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 Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children is a magnum opus that has been woven out of 

innumerable stories. The novel is an autobiographical account of Saleem Sinai who is now thirty 

years of age and recounting his life. The year 1981 is a landmark in the history of Indian English 

fiction for the publication of Midnight’s Children which brought home the prestigious Booker 

Prize for the author and also set the standard for post-colonial fiction. The issue of partition 

acquires a prominent significant in the novels of the post-colonial regime. Rushdie’s articulate 

protagonist Saleem Sinai records the pros and cons of the trauma of the 1947 partition. The novel 

is a brilliant allegory as on the one hand it chronicles the political scenario of the partition and on 

the other it deftly documents the timeline of Saleem Sinai. He starts giving an account of his 

birth: 

“I was born in the city of Bombay….once upon a time….on 

August 15th, 1947. And the time?... On the stroke of midnight, as a 

matter of fact.. Oh, spell it out, spell it out: at the precise instant of 

India’s arrival at independence, I tumbled forth into the world. 

…thanks to the occult tyrannies of those blandly saluting clocks I 

had been mysteriously handcuffed to history, and my destinies 

indissolubly chained to those of my country.”  (Rushdie, 3.) 

 Midnight’s Children is particularly a political novel covering three generations of Adam 

Aziz, Saleem Sinai and Adam Sinai from 1915 to 1978. It runs into three sections subsequently. 

The first section delineates the events that took place in India from 1915 to 1947. The second 

section presents the details concerning the childhood of Saleem and the turbulences his family 

underwent during the partition and the consequent wars. The third part is a graphical 

representation of Emergency Operations and the political mayhem that was unleashed in India in 
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the seventies. The story of Saleem Sinai is symbolically connected to the history of a vast nation 

as India. His narrative account of the growth and development of Indian history is often 

considered by experts as restructuring of history by the subaltern. History is a complex dynamic 

flow of events and its reading veritably testifies the fact that the heritage of a dynasty or empire 

is transferred as a legacy to the next generations.  

 An Englishman named William Methwold involves himself with Saleem’s parents in few 

negotiations regarding the purchase of a house demanded by Methwold. He wanted the actual 

transfer to take place until midnight on August 15, i.e. the exact moment of the transfer of power 

by the British to the Indians. Saleem and other midnight’s children who were born on the 

auspicious moment are endowed with telepathic powers. His journey from childhood to maturity 

reflects the growth of modern India from a new-born to a progressive nation. Mary Pereira, the 

nurse at Dr. Narlikar’s Nursing Home at Mumbai interchanged the babies, Saleem and Shiva and 

this act is quite revolutionary in terms of history. The child born to Hindu parents was in the 

hands of a Muslim couple and vice versa.  

 Saleem narrates the story with an air of someone who knew everything that went before 

him, that went with him and that went after him. In the very first part of the book, he grandly 

narrates the story of his grandfather Adam Aziz. He returned from Germany with a medical 

degree. The first chapter of the novel is titled “The Perforated Sheet”, and that sheet through 

which Adam comes to know his future wife, bit by bit, is one of the many dexterous leitmotifs 

found in the novel. Rushdie has deftly employed the use of the perforated sheet quite early in the 

novel as it is of a paramount significance to the narrative technique of the novel and also to 

Rushdie’s view of history which reflects the post modern ideology of the whole. Rushdie is 

successful in his effort to create an innovative style of fictional writing blended with the 

omniscient narration through constant interplay and grouping of the history of a family and the 

journey of a nation from colonial to post colonial and to neo-colonial phases of history.  

“And there are so many stories to tell, too many, such an excess of 

intertwined lives events miracles places rumors,….. I must 

commence the business of remaking my life from the point at 

which it really began, some thirty-two years before anything as 
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obvious, as present, as my clock-ridden, crime-stained birth.”     

(Rushdie, 4.) 

 

  The novel’s conceptualization of Saleem as India itself is the book’s central thesis, and 

Rushdie’s most forceful indictment regarding the cause of the country’s incessant political 

victimization.  As soon as he is borne from his mother’s womb (a metaphor for the relative 

comfort of British rule), Saleem is under immense pressure to end up meaning something. His 

subsequent authorial quest for such meaning leads him to the construction of a self-centered past 

in which he alone assumes responsibility for key events in national history. This can be 

interpreted as Rushdie’s critique of India as central to its failure. 

