: ―the question as to good and evil in the world after creation was empty 

prattle. The tree of knowledge did not stand in the garden of God in order to dispense 

information on good and evil, but as an emblem of judgment over the questioner‖ 

(328). The judging word from mankind is, therefore, only the application of the 

language of knowledge with a utilitarian purpose to distinguish the duality like good 

and evil, from which originates the antithetical thinking. Furthermore, because of the 

incapacity of tool language to communicate the thing in itself, the languages of 

mankind do not stop multiplying and dividing themselves in order to convey the 

abstraction of knowledge, which causes the overnaming of things. When language is 

reduced to the level of a mere tool, the result is the endless addition of abstract 

knowledge and thus the confusion of languages. The awakening of the judging word, 

which expels mankind from the paradise and is regarded by Benjamin as ―the only, 

the deepest guilt,‖ is thus the irreversible moment that triggers the subsequent 

confusion (327-28).  

 Similarly, in the painting ―Moor and Ina‘s ghost look into the abyss‖ Aurora 

depicts the fall of India from a free, paradisiac state to a degenerative, segregated 

confusion. The confusion caused mainly by ossification of the once permeable and 

fluid frontier within the revealing multivalence corresponds to the awakening of the 

judging word in the paradise where distinguishing between good and evil is absent. 

With the impermeability of the frontiers, essentialist judgments arouse to divide 
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things into abstraction, which categorizes abstract knowledge into contentless 

antitheses, just as languages in mankind‘s parody of God‘s judgment are reduced to an 

arbitrary relationship between sense and sign. The irreversible step from paradisiac 

state to linguistic confusion makes the language capable only of communicating the 

communicable and forsakes the aspect of the noncommunicable, the realm of the 

poetic. The irreversibility of the Indian Emergency, on the other hand, has caused 

endless categorizations by judgment between Subject and Object, Self and Other: 

―Before the Emergency we were Indians. After it we were Christian Jews‖ (235). 

Cultural tolerance fades away irreversibly with the unstoppable juggernaut of Indian 

history as the harmony of the paradisiac state ceases.   

 From her paintings of positive envisioning of hybridity to the paining of 

Cassandran fear for India, what Aurora represents is actually not only from optimism 

towards pessimism but also probes into the loss of immanence as problematic of the 

confusion. In articulating the condition for translation, Benjamin contends 

translatability as the immanence of the original works which makes possible the 

translation: ―Translatability is an essential quality of certain works . . . a specific 

significance inherent in the original manifests itself in its translatability‖ (TOT 71). It 

must be noted that this translatability as the immanence belongs not to the level of 

mankind because, as previously reiterated, translation is not the communication of 

information. Translatability as essential quality of literary works is not a quality 

demanded to be translated. It is rather a quality that determines the density of the 

work which makes the condition for translation. In ―On Language as Such and on the 

Language of Man,‖ Benjamin lucidly explicates that language is a medium rather than 

a tool aiming to communicate information, and when the language is a medium the 

differences between them is their various density. The density of various beings 
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symbolizes the translatability of them that connects each other from the 

transcendental level of God to a low level of being like sand: ―All higher language is a 

translation of those lower, until in ultimate clarity the word of god unfolds, which is 

the unity of this movement made up of language‖ (―On Language as Such and on the 

Language of Man‖ 332). The task of the translator is thus to manifest and connect the 

presence of clarity in different beings. The immanence originally belonging to the 

naming language is scattered into diverse tool language after the Fall. The 

significance of fusion between different ways of meaning manifested by windowless 

monad thus lies in the connection between the immanence belonging to different 

particular modes of intention. However, the utilitarianist concept of tool language 

only worsens the condition by taking one more step towards linguistic confusion.  

Drawing the line and categorizing things into contentless abstractions are the 

trademarks of such utilitarianism. By exposing this fallacy and the impossibility of 

representing India by any single ethnic group, Rushdie nevertheless intimates that 

something possible and new may erupt out of the ossified barriers of human habitual 

experience. I argue that Rushdie attempts to construct a narrative that resists 

interpretation, especially the monopolist and reductive reading that intends to produce 

abstract meanings for specific political purpose in order to produce antitheses. On the 

next section I will concentrate on the structure and intent of the narrative in the light 

of the anti-utilitarianist aspect of Benjamin‘s translation theory to elucidate Rushdie‘s 

strategy in resisting being institutionalized by the totalitarians. As introduced in the 

previous chapter, Benjamin‘s translation theory aims not at the conveying of 

information but concentrate on elaborating translation as a form to translate the 

original to a higher level of the translation. This realm is not in the service of 

information vis-à-vis any anthropocentric affairs. Reading in this vein, I will elucidate 
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how the Rushdean digressive and deferring narrative with the theme of love 

approaching the realm of the immanent while not able to reach it attempts to bring the 

reader out of the habitual barrier of binary oppositions towards the realm of the 

immanent stripped of subject-object episteme.  

 

2.4 Beyond Subject-Object terminology  

―. . . but how could we be discovered when we were not covered before?‖ 

– The Moor’s Last Sigh 

In The Moor’s Last Sigh Rushdie criticizes Hindu nationalism advocated by the 

character Raman Fielding, who monopolizes the right of interpreting ―what India is.‖ 

By rejecting the legitimacy of other ethnicities in India, Hindu nationalists are 

possessed by the exclusivist colonialist phantom and only duplicate the error of the 

just past raj. This phantom is what Rushdie calls ―authenticity myth‖ that insists on 

the purity of the origin of race, religion, or orthodoxy and regards any other voice as 

its enemy. It is, therefore, not only Fielding that Rushdie criticizes in the novel, but 

the exclusivist authenticity myth that produces the endless duality and reinforces the 

demarcation between various groups. Thus Rushdie, through a narrative composed of 

juxtaposition of History and history, myth and national legend, fairy tales and family 

anecdotes in a digressive and Scheherazadean way, as Jung Su argues, to destabilize 

the status of official History so as to release the alternative voices repressed under 

other histories, challenging the monopolistic notion of Fact, which is a pro-hybridity 

conception of Rushdie: ―History is always ambiguous, Facts are hard to establish, and 

capable of being given many meanings. Reality is built on our prejudices, 

misconceptions and ignorances as well as on our perceptiveness and knowledge‖ (IH 

25), and consequently envisions an Indian multiculturalism that enables diverse 
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meanings to coexist. As Su points out, the whole narrative consists in a hide-and-seek 

fashion that leads the reader into the turmoil of antithesis only to find the answer 

turning out to be deferring all the time. Actually, this methodology of the narrative 

symbolizes the metaphor intimating the absence of the answer which mocks and 

subverts ―the unreliability of authenticity, the purity of race, orthodoxy of religions, 

fixity and continuity of History‖ (Su 286). Consequently, instead of saying that the 

answer is lost and meaning cannot be found through the narrative of the story, it is 

more proper to say that this narrative of always deferring the answer is the meaning or, 

to speak more accurately, this narrative of meaninglessness consists in the meaning of 

the novel. What Rushdie strives to express is that there is no such a thing as an 

―authentic truth‖ as Moraes near the end of his journey realizes when he finds out no 

―Revelation‖ after all beneath the numerous layers of things he has gone through 

(MLS 335). The India Rushdie tends to represent is thus, as Su contends, ―an India 

difficult to read from any single dimension‖ (Su 287).  

I argue there is a twofold meaning in Su‘s contention of ―an India difficult to 

read from any single dimension‖ (Su 287). The first remove is Rushdie‘s permanent 

celebration of cultural eclecticism and hybridity. The second one, which is also the 

reason that the narrative of the novel consists in a deferring hide-and-seek fashion, is 

that Indian history resists any reductive reading or interpretation. As Dohra Ahmad 

argues, ―[t]he history of Rushdie‘s writing, after all, is a history of violence following 

from a reductive, literalist, reading‖ (Ahmad 15). The most prominent example is no 

doubt the Rushdie affair caused by The Satanic Verses. The accusation of the 

reductive reading has threatened his life. In The Moor’s Last Sigh, Rushdie has 

portrayed a similar experience through India‘s response to Aurora‘s painting ―The 

Kissing of Abbas Ali Baig‖: 
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It became, however, an albatross, and I witnessed both her ennui at having 

endlessly to defend it, and her fury at the ease with which this ―teapot 

monsoon‖ had distracted attention from the body of her real work. She was 

required by the public prints to speak ponderously of ―underlying motives‖ 

when she had had only whims, to make moral statements where there had 

been only (―only!‖) play, and feeling, and the unfolding inexorable logic of 

brush and light. (MLS 234) 

