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Abstract—Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981)
occupies a central position in postmodern and
postcolonial literary studies for its radical reimagining of
history through fiction. This research paper offers an
extended, in-depth analysis of the novel as a major work
of historiographic metafiction, a narrative mode that
simultaneously represents historical events and
interrogates the epistemological foundations of historical
knowledge. Drawing upon the theoretical insights of
Linda Hutcheon, Homi K. Bhabha, Jean-Francois
Lyotard, and other postmodern critics, the paper argues
that Rushdie deliberately situates his narrative between
history and myth in order to dismantle the authority of
official historiography and foreground memory,
imagination, and storytelling as alternative modes of
historical understanding. Through sustained close
reading, textual quotations, and critical engagement, this
study demonstrates how Midnight’s Children
transforms Indian history into a plural, contested, and
deeply human narrative shaped by fragmentation,
hybridity, and political resistance.

Index Terms—Historiographic Metafiction,
Postmodernism, History, Myth, Memory, Salman
Rushdie, Magic Realism, Postcolonialism

I.  INTRODUCTION

The distinction between history and fiction has
traditionally rested on the belief that history records
objective truth while fiction invents imaginary worlds.
Postmodern literary theory unsettles this binary by
revealing that history itself is structured through
narrative, ideology, and selective memory. Historical
writing, no less than fiction, depends on plot,
causality, and perspective. Salman Rushdie’s
Midnight’s Children (1981) emerges as one of the
most influential fictional critiques of this assumption,
particularly within the context of postcolonial nations
struggling to narrate their pasts after the end of empire.
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The novel recounts the story of Saleem Sinai, born at
the exact moment of India’s independence on 15
August 1947. Saleem announces: “I was born in the
city of Bombay at the precise instant of India’s arrival
at independence” (Rushdie 9). This coincidence is not
merely symbolic; it structures the entire narrative,
establishing Saleem’s body as a metaphorical archive
of the nation’s history. As Saleem grows, suffers,
forgets, and remembers, the nation too experiences
unity, division, trauma, and authoritarian control.
Rather than presenting a coherent national epic,
Rushdie constructs a narrative riddled with
interruptions,  digressions, contradictions, and
fantasies. This paper argues that such narrative
instability is not accidental but central to the novel’s
project. Midnight’s Children occupies a liminal space
between history and myth, where factual events are
inseparable from personal memory and imaginative
reconstruction. By analyzing the novel through the
lens of historiographic metafiction, this paper
demonstrates how Rushdie challenges the authority of
official histories and affirms storytelling as a crucial
mode of postcolonial resistance.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

Critical engagement with Midnight’s Children has
been extensive since its publication, reflecting its
status as a landmark in contemporary English fiction.
Early critics emphasized the novel’s narrative
exuberance and its departure from social realism.
Meenakshi Mukherjee argues that Rushdie liberated
the Indian English novel “from the burden of mimetic
realism,” enabling it to express the complexity of
Indian life through fantasy and excess (Mukherjee 34).
Linda Hutcheon’s concept of historiographic
metafiction has provided one of the most productive
frameworks for interpreting the novel. Hutcheon
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defines historiographic metafiction as fiction that is
“intensely self-reflexive and yet paradoxically
grounded in historical events” (A Poetics of
Postmodernism 5). Several scholars have applied this
framework to Midnight’s Children, noting how the
novel simultaneously narrates and destabilizes history.
Hutcheon herself identifies Rushdie’s novel as
exemplary in its exposure of history as a narrative
construct shaped by power and ideology (93).
Postcolonial theorists have further enriched critical
discourse. Homi K. Bhabha’s notion of hybridity and
the “third space” is particularly relevant. Bhabha
argues that postcolonial texts disrupt authoritative
narratives by occupying an in-between space where
cultural meanings are constantly negotiated (The
Location of Culture 56). Midnight’s Children, with its
hybrid language, mixed genres, and fusion of myth
and history, exemplifies this condition.

Timothy Brennan reads the novel as a challenge to
nationalist historiography, arguing that Rushdie resists
the tendency of national histories to impose unity at
the expense of difference (Salman Rushdie and the
Third World 78). Neil ten Kortenaar similarly
emphasizes Saleem’s unreliability, suggesting that the
novel critiques the idea that nations can be narrated
through a single authoritative voice (Kortenaar 112).
While critics differ in emphasis—some foregrounding
politics, others form or language—there is broad
consensus that Midnight’s Children fundamentally
redefines the relationship between history and fiction.
This paper builds upon existing scholarship while
extending it through sustained textual analysis and
thematic expansion.