The importance of nationalism in India’s struggle to gain independence from the British 

was paramount because it united the masses in common purpose.  Through strengthened self-

definition, it became easier to project the idea of ‘other’ onto their rulers.  For the Indian people, 

however, a unified identity was hard to conceive because of the country’s inherent multitude of 

varying languages, cultures and religions.  Much of the colonizer’s hegemonic success relied 

upon the internalization of its definition of ‘Indian’ by those it sought to dominate.  In so doing 

the population of India began to categorize itself according to the simplified British view of 

Indians – through religion.  The Indian Nationalist Movement saw its greatest weapon against 

Empire as the fore-grounding of religious identity. This required new interpretations of ancient 

texts and of historical events, many of which had not been recorded in writing, but passed down 

orally through the generations.  As religious identity became more clearly defined, a growing 

chasm appeared between not only the Indian and the British, but between Muslims, Sikhs and 

Hindus themselves. 

 

Rushdie’s skepticism towards nationalism and the ultimate reality of nation itself as little 

more than myth is a fundamental theme in Midnight’s Children.  Saleem’s self-conscious 

reconstruction of his past is Rushdie’s theory of how ‘nation’ is formed as an ideological tool.  

Throughout the narrative, Saleem makes repeated references to the legacy left to him by his 

forefathers, including his extraordinary olfactory powers. By also ‘filling in the gaps’ of a history 
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in which he is ultimately found to be uninvolved, Saleem situates himself in a present which is 

firmly rooted in the past.  The representation of time in the novel emphasises the creative and 

therefore artificial nature of history.  

 

This constant, non-linear shifting of time is important for two reasons.  The first is that it 

illuminates the selectiveness of writing; the juxtaposition of events from different time periods 

puts them in an altogether different context than when presented chronologically, thus revealing 

much about the author’s intentions.  In Saleem’s case, his purpose is to place himself as a central 

character in his story with strong genealogical heritage.  The second is that it shows the reliance 

of the historian upon the inaccuracy of memory, despite the modification it must certainly endure 

if the memory is not first hand. Rushdie thoughtfully presents Saleem as an inaccurate narrator in 

order to show the frailty of ‘nation’ as a concept.  

The myth of nationhood is further exposed through the Children of Midnight themselves, 

of whom Saleem and his nemesis Shiva are both members.  The Conference signifies the five 

hundred and eighty one men and women who were to become members of the new Indian 

parliament.  That they all possess some form of supernatural power according to their proximity 

of birth to the hour of midnight emphasises the impossible promise they carry for the realisation 

of national fulfillment.  Saleem is unable to describe Indira Gandhi as anything other than the 

monster of nightmares, and the absolute failure of the legacy of Partition is made clear.  He and 

the majority of the other Children of Midnight are rounded up and forcibly subjected to 

sterilization; the parliamentary members they signify are rendered impotent, unable to wield their 

governmental powers.  Saleem vividly explains the riotous political events of 1971 in East 

Pakistan (now Bangladesh). He gives a detailed portrayal of the violence, loot, rape and the 

excruciating atrocities that the people faced during that tumultuous period.  

 

Rushdie’s has magnificently blended magical realism as well as real historical chronicles 

in order to suit the purpose. Thus the narrative is propelled by an exceptional authorial angle and 

captivating imagery. Though we find incoherence in Saleem’s narration, it is replete with 

dramatic sequels and does not run into dryness and understatement. The decade of 1970s deserve 
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a well-portrayed depiction in the paper as it is the nucleus of the novel. The political scenario of 

that time was punctuated with events related to “emergency” and its aftermath. During 

emergency, Parvati was pregnant with the illegitimate child of Shiva who is designated by 

Rushdie as Saleem’s alter ego. It is a circumspectly worked out co-incidence by Rushdie that 

Parvati’s labour pains start at the very moment when emergency is declared by Mrs. Indira 

Gandhi.  

“Dark clouds were gathering in political skies as well: in Bihar, 

where corruption, inflation, hunger, illiteracy, landlessness ruled 

the roost, Jaya Prakash Narayan led a coalition of students and 

workers against the governing Indira Congress. In Gujarat, there 

were riots and what was being born while something grew in 

Parvati’s belly.” (Rushdie, 491) 

Out of Indian history, Rushdie takes into account only those events that have near or 

distant parallel to Saleem’s growth and development. As India’s post-independence problems 

become more and more complex, the parallel between Indira-India, Saleem-Shiva is equally 

complicated as that of the nation. Saleem’s failure finds an allegory in the failure of the Indian 

government. For the next few years, Saleem is caught in the complex tangle of political unrest of 

the subcontinent. He was sent to East Pakistan during the Bangladesh war of independence. He 

was enlisted in the Kutia unit and his extraordinary telepathic powers were replaced by olfactory 

powers as a consequence to an ear operation and accidents that followed. By this time, India had 

been plagued by various internal socio-political problems, deteriorating law and order system 

failure of the economic machinery and external military threat.  