In the aftermath of the painting, Aurora is accused of being a painter in the service of 

politics and a Christian artist disgracing the Hindu nation. Rushdie and his novel, in 

the same way, become the profane figures of Muslim. Rushdie‘s fear, in other words, 

is that in the fundamentalist-dominated atmosphere even the hybridity that he 

celebrates cannot avoid being decoded and thus being settled in a position opposite to 

that of fundamentalism. According to Robert Young‘s observation in Colonial Desire: 

Hybridity in Theory, culture, and Race, there is a ―dance of attraction and repulsion‖ 

between the duality in the postcolonial situation. Young expounds that all 

fundamentalist ideas carry on by relying on their counterpart: ―the idea of race . . . 

only works when defined against potential intermixture, which also threatens to undo 

its calculations altogether‖ (Young 19). Fundamentalist ideas work in the vein of 

centralizing the self and marginalizing the other. However, the marginalized other also 

has the potential to undo the constructed centrality, just as Rushdie insists that the 

borderlines are permeable. His strategy in The Moor’s Last Sigh is that ―he enacts the 

only way to win against reductivism: namely, to throw multiplicity in its face by 

taking ownership of all possible interpretations – including, ideally, utterly 

contradictory ones‖ (Ahmad 15). By intermittently reiterating the book belongs to the 

reader and the interpretive right belongs to the reader: ―So finally it is not for me to 
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judge, but for you,‖ Rushdie actually embeds the reader and the digressive retelling 

style into the text. Instead of a linear narrative, this circular narrative asks the reader 

to participate in the narrative. With the participation of the reader and the retelling, 

there comes the metamorphic possibility instead of remaining static. The digression 

and uncertainty of the narrative consequently produce the multiple possibility of the 

interpretation. Such narrative resists interpretations that settle singular meaning with 

the text, because any meaning or interpretation, once settled, becomes fixated and is 

open to manipulation by the totalitarian ideology as a tool to categorize things into 

anthropocentric dichotomies and consequently stifle the possibility of art. Rushdie 

through the narrative of the interrogating dichotomies actually intimates something 

out of the matrix of antithetical thinking and human experience. What Rushdie 

pursues with such narrative is something immanent, something untransferable through 

meaning. Meaning makes fixated boundary and gives monotonous voice only while 

the immanent makes possible the dynamics of art and thus makes the boundary 

permeable. For Rushdie, any civilization taking part in Indian history is not to be 

ignored. What he attempts to achieve through such narrative is therefore to make the 

repressed and thus untransferable voice of other civilization transferable. What he 

pursues actually corresponds with the anti-utilitarianist concept of Benjamin‘s 

translation theory.  

 Benjamin contends that translation does not aim to communicate the information 

but the immanent, which is usually regarded as the untranslatable. The translatable 

belongs to the level of information. If translation is simply located as translating the 

translatable, it will be easy for the colonizer to launder ―the colonial violence or the 

linguistic imperialism‖ under the name of lingua franca or the universal, which 

consequently will restrain the different voice of the other cultures (Derrida 174). The 
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task of Benjamin‘s translation is to expose the fact that imperialist West, under the 

banner of modernizing reason and the universal, imposes their own cultural ideology 

unto the others. In the same light, if in the translation between two languages, we only 

emphasize the communication of the meaning vis-à-vis the information, the unique 

aspects outside of the information – the way of life, subject formation and diverse 

cultural landscapes – will be flattened under the totalitarian ideology. Benjamin gives 

a classic example to intimate the existence of these usually ignored and untranslatable 

voices of other civilization in ―The Task of the Translator.‖ In illustrating the 

difference between meaning and the mode of intention, Benjamin gives an example of 

the German word Brot and the French word pain, explaining that although they both 

mean bread, they are different in the mode of intention, which is the reason that they 

are not replaceable for each other. If viewed in the light of mode of intention, they are 

even exclusive to each other. In other words, clinging to the similarity of meaning 

eclipses the difference between modes of intention. Charles Rosen contends that by 

the notion of mode of intention, Benjamin aims not only at something such as 

connotation of the words, but something beyond it: ―each word has a ‗range of 

significance . . . which, when followed to its limits, to the extreme, will mirror the 

whole civilization and history governed‘ by a given language‖ (qtd. in Handelman 31). 

Therefore, if we read the postcolonial text in this light, imposing the hegemonic 

cultural ideology under the banner of modernizing or universal reason will endanger 

the uniqueness of other civilizations, just as adhering to the conveying of the meaning 

of language will neglect the difference of modes of intention and, speaking in Rosen‘s 

sense, the entire civilization and history mirrored by the word. With emphasis on 

avoiding the monopoly of meaning, Benjamin suggests ―if the sentence is the wall 

before the language of the original, literalness is the arcade‖ (TOT 79). The arcade 
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brings forth the light on the repressed voice of the other or colonized civilization and 

amalgamates the colonizer with the local tradition, which consequently produces an 

in-between liminality that let the new possibilities erupt. 

 Nonetheless, the problematic lurking under the name of reason which becomes 

the hotbed of fundamentalism needs to be further investigated because this is the germ 

that produces the subject-object ideology, the antithetical thinking that formulates 

fundamentalism. Actually Rushdie has expressed the concern about how the West 

approaches India with an Orientalist lens in the opening of his various novels. In 

Midnight’s Children, one of the characters describes his travel experience: ―[H]e 

learned that India – like radium – had been ‗discovered‘ by the Europeans‖ 

(Midnight’s Children 11). In The Satanic Verses, Saladin Chamcha, when arrested by 

the colonizer, is dehumanized and represented as mythic beasts by the English police. 

In The Moor’s Last Sigh, the narrator asks: ―. . . but how could we be discovered when 

we were not covered before‖ (MLS 4)? It can be said that this problematic of 

antithesis forms the axis of Rushdie‘s novels.  

 Justyna Deszcz contends that in The Moor’s Last Sigh Rushdie attempts to use 

his own fairy tale to construct various utopias so as to form a ―postcolonial project of 

resisting Euro-American normative representations of the Other‖ (Deszcz 28). She 

explains that Rushdie‘s combination of the fairy tales of the East and West aims to 

remind the reader not to be immobilized by the static norm of the present. However, 

she offers too little textual evidence for her application of the utopian theory. Her 

article does point out the necessity to be aware of the sense of torpor that the present 

condition imposes upon mankind, but it is apparently not enough to solve the 

problematic mentioned. As to her method to construct a utopia, the methodology 

sounds too simple in that her complete separation of the link between the fairy tale 
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and the reality tends to be categorized by the fundamentalist idea to its opposite 

position, and thus with the application of her theory the problematic of the antithesis 

still does not solve. 

 Jill Didur also expresses such concern about antithesis. She gives a detailed 

description of how fundamentalist idea is formed and then camouflages as neutralized 

standard as if it is the sole standard of the nation. Didur gives secularism as an 

example which is strongly implied as the solution in the novel: ―I want to question 

whether the best response to this movement [degeneration of cultural pluralism and 

tolerance] lies in an unproblematic reassertion of India‘s secular heritage‖ (Didur 542). 

She warns against the too naturalized view of ―secularism as progressive‖ and the 

only legitimate badge to stand against the religious radicalism is in danger of 

becoming the political tool lurking a hierarchical and neototalitarianist ideology (543). 

In her view, the problematic of the naturalized view of secularism lies in the reiterated 

separation between religion and politics: ―While this universalist notion of a secular 

state seems ideal . . . it rests on a false perception of the state enacting a complete 

separation of religion and politics in the public sphere‖ (544). Homi Bhabha also 

points out such problematic of secularism:  

[t]he traditional or classic claim to secularism is grounded in an 

unreconstructed liberalism . . . a liberalism devoid of the crucial 

interpolation of its colonial history. So secularism often ‗imagines‘ a world 

of equal individuals who determine their lives, and the lives of others, 

rationally and commonsensically. (Bhabha 209) 

Didur then argues that secularism is actually complicit in producing the exclusivist 

sectarianism in the modern India. In other words, the imperial phantom that is 

discussed previously possesses the idea of secularism and makes it work hand in hand 
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with fundamentalism. Didur observes imperial phantom works in an agenda that first 

it presents itself as a ―majoritarian view[s] as universal,‖ and later when it is 

naturalized as the uniform standard in a culture, it could ―take a neutral form which 

would not involve the assimilation or exclusion of religious or cultural minorities 

from the nation-state‖ (Didur 546-47). 

Nevertheless, this elusive phantom hiding under the name of secularism, Bhabha 

reminds us, shares the same progenitor with the Eurocentric imperialism and 

colonialism: the Enlightenment. The ―reason‖ in the motto of the Enlightenment 

―Have courage to use your own reason‖ is also the axis of Enlightenment which 

makes its following ideas: imperialism and secularism (Kant 85). Reason in such 

situation becomes a tool in the service of the imperial purpose and formulates the 

legitimacy of the phantom that lurks under the name of the universal reason to launder 

the colonial desire. In The Moor’s Last Sigh, it is the Hindu nationalism that is 

normalized as the sole Indian culture and rejects the legitimacy of other minor 

cultures. Simply put, the ultranationalists as neocolonialists are thus not only 

duplicating their predecessors‘ error but also laundering their jaundiced belief as 

universal-sanctioned policy. 

