“The Free Radio” by Salman Rushdie

Q.1. Discuss “The Free Radio” as a political critique of the Emergency period, analysing
how Salman Rushdie presents oppression, propaganda, and the illusion of freedom in
relation to the marginalised individual.

Or,

How does “The Free Radio” reflect the historical realities of the Emergency while
exploring themes of political control, illusion, and human vulnerability?

Answer:

“The Free Radio” by Salman Rushdie is a politically charged short story set against the
backdrop of the The Emergency in India. Through the life of the naive rickshaw-puller Ramani,
Rushdie explores the complex intersections of history, politics, oppression, and illusion. The
story reflects how large political events shape individual lives and exposes the mechanisms
through which power operates in postcolonial India.

One of the central themes of the story is political oppression and abuse of power. During the
Emergency, civil liberties were suspended, and the state exercised unchecked authority. This is
reflected in the forced sterilization campaign or “nasbandi,” which becomes a key element in
the narrative. The government’s policy is not presented as welfare but as coercion, especially
targeting the poor. Ramani’s submission to the procedure shows how individuals are deprived
of agency in the name of “national interest.” As he naively claims, “it stops babies only... it is
in national interest,” revealing how deeply state ideology has influenced him.

Closely linked to this is the theme of illusion of freedom versus reality of control. The “free
radio” symbolizes false promises made by the state. Ramani believes that he will receive a
transistor radio as a reward, but this promise is ultimately hollow. The radio becomes an illusion
that masks exploitation. Even when it never arrives, Ramani continues to pretend, holding an
imaginary radio to his ear. This reflects how propaganda creates a false sense of hope and
distracts individuals from harsh realities. The story thus critiques how political systems
manipulate perception and truth.

Another important theme is the marginalization of the poor and illiterate. Ramani, an
uneducated rickshaw-puller, becomes an easy target for exploitation. His dreams of becoming
a film star and owning a radio make him vulnerable to manipulation by both the state and those
around him. The narrator himself calls him “an innocent... a real donkey s child,” highlighting
his simplicity. Rushdie shows that political systems often prey on such vulnerable individuals,
reinforcing social inequalities.

The story also deals with historical memory and political trauma. By situating the narrative in
the Emergency period, Rushdie documents a dark phase of Indian history. The presence of the
“white caravan” used for sterilization and the “armband youths” symbolizes state machinery
and its enforcement. The story becomes a literary record of how ordinary lives were disrupted
and controlled by political authority.

Furthermore, Rushdie explores the power of propaganda and ideology. The imaginary radio
represents not just personal delusion but also the success of state propaganda. Ramani’s belief
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is so intense that even the community begins to “half-believe” in the radio’s existence. This
blurring of reality and fiction reflects how political narratives can reshape truth itself.

Finally, the story highlights the conflict between individual desire and political reality.
Ramani’s dreams of love, success, and recognition are gradually destroyed by political forces
beyond his control. His final escape into fantasy-through letters claiming success in Bombay-
shows a tragic inability to confront reality. Thus, the story becomes deeply ironic: what appears
as “freedom” is actually a form of psychological and political entrapment.

In conclusion, “The Free Radio ” is a powerful critique of politics, history, and power structures.
Rushdie exposes how authoritarian systems manipulate, exploit, and silence individuals,
especially the marginalized. Through irony and symbolism, the story reveals that true freedom
cannot exist under coercion, and that the illusion of freedom can be as dangerous as tyranny
itself.

Q. 2. Symbolism of the Radio in “The Free Radio”:
Answer:

In “The Free Radio” by Salman Rushdie, the symbol of the radio operates at multiple levels-
political, psychological, and social-making it one of the most significant elements in the story.
At the surface level, the “free radio” is presented as a government reward for undergoing
sterilization during the The Emergency in India. However, beyond its literal meaning, the radio
becomes a powerful symbol of illusion, manipulation, and loss of freedom.

Politically, the radio represents state propaganda and false promises. The government uses
incentives like the radio to persuade poor and uneducated individuals to comply with its
coercive policies. In reality, the promise of the radio is deceptive, as it never materializes. Thus,
the radio symbolizes how political authority creates attractive illusions to mask exploitation. It
becomes a tool through which the state controls the masses while appearing benevolent.

Psychologically, the radio reflects Ramani’s inner conflict and self-deception. After undergoing
sterilization, he invests all his hopes, dreams, and justifications into the idea of receiving the
radio. Even when it does not arrive, he continues to pretend that he owns it, holding an
imaginary device to his ear. As the narrator observes, Ramani pours “all his worries and
regrets ” into this illusion. In this sense, the radio becomes a coping mechanism that helps him
avoid confronting the reality of his loss-his bodily autonomy and identity.

Socially, the radio symbolizes the collective susceptibility to illusion and propaganda. The
community, though initially sceptical, gradually begins to “half-believe” in the existence of
the radio. This demonstrates how easily truth can be distorted in a society shaped by political
narratives and gossip. The line between reality and fiction becomes blurred, emphasizing the
dangerous power of belief and suggestion.

Moreover, the radio also signifies loss disguised as gain. What Ramani perceives as a reward
is actually a symbol of what he has sacrificed. The “free” radio comes at the cost of his freedom,
masculinity, and agency. This irony lies at the heart of the story-freedom is promised, but
control is enforced.
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In conclusion, the radio in “The Free Radio” is not merely an object but a multifaceted symbol
that exposes the workings of political power, the fragility of human psychology, and the tragic
consequences of illusion. It ultimately represents how individuals can be made to participate
in their own oppression while believing they are being rewarded.
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