Rushdie substantiates his narrative by precise chronological indications proliferated 

throughout his work. General Dyer’s brutal massacre at the Jallianwala Bagh at Amritsar is a 

well known historical incident. It finds a detail account in the book. Rushdie also incorporates 

certain incidents from world history, the dropping of the first atom bomb on Hiroshima, the first 

successful scaling of the Mt. Everest. What is interesting to note is the fact that Rushdie has 

embedded every account with a reference to Saleem’s life.  
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“As the fifty-one men March down the alley way a tickle replaces 

the itch in my grandfather’s nose. The fifty-one men enter the 

compound and take up positions, twenty-five to Dyer’s right and 

twenty-five to his left, and Aadam Aziz ceases to concentrate on 

the events around him as the tickle mounts to unbearable 

intensities. The clasp of his bag is digging in to his chest, inflicting 

upon it a bruise so severe and mysterious that it will not fade until 

after his death, years later, on the hill of Sankara Acharya or 

Takht-e-Sulaiman.” (Rushdie, 41.) 

 The novel rejects the notion of authenticity. Almost no character in the novel possesses 

an authentic identity. The pre and post colonial era depicted in the novel suggests an element of 

vagueness and bleakness. It is not only Saleem, Shiva and Parvati-the-witch who struggle to have 

an identity but also Saleem’s grandfather who keeps drifting from Kashmir to Mumbai via 

Germany where he studied to become a doctor. About one thousand children were born on the 

midnight of 15 August 1947. Their birth is irrespective of caste, creed or sex. Their national 

identity is more important than their individuality. Saleem gives a detailed account of such 

midnight’s children: 

“Understand what I’m saying: during the first hour of August 15th, 

1947 – between midnight and one a.m. – no less than one thousand 

and one children were born within the frontiers of the infant 

sovereign state of India. In itself, that is not an unusual fact 

(although the resonances of the number are strangely 

literary)….what made the event noteworthy (noteworthy! There’s a 

dispassionate word, if you like!) was the nature of these children, 

every one of whom was, through some freak of biology, or perhaps 

owing to some preternatural power of the moment, or just 

conceivably by sheer coincidence…endowed with features, talents 

or faculties which can be only described as miraculous. It was as 

though – if you will permit me one moment of fancy in what will 
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otherwise be, I promise the most sober account I can manage – as 

though history, arriving at a point of the highest significance and 

promise, had chosen to sow, in that instant, the seeds of a future 

which would genuinely differ from anything the world had seen up 

to that time.” (Rushdie, 224.) 

The ineffaceable bruises which never lighten stand as an affidavit to the power of 

recollection in the people’s heart. Rushdie’s fiction arises from his serious interplay with 

historical evidences. T.N. Dhar comments: 

“Rushdie views the history of India from a specific standpoint 

because of which he gives a singularly new interpretation of 

India’s past. The novel also problematizes the nature of historical 

discourse and pays attention to the problems which are unique to 

historical re-construction of India.” 

We must also take note of the history of Mumbai, a city full of hybridity which Rushdie 

so elaborately dovetails in his work. Infact Mumbai becomes the microcosm of India. It is home 

to the diversities in religion, caste, creed, sex, colour and language. Saleem belongs to a middle 

class Muslim family, while his nanny Mary Pereira is a Christian. Shiva is a Hindu who lives in 

abject poverty. The religious and social differences of the characters echo the multiplicity of 

Mumbai itself. Speaking about the history of this mega-city, Rushdie mentions: 

“The fishermen were here first…at the dawn of time, when 

Bombay was a dumbbell-shaped island tapering, at the center, to a 

narrow shining strand beyond which could be seen the finest and 

largest natural harbor in Asia, when Mazagaon and Worli, 

Matunga and Mahim, Salsette and Colaba were islands, too – in 

short before reclamation, before tetrapods and  sunken piles turned 

the Seven Isles into a long peninsula like an outstretched, grasping 

hand, reaching westward into the Arabian Sea; in this primeval 
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world before clocktowers, the fishermen who were called Kolis- 

sailed in Arab dhows, spreading red sails against the setting sun. 

They caught pomfret and crabs, and made fish lovers of us all. 

There were also coconuts and rice. And, above it all, the benign 

presiding influence of the Goddess Mumbadevi, whose name- 

Mumbadevi, Mumbabai, Mumbai – may well have become the 

city’s. (Rushdie, 101.) 

Finally, one can surely state that Rushdie has made an audacious attempt in depicting the 

political and social scenario of about 7 decades in the novel Midnight’s Children. The 

tumultuous period of the emergency and its aftermath has been subtly dealt with. The complex 

history finds an even more complicated narration through Saleem’s mouth.  Such an incoherent 

narration only accentuates the theme of the novel which is essentially post-colonial in nature. 

The pluralistic nature of the Indian society finds an unequivocal representation through 

Rushdie’s pen. Rushdie’s treatment of time, post-colonial interpretations, massive 

characterization and dexterously employed imagery indeed play a vital role in making the novel 

a resounding success.  
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