Didur then takes a further step to cast doubts on the verifiability of taking a 

subject-object stance to understand the notion of secularism:  

[A] fully rational understanding of cultural difference may not be possible 

or even desirable in debates around secularism given that the constitution of 

the liberal subject has been seen as contingent on clear and hierarchical 

oppositions between self and other that cannot be sustained when 

Enlightenment definitions of truth and history come under scrutiny. (Didur 

548) 
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Because the difficulty of fully understanding cultural difference lies in the factor of 

the hierarchical relation of self and other, she thus comes to criticize the imminent 

milieu, which constructs our identity and thought, in order to probe into the very 

sphere where relativity of subject/object and majority/minority are generated. With an 

allusion to Gayatri Spivak‘s ethic of alterity, she acknowledges that ―the infinite 

heterogeneity of culture is ultimately unverfifiable because of the limits of rational 

knowledge‖ (qtd. in Didur 549). In other words, Didur regards the constitution of 

knowledge, which sets subject-object relation as its premise, is a problematic before 

discussion of understanding the heterogeneity of cultures. She elucidates that the 

rationality-based Enlightenment is culpable of inventing a transparent relationship 

with secularism, which subsequently produces the conundrum of subject-object 

relation.  

The transparency the Enlightenment brings with creates a sense of freedom that 

mankind can use knowledge freely and correctly. The motto of the Enlightenment, 

―Have courage to use your own reason,‖ encourages people to ―release from his 

self-incurred tutelage. Tutelage is man's inability to make use of his understanding 

without direction from another‖ (Kant 85). Such a modernizing force of the 

Enlightenment results in a change of the world from a God-venerated cosmos to an 

anthropocentric universe where objective truth represented by God disintegrates, and 

mankind becomes the final arbitrator of all knowledge. In other words, the human 

becomes the subject of knowledge while the others become the object of it. The 

Enlightenment claims freedom of thinking for mankind and leaves verifiability of 

knowledge in the arbitrary sense of mankind. The sense of freedom, Benjamin 

criticizes, is a manufactured falsehood.  

Benjamin reflects on the construction of epistemological system by Kantian 
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philosophy, pointing out that Kant places too much emphasis on ―the concept of 

scientific experience,‖ which makes the ―separation of metaphysics and experience‖ 

(―On Perception‖ 94). The ―full freedom and depth‖ of experience is neglected in 

Kantian philosophy in that the sensuality (Sinnlichkeit) of experience has to be 

categorized scientifically by the rationality-based understanding (Verstand) to 

formulate itself (―On the Program of the Coming Philosophy‖ 102). In Kantian 

philosophy, sensuality without understanding is indistinct, and thus incomprehensible. 

For Benjamin, such categorized experience becomes the concept of ―the knowledge of 

experience‖ (―On Perception‖ 95). Kant‘s emphasis on the self-awareness based on 

rationality, which symbolizes the paradigm of the Enlightenment, causes the certainty 

and verifiability of knowledge are only available in the subject-object condition. 

Discrepancies come into being between the integral experience of intuition and the 

experience categorized through the scientific concept because of the instability and 

uncertainty caused by the empiricism of human consciousness:  

It simply cannot be doubted that the notion, sublimated though it may be, of 

an individual living ego which receives sensations by means of its senses 

and forms its ideas on the basis of them plays a role of the greatest 

importance in the Kantian concept of knowledge. This notion is, however, 

mythology, and so far as its truth content is concerned, it is the same as 

every other epistemological mythology. (―On the Program of the Coming 

Philosophy‖ 103) 

The knowledge produced by the self-awareness of the subject should thus be put 

under examination. The idea of freedom that the Enlightenment claims to have 

brought with it is also under doubt. Benjamin thus avers that:  

[t]he task of future epistemology is to find for knowledge the sphere of total 
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neutrality in regard to the concepts of both subject and object; in other 

words, it is to discover the autonomous, innate sphere of knowledge in 

which this concept in no way continues to designate the relation between 

two metaphysical entities. (104) 

This sphere Benjamin seeks to construct is ―the realm of experience in its full freedom 

and depth‖ that is neglected in Kantian epistemology and ―a typology which can do 

justice to a higher experience‖ (102).  

Such determination to restore the world from a distorted one is obvious in almost 

each of Benjamin‘s essays. Near the end of ―On the Program of the Coming of 

Philosophy‖ he especially places the hope of restoration on the reflection of language: 

―. . . all philosophical knowledge has its unique expression in language‖ and ―[a] 

concept of knowledge gained from reflection on the linguistic nature of knowledge 

will create a corresponding concept of experience which will also encompass realms 

that Kant failed to truly systematize‖ (108).  

Corresponding to his critique of the utilitarianist aspect of Kant‘s philosophical 

epistemology and his pursuit of a higher experience, Benjamin regards language as far 

more than a tool and is the manifestation of the sphere of total neutrality. In ―On 

Language as Such and on the Language of Man,‖ the language in discussion is 

apparently not to be communicated as a tool. What‘s significant is the act of 

communication per se:  

What does language communicate? It communicates the mental being 

corresponding to it. It is fundamental that this mental being communicates 

itself in language and not through language. . . . Mental being 

communicates itself in, not through, a language, which means: it is not 

outwardly identical with linguistic being. (―On Language as Such and on 
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the Language of Man‖ 315-16 his emphasis)  

In other words, language is not tool but pure medium:  

[a]ll language communicates itself in itself; it is in the purest sense the 

―medium‖ of the communication. Meditation, which is the immediacy of all 

mental communication, is the fundamental problem of linguistic theory, and 

if one chooses to call this immediacy magic, then the primary problem of 

language is its magic. (316-17) 

Naming, which is regarded as translation of ―the mute to the sonic‖ and ―the nameless 

into the name,‖ is an act of direct creation originated from intuition not involving 

abstract judgment (325). However, after the Fall of mankind, the naming language 

degenerates to tool language. Translation no more passes through ―a continuum of 

transformations‖ but only through ―abstract areas of identity and similarity‖ (325). It 

is therefore not ―the translation of an imperfect language into a more perfect one,‖ but 

simply endless addition of knowledge. Knowledge corresponding to the need of 

utilitarian ideology consequently causes the multiplicity, division and confusion of 

languages. On account of the absence of mental being, this multiplicity of tool 

languages lacks the creativity and density of naming language and becomes only in 

the service of the abstract information and similarity of meaning. Nonetheless, only 

by loosening one‘s grip on the logic of judgment can mankind shake off the ideology 

of being in the service of meaning, breaking free the limitation of the terminology of 

subject-object based on self-awareness, and thus reach the realm of true freedom. 

Read in the context of the pure language, this condition of freedom must build on the 

extinction of all anthropocentric intention, logic, sense and meaning. This is also the 

―epistemological (transcendental) consciousness . . . stripped of everything 

subjective‖ that Benjamin aims to build in his theoretical framework (―On the 
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Program of the Coming Philosophy‖ 104).  

 In The Moor’s Last Sigh, although what we see mostly is Rushdie‘s celebrating 

mongrelhood, which praises the value of shifting nature of hybridity, there are in fact 

a few but significant turning points in the narrative, where some intuitive realization 

and illumination, which cannot be interpreted by rational knowledge and is thus not 

confined by meaning. 

 After realizing the fact that the mask of secularism his father Abraham has worn 

turns out to be only a façade that hides the reality of his corruption – another 

fundamentalism laundered in the universal name of secularism – Moor turns down 

Abraham‘s request to take part in the smuggling of the bomb: ―I heard a voice within 

me making an absolute, non-negotiable refusal. . . . To my surprise, another loyalty 

had taken precedence,‖ upon which he tells his father: ―excuse me, but I find that I am 

a Jew‖ (335-36). This decision he makes, however, does not involve his 

self-consciousness, like the nationalists‘ obstinate adherence to their abstract 

communal sense of parochialism, but originates from ―an involuntary alteration, born 

not of will or choice but of some deeper, unconscious function of my self‖ (335). 