III. HISTORIOGRAPHIC METAFICTION A
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Historiographic metafiction emerges from postmodern
skepticism toward grand narratives and absolute
truths. Jean-Francois Lyotard defines postmodernism
as “incredulity toward metanarratives” (The
Postmodern Condition xxiv). Applied to history, this
skepticism results in a refusal to accept official
versions of the past as complete or neutral.

Hutcheon argues that historiographic metafiction does
not deny historical reality; rather, it exposes the
processes by which history is textualized (Poetics 16).
Such narratives foreground their own constructedness,
reminding readers that access to the past is always
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mediated. In Midnight’s Children, Rushdie repeatedly
interrupts the narrative to comment on storytelling
itself, transforming the novel into a meditation on how
histories are made.

Saleem’s claim— “To understand me, you’ll have to
swallow a world” (Rushdie 4)—signals the
impossibility of total historical comprehension.
History becomes excessive, fragmented, and resistant
to closure, mirroring the novel’s sprawling form.

IV. SALEEM SINAI: MEMORY
UNRELIABILITY, AND THE HISTORIAN
FIGURE

Saleem Sinai serves as narrator, protagonist, and self-
appointed historian, yet his authority is persistently
undermined. He frequently admits to mistakes and
contradictions, confessing that memory itself is
unstable: “Memory’s truth... selects, eliminates,
alters, exaggerates, minimizes, glorifies, and vilifies”
(Rushdie 211). This statement encapsulates the
epistemological position of the novel.

By foregrounding Saleem’s unreliability, Rushdie
challenges the assumption that history can be narrated
objectively. Saleem’s errors mirror those of official
historians who claim neutrality while suppressing
inconvenient facts. The novel thus exposes historical
narration as a subjective, interpretive act.

V. MAGIC REALISM AND THE MYTHIC
REWRITING OF HISTORY

Magic realism enables Rushdie to collapse the
boundary between the real and the fantastic. The
midnight’s children, endowed with supernatural
powers, symbolize the promise and diversity of
independent India. Saleem’s telepathy allows him to
hear the voices of the nation, transforming myth into a
metaphor for pluralism.

Myth in Midnight’s Children functions not as
escapism but as an alternative epistemology. By
integrating mythic structures into historical narrative,
Rushdie challenges colonial historiography, which
dismissed indigenous myths as irrational. Myth here
becomes a mode of resistance and cultural recovery.
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VI. LANGUAGE, HYBRIDITY, AND INDIAN
ENGLISH

Rushdie’s language itself embodies historiographic
resistance. His use of hybrid English—inflected with
Hindi, Urdu, and Bombay slang—undermines the
authority of standard colonial English. Rushdie
famously argues that English can be remade as an
Indian language (Imaginary Homelands 17).

This linguistic hybridity mirrors the novel’s thematic
concerns. Just as history is shown to be plural and
contested, language becomes fluid and unstable,
resisting standardization.

VII. FRAGMENTATION, TIME, AND
POSTCOLONIAL TRAUMA

The nonlinear structure of Midnight’s Children
reflects the fractured nature of postcolonial history.
Saleem admits that his narrative proceeds in loops
rather than straight lines. This fragmentation mirrors
the trauma of Partition, which shattered communities
and identities.

By refusing linear chronology, Rushdie suggests that
historical trauma cannot be neatly organized into
coherent narratives without distortion.

VIII.  POLITICS, POWER, AND THE
EMERGENCY

The Emergency (1975-77) represents the novel’s most
explicit political critique. The sterilization of the
midnight’s children symbolizes the silencing of
dissenting voices. Saleem’s lament— “they took away
our powers” (Rushdie 420)—connects bodily control
with narrative erasure.

Rushdie critiques authoritarian historiography that
seeks to impose a single version of reality. Against
this, the novel asserts multiplicity and excess.

IX. STORYTELLING AS RESISTANCE

Throughout the novel, storytelling emerges as an act
of survival and resistance. Saleem’s compulsion to
narrate his life before his body disintegrates
underscores the urgency of preserving alternative
histories. Narrative becomes a means of opposing
political repression and historical amnesia.
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X. BETWEEN HISTORY AND MYTH
LIMINALITY AND HYBRIDITY

Midnight’s Children exists in a liminal space where
history and myth coexist. This hybridity reflects the
postcolonial condition, characterized by overlapping
temporalities and identities. Myth does not distort
history but reveals suppressed emotional truths.

XI. CONCLUSION

Midnight’s Children stands as a monumental example
of historiographic metafiction that reshapes the
relationship between history and fiction. Through
unreliable narration, magic realism, linguistic
hybridity, and political critique, Salman Rushdie
challenges the authority of official historiography and
affirms storytelling as a vital form of historical
knowledge. By situating the narrative between history
and myth, the novel offers a richer, more inclusive
understanding of the past—one that acknowledges
fragmentation, plurality, and human experience.
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