Moor relates this sudden unconscious experience to his refusal of the death that Uma 

has planned for him in the name of love. This time an illumination arises at the 

moment of intuitive decision:  

To die would not immortalize that love, but devalue it. So I would live, to 

be the standard –bearer of our passion; would demonstrate, by my life, that 

love was worth more than blood, than shame – more, even, than death. I will 

not die for you, my Uma, but I will live for you. However harsh that life may 

be. (281 his emphasis) 

This illuminating realization about love is significant reiteration by Moor throughout 
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the novel, because love is not only a value limited between lovers, but the harmony 

among all the ethnic groups of the nation. Furthermore, love, a significant theme of 

the novel, is a conception that is not considered in relation to other meanings or 

ethical values by Rushdie because  

[l]ove is a state of being where people flow together, drop their boundaries, 

annihilate pieces of themselves; it‘s a metaphor for hybridi-sation, 

conjoining. Lovers suffer and are betrayed, but despite defeat, their love is 

more desirable than the thing that defeated it. The beautiful ideal is often 

defeated, but sometimes it‘s better to be on the losing side. (―The last laugh‖ 

21) 

Love is the blurring of borders between subject and object, which makes harmony. 

Love is also a necessary condition of translation:  

Fragments of a vessel which are to be glued together must match one 

another in the smallest details, although they need not be like one another. 

In the same way a translation, instead of resembling the meaning of the 

original, must lovingly and in detail incorporate the original‘s mode of 

signification. (TOT 78 my emphasis) 

Except for the emphasis on the transcendental pure language, this paragraph also 

points out the necessity of differentiation between form and content (meaning). To 

achieve the state of harmony, the pursuit of the resemblance between the contents 

(meaning) should be restrained. Instead, the communication of mental beings of 

mankind and things in God‘s creative word is the mode that should be sought to make 

a desirable translation. ―Lovingly‖ means the intuitive contemplation of Adamite 

language rather than rational judgment is the way to achieve harmony. In other words, 

love as a necessary condition of translation is an unconditional and alogical intuition 
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without any purpose. Uma is doomed in that she disguises her lie under the mask of 

love, alternates her different masks to meet with different purposes like a chameleon: 

―a chameleon-like creature, a cold-blooded lizard from across the cosmos, who could 

take human form, male or female as required, for the express purpose of making as 

much trouble as possible, because trouble was its staple diet. . . . She ate our divisions, 

and grew strong upon our rows‖ (MLS 320 my emphasis). Uma‘s love, opposed to the 

love without purpose, is hollow and fake in its hidden purpose originated from logic 

judgment. Uma‘s love deserves failure because, instead of absorbing and harmonizing 

the borders of differences, it multiplies differences on purpose. Therefore, the 

Many-ness of her façade is actually a falsehood in its content. The love of Uma is 

manifested as the flip side of hybridity because of its purposiveness and absence of 

intuition.  

The purposeless and meaningless love is best manifested in Abraham, who, after 

his ―pepper love‖ with the young Aurora, is amazed to realize that both the world and 

he are already changed by the force of love: ―How does the world manage to preserve 

this illusion of sameness when in fact everything has been changed, irreversibly 

transformed, by love? Perhaps, he thought, because strangeness, the idea of difference, 

is a thing to which we react with unease‖ (91). The love that harmonizes has lowered 

the sense of border in Abraham that he suddenly contemplates notion of difference as 

if he never thought of it before. However, all this about love has no logic meaning and 

specific purpose with it and Rushdie has an array of hilarious and excellent 

delineation for the newly besotted lover Abraham:  

[H]e is like the pavement-sleeper talking to an invisible companion in an 

empty doorway, the rummy woman staring out to sea with, in her lap, an 

enormous ball of string; we see them and pass on by. And the colleague at 
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work of whom we learn, by chance, that he has unusual sexual preferences, 

and the child preoccupied by uttering repeated sequences of sounds without 

any apparent meaning, and the beautiful woman seen by chance at a lighted 

window, allowing her nipples to be licked by her lap-dog; oh, and the 

brilliant scientist who spends his time at parties in corners, scratching at his 

posterior and then carefully examining his fingernails. . . . (91-92) 

Even when comprehending the awkward reality of life, Abraham in love, like his 

future son, knows well that ―defeated love would still be love, hate‘s victory would 

not make it other than it was‖ (101). Regretfully, however, after he promises Aurora to 

look after the ―unimportant things,‖ by which he means the underhand business, 

Abraham falls and clings onto the ―unchanging motto‖ of ―better to win,‖ which he 

uses as the standard to form every judgment and forgets the inexplicably pure and 

harmonizing love. Moor, on the contrary, is apparently on the opposite extreme of a 

spectrum with Abraham on the issue of love: ―Defeated love is still a treasure, and 

those who choose lovelessness have won no victory at all‖ (425). This realization is 

apparently a serious irony to Abraham‘s unchanged motto of ―better to win.‖ Moor 

attributes all his unconscious realization and decision to the environment that educates 

him the middle way principle free of any secular meaning: ―after all, I had been raised 

in Elephanta, where all communal ties had been deliberately disrupted; in a country 

where all citizens owe an instinctive dual allegiance to a place and a faith, I had been 

made into a nowhere-and-no-community man – and proud of it, may I say‖ (336). 

This middle way philosophy which reflects Rushdie‘s own liminal position may be 

the only idea that he clings to through the whole storytelling. Liminality the antidotal 

idea for fundamentalist idea, considered higher than the notion of hybridity which 

may have a flip side by him, has its highest meaning in its value that one does not 
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have to choose among various doctrines they confront, as the manifestation of Aurora 

and Abraham‘s marriage. What they have is an unmarried marriage, in which no voice 

of any side will be repressed by the other and no interpretation is available: ―I salute 

their unmarried defiance; and note that Fate so arranged matters that neither of them – 

irreligious as they were – needed to break confessional links with the past, after all‖ 

(104). 

  Meaninglessness originated from the transcending of the habitual antithetical 

thinking pattern does not arouse hollow knowledge as the polemical fundamentalists, 

which consequently causes the loss of the discursive sense of relative position. 

Therefore, liminality of translation cannot be institutionalized or be interpreted by any 

single reductive reading and has the feature of fluidity like the permeable lines in 

Aurora‘s painting. Such permeability prevents it from the monolithism embodied in 

any self-claimed names like the universal rationality or modernity with the purpose to 

ossify India as an object of knowledge in the subject-object epistemology. From the 

perspective of the text, liminality manifests absence of the authorial intention. The 

reader can only catch through the interstice of various interpretations a vague glimpse 

of a seemingly existent but elusive immanent truth that cannot be defined by the 

language. This immanent existence symbolizes the realm of the transcendental 

liberated from the subject-object antithesis, which therefore cannot be demarcated by 

human language and sense. Thus liminality, in conclusion, manifests the stance of 

anti-interpretation and Rushdie‘s artistic assertion of anti-censoring and 

border-crossing that is not to be checked. Through such liminal narrative the reader is 

thus able to stand in a liminal position, which belongs neither to the original nor the 

target language and is able to cross the borderlines of interpretation and steeps 

themselves in the state where affluent possibilities remain possible.
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Chapter III 

Theses and Faeces: Relationship between One and Many 

 

 Extending from the discussion of the immanent in the previous chapter and using 

G. W. Leibniz‘s idea of windowless monad, this chapter will center on the 

transcendental level as the One and its relationship with hybridity as Many. Binary 

opposition between One (purity) and Many (hybridity) formulates a complicated and 

imbricated relationship throughout the novel. Binary opposition as a theme of the 

novel is clearly depicted from the first page: ―Oh, you Moor, you strange black man, 

always so full of theses, never a church door to nail them to,‖ upon which his mother 

Aurora replies: ―So full, you mean, of faeces‖ (MLS 3). Given this opening contrast, 

we seem to be able to define that Rushdie conceives theses as purity or authenticity 

and faeces as hybridity or illegitimacy and that the later is always praised and used as 

a strategy to resist the reductivist reading and interpretation of the hegemony, which 

emphasize the legitimacy of authenticity.  

However, as discussed in the previous chapter, Rushdie also implicates the 

presence of a higher level of truth, the immanent, which is something unable to be 

fixated within the matrix of human experience. This transcendental level is significant 

in the sense that it is the force that provides Rushdie‘s artistic assertion with the 

dynamics to cross the frontier of difference. Jill Didur in her review ―Secularism 

beyond the East/West divide: literary reading, ethics, and The Moor’s Last Sigh‖ 

proffers a conclusion by using Spivak‘s definition of ethics as ―‗sensed before sense‘, 

a notion of ethical responsibility that does not rely on a fully rational understanding of 

one‘s relationship to the other‖ (Didur 555 her emphasis). By reiterating not to fully 

rely on rational understanding of the relationship between one and the other, she 
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means to take heed of the episteme of the binary opposition in question, which is 

dangerous in ignoring ―the relational and ungrounded understanding of identity and 

constructs the other‘s cultural difference‖ through ―transparent relationship‖ formed 

under the name of rationality of the Enlightenment (556-57). This level acts as an 

origin, which, in Benjamin‘s words, ―is never revealed in the naked and manifest 

existence of the factual‖ and ―an eddy in the stream of becoming‖ (OGTD 45). 

Simply put, the origin in this level is higher than the human-defined world. Only 

through the act of manifestation can it be realized in the level of mankind. In the 

context of translation theory, however, the level belongs to the pure language, which 

is ―something that symbolizes or something symbolized‖ (TOT 79). It is an absent 

presence as the singleness intimated in Rushdie‘s novel. In order to elaborate on the 

transcendental level more clearly, I will use Leibniz‘s conception of windowless 

monad to illustrate the relationship between One and Many.  

To sum up, by delineating the relationship it will be clear that Rushdie does not 

arrive at a sanguine conclusion that hybridity is the only antidote for any form of 

hegemony. For him, hybridity without essence is as dangerous as another formulation 

of fundamentalism. To elaborate on this, I will probe into Moor as a trope of 

translation and as a flâneur in the last part of the novel, ―The Moor‘s Last Sigh,‖ in 

which Moraes‘ return to Granada of Spain symbolizes new possibilities of the 

commoditized and culturally decadent Spain as his progenitor, the last Mooristan 

Sultan, symbolizes the composite of multiculturalism. From the Spanish Inquisition 

and Reconquista inaugurated by Ferdinand and Isabella to the dictatorship of Franco 

―El Caudillo,‖ the autocracy emphasizing the myth of authenticity fakes a seamless 

illusion that ignores the possibility of hybridity and democracy. From the 

Counter-Reformation Spain to the modern day India a hegemonic power took the 
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place of diverse cultures and races. For Spain the Mooristan celebration of 

multiculturalism can be deemed as an action of waking Spain out of the torpor of 

hegemonic cultural landscape. As a descendant of the last sultan Boabdil, Moor, the 

embodiment of major minority of India, proves to be a true manifestation of hybridity 

compared to the loveless, superficial and false hybridity of the commoditized 

parasitism-riven modern Spain. Just as the ideational influence between monads, 

Moor‘s return to Spain brings forth a new meaning to hybridity which intimates that 

essence is the ultimate necessary element to resist the institutionalizing force of 

hegemony. In addition, a comparison between the hybridity of Moor and that of the 

modern Spain will also help make clear the difference between theses as one and 

transcendental truth as One.  

 

3.1 Politics of Replacement and Windowless Monad 

 The opening passage epitomizes the theme of binary oppositions in the novel. 

The duality between purity and hybridity is exemplified in the foreshadowing 

conversation when Uma speaks to Moor: ―‗Oh, you Moor, you strange black man, 

always so full of theses, never a church door to nail them to,‘‖ to which Aurora 

comments sarcastically: ―‗So full, you mean, of faeces.‘ Yes, mother, you had the last 

word on that subject, too: as about everything‖ (MLS 3 my emphasis). In most cases 

in the novel, it is hybridity that Rushdie praises over purity. For Rushdie, the fact of 

multiplicity is always the condition of reality. The definitive quality of theses is a 

dream that restrain the other voices from inspiring new faiths. In other words, the 

uncovering of the reality of feces often reverses the constructed façade of the 

definitive reality of these. When Abraham, Moor‘s father, confronts his sectarian 

mother Flory with the issue of their progenitor and uncovers the secret bloodline, he 
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concludes the quarrel with a question for Flory: ―My mother who insists on the purity 

of our race, what say you to our forefather the Moor?‖ (82). Facing his mother who 

weaves a seamless illusion of racial founding, Abraham reveals acutely that the purity 

of the race is a lie and the reality they live in is a result of miscegenation. The reality 

constructed by theses is, ironically, a lie.  

However, as the novel goes on, we can see that Rushdie does not simply come 

down to a sanguine conclusion that hybridity is the antidote for the conflicts, because 

what he pursues is not hybridity per se, but something provisional and dynamic 

opposed to the category of purity or fixation: ―Stasis, the dream of eternity, of a fixed 

order in human affairs, is the favoured myth of tyrants; metamorphosis, the 

knowledge that nothing holds its form, is the driving force of art‖ (IH 291 his 

emphasis). The timeless stasis lurks in the deceiving theses emphasizing their purity. 

Provisional newness does not, however, necessarily originate from faeces. Because of 

his relationship with Uma, Moor starts to contemplate on the relationship between one 

and many. For the first time in his life the pluralist philosophy that his mother has 

celebrated seems to lose its ascendant position:  

. . . what had happened was, in a way, a defeat for the pluralist philosophy 

on which we had all been raised. For in the matter of Uma Sarasvati it had 

been the pluralist Uma, with her multiple selves, her highly inventive 

commitment to the infinite malleability of the real . . . who had turned out to 

be the bad egg; and Aurora had fried her – Aurora, that lifelong advocate of 

the many against the one, had with Minto‘s help discovered some 

fundamental verities, and had therefore been in the right. (MLS 272)  

This contemplation of the relationship between one and many actually also provides a 

comparison between the characteristics of Aurora and Uma. Both of them assume a 
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pluralist attitude, but the decisive difference between them is the essence, which is 

absent in Uma. What Uma possesses is a deceiving quality. When blaming Uma for 

her self-fabrication about her family background, Moor distinguishes between 

metaphor, which contains provisional truth, and lie, which naturally obscures: ―It 

wasn‘t a metaphor, Uma. . . . . . It was a lie‖ (270). The aim of Uma‘s pluralism, as it 

turns out, is set solely to multiply, divide and devastate in a form of ―cold-blooded 

lizard:‖  

Turbulence, disruption, misery, catastrophe, grief: all these were on the 

menu of its preferred foods. It came among us – she (on this occasion) came 

among us – as a farmer of discontents, a fomentor of war. . . . . . She ate our 

divisions, and grew strong upon our rows. . . . . . who, without a regular 

supply of mayhem, cannot thrive. My Uma was one of those (320, 322).  

Being the avatar of her deceased mother Isabella, Aurora, in contrast with Uma, is an 

exemplification of truth, who inherits from her mother the secular dream. The secular 

dream is one of the few things described by Rushdie in the novel as truth: ―When all 

its work is done, the lie shall rot; The truth is great and shall prevail, When none cares 

whether it prevails or not‖ (51). Child Aurora‘s character is linked to the image of 

truth as she ―turn[s] upon that inward eye which is the bliss of solitude‖ during her 

solitude without her mother‘s company: ―She hugged [her nature] to herself; until it 

burst out of her, as such truth always will: because it must‖ (45-6 my emphasis). As it 

turns out in her adulthood, the character is manifested in her artistic enterprise as a 

pursuit for essentials, which surpasses the superficial phenomena, endures through the 

superficiality of worldly matters and ―transcend[s] and redeem [the world‘s] 

imperfections‖ (220). Her artistic work, stripped of worldly purpose and judgment, is 

thus essentially love in their representation and also her most fantastic vision of 
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harmony for India as a nation: ―[i]t was easy not to feel preached at, to revel in the 

carnival without listening to the barker, to dance to the music without caring for the 

message in the song‖ (227). The essence of Aurora‘s character, including her 

pluralism, emanates from this truth that Rushdie rarely delineates in his novels. This 

essence is also the belief of love that Moor holds firmly throughout the highly elusive 

narrative of the novel. To sum up, for Uma as a chameleon, pluralism is only a 

camouflage of another fundamentalism, which is what Zeenat Vakil describes as 

human construction fabricating its own history. For Aurora, on the other hand, 

pluralism is one of the many ways to manifest the immanent truth that is the only God 

for an atheist like her, just as she claims that her artistic assertion is to redeem the 

imperfections of the world and ―mak[e] religious pictures for people who have no 

god‖ (220).  

As a study of Rushdie‘s novel, however, probing into the presence of the truth 

may seem fallacious and unintelligible because it is remarkably reminiscent of the 

authenticity myth that he heartily repudiates through his career. However, the truth 

epitomized in the character of Aurora is not to be confused with the authenticity myth 

or fundamentalism. According to the previous passage, the problematic of authenticity 

myth lies in its permanent multiplication of binary oppositions and its purpose to 

establish itself by replacing the others. In other words, authenticity myth is a politics 

of replacement, which necessarily constitutes the problematic of hegemony. On the 

contrary, the truth manifested in Aurora, especially in her paintings, is not human 

construction and is not able to be manifested fully by mankind. What Aurora persists 

in her paintings is the elements ―stripped to the harsh essentials,‖ which does not stay 

at the superficial worldly matters; her artistic assertion manifests in her ―belief in an 

after-life,‖ which redeems the imperfections of world through art (MLS 218, 220). Her 
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palimpsest paintings, in which worlds are hard to tell from each other and multiple 

dimensions interwoven together, actually emphasize the crossing of the border while 

intimating the impossibility of obtaining a final answer. In addition, through the 

discussion in the previous chapter, especially that of ―On the Program of the Coming 

Philosophy‖ by Benjamin, it is apparent that binary opposition as an a priori state of 

episteme is not transcendentally necessary. It is at this key point that authenticity myth 

is different from the level of the immanent truth, which is stripped of subject-object 

epistemology and beyond the matrix of human experience. The truth is immanent in 

the sense that it is not parallel with the self-claimed ―truth‖ of the authenticity myth or 

fundamentalism. Furthermore, rather than placing its emphasis on replacing the others 

as the authenticity myth does, immanent truth belongs to a level that surpasses the 

level of mankind and thus the level of the communication of meaning because it ―no 

longer means or expresses anything but is, as expressionless and creative Word, that 

which is meant in all languages – all information, all sense, and all intention finally 

encounter a stratum in which they are destined to be extinguished‖ (TOT 80). 

Benjamin‘s epistemology of pure language, in other words, builds on an 

anti-anthropocentric position that repudiates mankind‘s sense of Subject as the origin 

of all knowledge. Unlike authenticity myth fabricated arbitrarily by mankind, pure 

language is never bestowed upon mankind even before their Fall. It belongs solely to 

God. To approach the pure language of the higher level at the level of mankind, 

translation is thus the act of recall to fleetingly manifest its existence. Speaking in 

Benjamin‘s terms in ―On the Program of the Coming Philosophy,‖ the ―sum of 

experiences‖ denotes the higher level of experience that means the totality of being 

which probably happens to mankind but never manifests itself in a complete sense. In 

addition to all the above, it must be emphasized that unlike the authenticity myth or 
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fundamentalism which is often discussed in their own terms, one of the most 

significant characters of the immanent truth (the One) is that it can be only examined 

in terms of particularities (Many), because as both in Rushdie novel or in Benjamin‘s 

translation theory, the truth or pure language can only be manifested through the 

harmonization between different particular languages, for the level of the immanent is 

different from that of mankind. To elaborate on this in translation theory more clearly, 

I will use Leibniz‘s conception of windowless monad to illustrate the relationship 

between One and Many. 

 As introduced in the previous chapter, the idea of monad plays a significant role 

in Benjamin‘s theoretical framework and regarded by him as the ―abbreviated outline‖ 

of image of the world (OGTD 48). Similar to the conception of impenetrable within 

and without in the idea of monad, the relationship between One and Many is 

formulated in an absolutely impervious way as Benjamin emphasizes that 

purposefulness and life belong respectively to different levels and that the task of 

translator is to seek the transformation when crossing the border of life towards the 

higher level of purposefulness. In other words, there are separately an interior 

represented by transcendental truth (―pure language‖ in the context of translation 

theory) and an exterior represented the level of life with an absolute border between 

them impassable by intellect. That the task of the translator is to find the intended 

effect upon the target language means their task lies in how to manifest the 

transcendental truth of the interior by crossing the border between the life and 

purposefulness. When Adam names God‘s creations of nature with the naming 

language, ―[m] an is the knower in the same language in which God is creator‖ (―On 

Language as Such and on the Language of Man‖ 323). Although not creative as God 

uses it, naming language remains the essential quality. Therefore, when Adam 
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contemplates the creations of nature and names them with naming language, the 

language as medium could merge the mental being with linguistic being of creations. 

The creativity of God becomes human knowledge in Adam‘s naming. This is why 

―[m]an is the knower in the same language in which God is creator‖ (323). The 

transformation occurring at the moment of crossing the border from ―divine actuality‖ 

to human knowledge is the manifestation of human‘s illumination by the higher level 

of pure language (323). The instant of crossing the two levels and the transformation 

is epitomized in the simile of the tangent‘s touching the circle ―at but one point, with 

this touch rather than with the point‖ (TOT 80). The tangent is like the language of 

man belonging to the level of life. The communication between the different levels is 

the communication of immanence and not the content or meaning of the language 

because ―the task of the translator consists in finding that intended effect [intention]‖ 

and translation ―intends language as a whole, taking an individual work in an alien 

language as a point of departure‖ (76 my emphasis). The merging of different ways of 

meaning, which is the particular intention of language, is stripped of meaning and 

content so that the communication is exclusive of the anthropocentric aspect of 

bourgeois concept of language. This merging process of ways of meaning is similar to 

the nature of windowless monad in that translation ―fac[es] the wooded ridge [of the 

language forest]; it calls into it without entering, aiming that single spot where the 

echo is able to give, in its own language‖ (76). The center of the language forest and 

the circle touching the tangent thus symbolize the transcendental interior while the 

names that Adam gives to the creations of nature and the intended effect belongs to 

the exterior, which is the level of life. The interior is the One while the exterior is the 

Many. The point thus lies in how Many, which belongs to level of life, manifest the 

One in a certain range of ways. If using the metaphor of spectrum, the One therefore 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

96 
 

symbolizes the inner light, the totality of all intentions, and Many symbolizes the 

different colors originating from the inner light. In addition, like the principle of the 

imperviousness of monads with their particular intentions, the relationship between 

the particularities of languages as Many with the high purposefulness of One as the 

universal is not causal but an ideational one. There is the Kantian ―indeterminate 

concept,‖ which is to ―retain a productive sense of universality without holding to a 

determinate, thus causal relation between universal and particular‖ (Andrew Benjamin 

111). The transcendental One as universal does not give identity or absorb the quality 

of the particulars as Many. However, according to the Kantian indeterminate concept, 

it does not entail the absence of the One as the universal. Benjamin‘s theoretical 

framework is significant in that ―it can be read as arguing that particularity – in being 

particular – already recalls its relation to the universal‖ (111). This universal as an 

absent presence (―pure language‖ in the context of translation theory), so as to speak, 

never reveal itself fully and cannot be understood without the terms of particularities. 

Therefore, although always fragmentary, the pure language as the universal is 

―something that symbolizes or something symbolized‖ depending on the context in 

appears (TOT 79).  

 Reading Benjamin‘s translation theory with Leibniz‘s idea of windowless monad 

helps make clear the diverse particular languages do not necessarily stay in a state of 

binary opposition. Such concept basically corresponds to that of the palimpsest which 

criticizes the politics of replacement of binary oppositions. Both the idea of 

windowless monad and palimpsest celebrates the notion of harmony and tolerance 

rather than replacement. However, the idea of windowless monad seeks for a higher 

level of the relationship between One and Many. On the narrative level of the novel, 

Rushdie does often use the concept of multiplicity or mongrelhood to resist the 
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timeless stasis of authenticity myth. However, throughout the reading it cannot be 

denied that Rushdie intimates a higher presence which he never tangibly and fully 

delineates. Maybe it is because by doing so it will contradict his usual policy of the 

celebration of hybriditiy. In the next section I will focus on Moor as a flâneur and his 

return to Spain in order to make clear the difference between One and one.  

 

3.2 City observant as the trope of translation 

 Encouraged by Aurora, Moor returns to his progenitor‘s land after the 

disillusionment at Indian secularism in the hope of witnessing the Mooristan Spain his 

mother has envisioned in her paintings. What awaits him, however, is another 

disillusion because the Spain under Franco‘s dictatorship insisting on the authenticity 

myth has left no room for the palimpstine. In this section, I will focus on how Moor as 

a city observant just as a Baudelairean ragpicker, which is also a trope of translation, 

invigorates the culturally decadent Spain. 

 Upon entering Granada of Spain, what Moor discovers is a land ―flanked by a 

large number of expensive boutiques – Gucci, Hermes, Aquascutum, Cardin, Paloma 

Picasso – and also by eating-places ranging from Scandinavian meatball-vendors to a 

Stars-and-Stripes-liveried Chicago Rib Shack‖ and himself ―stood in the midst of a 

crowd that pushed past me in both directions, ignoring my presence completely in the 

manner of city-dwellers rather than village folk‖ (MLS 390). This street is known by 

the local as the ―Street of Parasites,‖ about which Moor disillusions on account of its 

totally commodification without essence rather than palimpstine quality that Aurora 

promises in her paintings. He further realizes that the parasites have replaced Franco‘s 

dictatorship to suck out the essence of the local cultural landscape. Moor finds himself 

a modern Jonathan Harker making his journey to encounter the eerie and denatured 
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Granada whose essence has been sucked out like blood by the parasites. He bumps 

into a man named Helsing who warns him that: ―‗Notice that, although the street is 

crowded, the eyes of those crowding it are empty‘. . . ‗It may be hard for you to pity 

these lost souls in alligator shoes and sports-shirts with crocodiles over their nipples, 

but compassion is what is required here.‘‖ (390). The Dracula of Granada, however, is 

not a tangible figure but the capitalist commodification. Hybrid they appear to be, the 

―new Moors,‖ dominated by the mechanism of capitalist process, are stripped of 

compassion and essence, who ―forget themselves – or, more accurately, to lose 

themselves in themselves, to live in a kind of dream of what they might have been, or 

preferred to be – or, having mislaid what once they were, to absent themselves quietly 

from what they had become‖ (402). 

The atmosphere delineating the emptiness of a city resonates with what 

Benjamin calls the ―phantasmagoria‖ in a modern city. He argues that in the modern 

metropolis, an individual is subsumed into the crowds in that their face, thus 

uniqueness, is also effaced with the flow of people. Under such circumstances certain 

artistic genre, such as physiognomies (―typical‖ representations of people) and 

panorama (―typical‖ representation of the landscape) thrive. Benjamin contends such 

phenomena as ―phantasmagoria,‖ which cajoles people into believing in possession of 

a subjective knowledge that we do not actually have. The illusory quality of 

phantasmagoria appeals more to abstract emotions than to rationality. Or to speak in 

the other way, phantasmagoria coaxes people living in it into believing that the social 

order of the city is totally harmless and perfect, which results in the loss of their 

revolutionary energy in Benjamin‘s view. Therefore, to approach phantasmagoria is to 

think outside its well-crafted framework weaving a network called ―common sense.‖ 

  The illusory quality of phantasmagoria provides a nodal joint to Benjamin‘s 
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linguistic philosophy. The knowledge given by physiognomies and panorama in a 

modern metropolis is subjective, arbitrary and anesthetic as the prattling quality of the 

bourgeoisie concept of language in the discussion of the language of man. The 

prattling quality is the key quality of the knowledge that transforms the language of 

paradisiac state into the language of tool: ―Knowledge of good and evil abandons 

name, it is a knowledge from outside, the uncreated imitation of the creative word. 

Name steps outside itself in this knowledge: the Fall marks the birth of the human 

word,‖ and the word of human word must communicate something (other than itself)‖ 

(―On Language as Such and on the Language of Man‖ 327 his emphasis). So for 

Benjamin the creation of human word out of the knowledge of good and evil is ―a 

parody by the expressly mediate word of the expressly immediate, the creative word 

of God, and the decay of the blissful, Adamite language-mind that stand between 

them‖ (327). Therefore, in ―The Task of the Translator‖ Benjamin advocates literal 

translation as the method to approach pure language because to remove the 

anthropocentric elements means to remove the meaning brought by the knowledge. 

By doing so, the translator could cross the barrier of the original language and restore 

the distorted language. Such attempt at restoration is consistent and ubiquitous in his 

works. As Benjamin in the notion of allegory contends, ―nature-history . . . is present 

in reality in the form of the ruin . . . And in this guise [of ruin] history does not 

assume the form of the process of an eternal life so much as that of irresistible decay‖ 

(177-78 my emphasis). Only by stripping off the artificiality can the real history 

(nature-history) emerge because allegory in its brokenness best presents the condition 

of history which is actually a chain of permanent catastrophes. It is why when we can 

perceive in his various essays that Benjamin often removes an image from their 

original position and place it into a new context to integrate with it in the hope of 
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envisioning new transformation upon the amalgamation.  

In the context of modern metropolis, what truly witnesses the historical shifts are 

the tangible societal artifacts in the sense of how they are perceived and experienced. 

To gain a position outside the dominant standards, inconspicuous details are the most 

suitable objects to contemplate on because they bear the least mechanism of capitalist 

society and are thus stripped of the ―illumination by the artificial light of apotheosis‖ 

(OGTD 180). On the study of Charles Baudelaire, Benjamin champions Baudelaire‘s 

modern heroism not because of his literary genius to transcend the excrescences 

around him, instead it is his very susceptibility to the real condition of rupture and 

falsehood of the illusory phantasmagoria and the resistance to the mechanisms of 

capitalist process that fascinates Benjamin. This susceptibility of the Baudelairean 

literary figure makes them the most sincere figure willing to have the brokenness of 

modern life marked on his body like scars.  

 As marginal as the Baudelairean figure is Moor who embodies the category of 

faeces in the novel. What Moor possesses is not a genius to solve the conundrum but 

the Baudelairean sympathy with the condition of the commoditized town and the 

awareness of the denaturing process of the ―new Moors.‖ Rather than palimpstine he 

found himself surrounded by deep-seated commoditized ―parasites‖ from various 

countries who have replaced the Mooristan pluralism he anticipates before his 

departure from India. A uniformly sluggish and narcotic atmosphere predominates 

disposition of the local residents: ―I surmised that I had arrived at a place to which 

people came to forget themselves – or, more accurately, to lose themselves in 

themselves, to live in a kind of dream of what they might have been, or preferred to 

be – or, having mislaid what once they were, to absent themselves quietly from what 

they had become,‖ and in Moor‘s point of view these new Moors living off the land 
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simply become ―human automata. They could simulate human life, but were no 

longer able to live it‖ (MLS 402-3). These seemingly multicultural ―new Moors‖ are 

―denatured‖ and without essence under the phantasmagoria in that they simply 

become ―human automata. They could simulate human life, but were no longer able 

to live it‖ (402-3) under the narcotic effect of capitalist phantasmagoria. They are 

compassionless and without essence in that these parasites become the same 

blood-suckers just as the Draculean commoditizing mechanism seizing their life out 

of them. The other vampire that hypnotizes the local residents is Franco‘s dictatorship, 

which has refrained alternative cultural elements. The quest for purity of race has 

made monocracy the only cultural landscape which thus strips of them the essence of 

life and makes the local residents walking deads too: ―The women are of the type that 

is excited by jackboots and disappointed by the advent of democracy. The young 

people are trash: addicts, layabouts, plagiarists, whores. They are all dead, the old and 

the young‖ (393). These vampires have sucked out the sap of the palimpstine that 

Moor envisions. Under the wreckage of capitalism and Franco‘s dictatorship, Granada 

is no more palimpstine but a false representation of cultural eclecticism.  

The idea of windowless monad manifests its value especially in the context of 

border crossing. When approaching each other, monads with different particular 

intentions have to go through an ideal influence to fit with each other just like 

fragments of a vessel. Transformation consequently occurs at the instant of attaching 

to each other. In the case of Moor, who is originally a ―major minority‖ in his 

homeland where parochialism predominates, proves to be a true embodiment of 

hybridity: ―I am like the Catholicised Cordoba mosque, I experimented. A piece of 

Eastern architecture with a Baroque cathedral stuck in the middle of it‖ (388 his 

emphasis). The hybrid façade amalgamating people with diverse cultures, which is 
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reminiscent of the Mooristan Spain before the Reconquista, conceals the narcotic 

quality inside and proves to be false one. It is, in Rushdie‘s own words, ―the flip side 

of pluralism‖ because the falsehood is an idea of many produced and multiplied by the 

one authenticity truth aiming to dominate its objects with illusory purity, which works 

similarly to phantasmagoria in a city. In such situation, the phenomenon of many is 

like the result of the contentless ―prattle‖ of bourgeois language (―On Language as 

Such and on the Language of Man‖ 328). Speaking Benjamin‘s terms of linguistic 

philosophy, the one producing the many is thus similar to the externally 

communicating word of the tool language parodying the expressly immediate and 

creative Word of God. This is how the one tends to pretend to be the One but 

ironically produces only emptiness. On the contrary, Moor, who is free of any 

parochialism ―in a country where all citizens owe an instinctive dual allegiance to a 

place and a faith‖ and has his only essential loyalty as a ―nowhere-and-no-community 

man,‖ arrives at a dictatorship-riven place like ―a nobody from nowhere, like no-one, 

belonging to nothing‖ (MLS 336, 388). Without any communal sense and political 

consciousness, Moor as a flâneur simply bears the scar of his age, ―whose presence 

here defined the lives of those around him, and of the age in which they lived‖ (220). 

His illumination originates from his marginality stripped of any anthropocentric 

worldly effectual domination like a flâneur. In other words, the narcotic and prattling 

quality aiming only to multiply and formulate theses to pretend itself as ―authentic‖ 

has proved to be false, while the marginal faeces, which consist in the characteristics 

of Moor, have proved to be free of the domination of capitalist and ultra-nationalist 

mechanism and be able to transform the frontiers into permeable ones. The figure of 

Moor, who embodies the metamorphosizing dynamics, is the living proof of the Many 

illuminated by the One. His key feature leading him to the One is definitely his 
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invulnerability to all communal ties which makes him his pride throughout the novel. 

Theses emphasizing purity as ―one‖ are false in that they are in the same level and 

keep a causal relationship with ―many,‖ because theses aim to institutionalize, 

subsume, and multiply themselves as many as possible. Unlike theses, the 

transcendental One is not located at the same level with Many. It is an absent presence 

which depending upon the context is ―something that symbolizes or something 

symbolized‖ (TOT 79). It can only be manifested by translation through an ideational 

rather than a causal relationship and has a limited randomness in contrast with the 

abyss of multiplying desire and emptiness of the ―one.‖ To sum up, Moor proves the 

nature of theses (the one) to be fallacious and turns the possibility of the marginal 

faeces into the dynamic conception of Many, which is the ephemeral manifestation of 

the transcendental One. With Moor, the reality constructed by confrontational theses 

and faeces has collapsed and transformed into another possible order of reality not 

confined by the hegemonic and deceiving theses. Furthermore, compared to the 

essence-less relationship between theses and faeces, there is essence between One and 

Many. For Moor, the essence which perseveres him through many crucial moments in 

his life is love that transcends the worldly matters.  

 As a flâneur, Moor goes through the shock experience at the traumatic realization 

of the fake palimpstine constructed by Miranda. Palimpstine as the promised land of 

carnivalesque harmony in Aurora‘s painting is reduced to a loveless folly: ―No, it was 

not a miracle, after all; my first impressions had been illusory, and the illusion had 

already faded. The ‗Little Alhambra‘ for all its size and flamboyance, was no New 

Moorusalem, but an ugly, pretentious house,‖ just as the contentless hybridity 

swarmed with parasites (MLS 409). This shocking disillusionment proves Helsing‘s 

philosophy that the reality veiled by the narcotic illusion is nothing but ugliness: ―. . . 
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in reality life is a series of brutal ruptures, falling upon our defenceless heads like the 

blows of a woodsman‘s axe‘‖ (391). However, for a flâneur, such shock experience is 

also a rupture that leads him out of the deceiving phantasmagoria into the reality. 

Baudelaire, who shares Benjamin‘s view in modern traumatic experience, suggests in 

The Painter of Modern Life that the poetic image originate from a basis in shock 

experience: ―I am prepared to . . . assert that inspiration has something in common 

with a convulsion, and that every sublime thought is accompanied by a more or less 

violent nervous shock which has its repercussions in the very core of the brain‖ 

(Baudelaire 8). For Moor, the illuminating moment of finding the palimpstine as 

poetic image does not come until the last moment in his life, when he finds at last that 

the compassion and the essence that are absent from the parasite-hybridity is the love 

which is meaningless but transcends the worldly matters. Alhambra, rather than being 

a definitive thesis among the worldly matters, symbolizes the provisional and 

harmonizing love unbound by any frontier: 

. . . like a testament to lost but sweetest love, to the love that endures 

beyond defeat, beyond annihilation, beyond despair; to the defeated love 

that is greater than what defeats it, to that most profound of our needs, to 

our need for flowing together, for putting an end to frontiers, for the 

dropping of the boundaries of the self. (MLS 433)  

This love permeable between frontiers is the only consistent truth throughout the 

novel and the only thing unfixable and provisional. Moreover, the illumination of 

Moor as a flâneur manifests the idea of windowless monad in translation theory: 

―translation does not find itself in the center of the language forest but on the outside 

facing the wooded ridge; it calls into it without entering, aiming at that single spot 

where the echo is able to give, in its own language, the reverberation of the work in 
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the alien one‖ (TOT 76). Moor as a descendent of Boabdil the last sultan returns to the 

land of his progenitor reflects the decadence of modern Spain under the spell of a 

dictatorship and finds out the true meaning of the palimpstine, just as two impervious 

monads adjust themselves not through a causal but mutual accommodation in the 

purpose of fitting each other and making for a harmonious whole. Moor‘s realization 

of the essence of the palimpstine upon his return to his progenitor‘s land thus 

symbolizes an invigoration for the modern Spain pursuing the authenticity myth. 
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Conclusion 

 

―As a migrant myself, I have always tried to stress the creative aspects of such 

cultural commingling. The migrant, severed from his roots often transplanted into a 

new language, always obliged to learn the ways of a new community, is forced to 

confront the great questions of change and adaptation.‖  

— Salman Rushdie, Step across This Line 

 

Every translation begins at the moment of the attachment between the original 

and the target language. The task of translation is to transform the already existent 

order and elevate the original with its attachment with the target language in order to 

let the newness erupt out of the demarcation of reality. However, translation is not a 

crude formulation in which two elements just mix together and convey their meaning 

to each other. There are two kinds of extreme results under incorrect formulation of 

translation which could be regarded as mistranslation. By making clear the difference 

between these two mistranslation as the dual opposites on the sides of a spectrum, we 

can conceive the significance of immanence which is the keystone in translation 

theory. This fluid and intangible immanence is embodied as the idea of love that 

Rushdie praises throughout the novel.  

The first case of mistranslation is the unpleasantness or enigma of translation 

which might prevent the newness from crossing the barrier of the already existent 

reality. This problem is epitomized in Abraham Zogoiby‘s question to himself after his 

unblessed love with Aurora da Gama: ―Perhaps, he thought, because strangeness, the 

idea of difference, is a thing to which we react with unease‖ (MLS 91). When the 

newness is too different from the order of reality, it will make it unacceptable in the 
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reality because of the unease or even chthonic result it causes. This kind of translation 

is, as Benjamin points out, like Hölderlin‘s translations of Sophocles‘ two tragedies, in 

which ―harmony of the languages is so profound that sense is touched by the wind‖ 

(81). As a result, in these works ―meaning plunges from abyss to abyss until it 

threatens to become lost in the bottomless depths of language‖ (82). If put in the 

simile of the tangent and the circle, such translation as the tangent stays at the state of 

permanent touch with the circle, which causes the flux of the linguistic signs unable to 

transform into a new order with the linguistic law of fidelity and thus results in the 

translations‘ plunging into the ―bottomless depths of language‖ (82). Such translation 

retains only the forms of the original and target language which makes the meaning 

totally inaccessible and impossible to understand as a result. However, on the level of 

cultural translation, such abyss of meaninglessness is not very likely to occur. In 

Moor’s Last Sigh, nevertheless, what we often witness is the second kind of 

mistranslation – the abyss of too much meaning. This kind of translation 

communicates only information and meaning, which is regarded by Benjamin as 

indistinct. In such mistranslation, the sheer preponderance of content renders it 

untranslatable because its incapacity to make clear the totality of the kinship between 

languages. Opposite to the first kind of mistranslation causing the abyss of 

meaninglessness, this latter kind produces too much contentless meaning, which 

brings the reader to ―the abyss of prattle‖ (―On Language as Such and on the 

Language of Man‖ 328). In the novel Uma Sarasvati, Raman Fielding and Franco‘s 

dictatorship, who weave an illusion, pretending themselves as the unassailable ―One‖ 

and make institutionalization and multiplication of the prattling theses their sole 

purpose, are the examples of this latter case. Therefore, the significance of the role of 

immanence (translatability) thus zooms in order to locate a correct conception of 
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translation between these two opposites. 

Immanence is significant in that it is precisely this (translatability, distinctness if 

speaking in Benjamin‘s other theoretical terms) that the translator should aim to 

communicate among diverse particular modes of intention. Their task to be done in 

translation is thus to find the ―intended effect upon the language into which [the 

translator] is translating which produces in it the echo of the original‖ (TOT 76). The 

intended effect originates from the immanence. To achieve this, the anthropocentric 

aspect, which is the meaning of the language, has to be removed first in order to 

unbind the dominative meaning of the language of bourgeois conception. Therefore, a 

translator has to intend the language as a whole, facing the language forest on its 

periphery, and ―calls into it without entering‖ (76), it works in the way as Leibniz‘s 

idea of windowless monad does. Windowless monad provides an insightful method to 

distinguish the relationship of the conception of absolute interior and exterior, which 

proves Benjamin‘s theoretical axis that ―the relationship between life and 

purposefulness, seemingly obvious yet almost beyond the grasp of the intellect, 

reveals itself only if the ultimate purpose toward which all single functions tend is 

sought not in its own sphere but in a higher one‖ (72). In Moor’s Last Sigh, the 

protagonist Moor derides himself as ―jewholic-anonymous, a cathjew nut, a stewpot, a 

mongrel cur‖ and a ―[b]astard: . . . Baas, a smell a stinky-poo. Turd, no translation 

required. Ergo, Bastard, a smelly shit; like, for example, me‖ (MLS 104 his emphasis). 

He equates himself to faeces because by doing so he is at the same time unbound by 

the hegemonic mechanism of his homeland where communal tie with a place seems to 

be an instinctive allegiance to everyone. Like a no-community-man and away from 

the worldly matters, Rushdie with this feature as his trademark and also dynamics is 

capable of gaining new possible in his attachment with various new contexts.  
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