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Abstract: 

This essay explores the extensive use of intertextuality in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, highlighting how 
historical, literary, cultural, political, religious, cinematic, and self-referential references are interwoven into the 
narrative. Rushdie employs intertextuality to deepen the reader’s understanding of themes and characters, 
creating a richly layered and multifaceted narrative. By embedding historical events and figures, drawing on 
literary traditions, invoking cultural and religious myths, and engaging with political and cinematic texts, 
Rushdie crafts a novel that reflects the complexity of Indian identity and history. The essay also examines critical 
perspectives on Rushdie’s intertextual techniques, demonstrating how they challenge conventional narrative 
forms and invite reflection on the interconnectedness of texts and the construction of meaning. 
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Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, 
published in 1981, is a novel that has garnered 
immense critical acclaim for its innovative 
narrative style and its rich, multi-layered 
storytelling. One of the defining features of this 
novel is its extensive use of intertextuality, a 
literary device that involves the relationship 
between texts and the way texts refer to and 
influence one another. In Midnight’s Children, 
Rushdie weaves a tapestry of historical, 
literary, and cultural references that enrich the 
narrative and deepen the reader’s 
understanding of the themes and characters. 
This essay will explore the various facets of 
intertextuality in Midnight’s Children, 
examining how Rushdie incorporates and 
transforms these references to create a unique 
and compelling literary work. 

 
One of the most prominent forms of 

intertextuality in Midnight’s Children is the 
novel’s engagement with historical events. The 
protagonist, Saleem Sinai, is born at the exact 
moment of India’s independence from British 
rule on August 15, 1947.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

This historical event serves as a backdrop 
for the entire novel, and Rushdie frequently 
references significant moments in Indian 
history to anchor the narrative. 

For example, the partition of India and 
Pakistan is a crucial event that shapes the lives 
of the characters. Rushdie writes, “Once again, 
the political reality of the country had engulfed 
our lives” (Rushdie, 1981, p. 155). By 
embedding historical events within the 
personal stories of the characters, Rushdie 
highlights the interconnectedness of individual 
and national identities.In addition to the 
historical context, Rushdie’s novel also 
references various historical figures. The 
character of Saleem Sinai is often seen as a 
symbolic representation of India itself, with his 
life mirroring the country’s tumultuous history. 
The narrative frequently alludes to political 
leaders such as Mahatma Gandhi and 
Jawaharlal Nehru, whose actions and 
ideologies shape the course of Indian history. 
Rushdie writes, “Gandhi’s assassination—an 
act of violence so momentous that it shocked 
the world—had its reverberations in our 
household as well” (Rushdie, 1981, p. 240).  
 
 
 
 

Through these references, Rushdie not only 
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situates the narrative within a specific 
historical context but also critiques and reflects 
upon the impact of these figures on the 
nation’s identity. 

Rushdie’s engagement with literary texts is 
another crucial aspect of intertextuality in 
Midnight’s Children.  

The novel is replete with references to 
classic works of literature, both Western and 
Indian, which serve to enrich the narrative and 
highlight its thematic concerns. One of the 
most notable literary allusions is to Gabriel 
Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of 
Solitude. Like Marquez’s novel, Midnight’s 
Children employs magical realism to blur the 
boundaries between reality and fantasy. 
Rushdie’s use of magical realism allows him to 
explore the complexities of Indian identity and 
history in a way that transcends the limitations 
of conventional realism. 

In addition to magical realism, Midnight’s 
Children also draws on the narrative 
techniques of Western modernist literature. 
The fragmented, non-linear structure of the 
novel echoes the style of James Joyce’s Ulysses 
and Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway. Rushdie’s 
narrative is characterized by its use of stream-
of-consciousness, shifting perspectives, and 
multiple timelines, which create a sense of 
disorientation and complexity. This narrative 
style reflects the chaotic and multifaceted 
nature of postcolonial Indian identity. As 
Rushdie himself has noted, “The form of the 
novel is constantly shifting, as India’s identity 
is” (Rushdie, 1981, p. 201). 

Cultural references also play a significant 
role in the intertextual fabric of Midnight’s 
Children. Rushdie draws on a wide range of 
cultural texts, including Indian mythology, 
Bollywood films, and popular culture, to create 
a rich and vibrant narrative tapestry. One of 
the most prominent examples of cultural 
intertextuality is the novel’s use of Indian 
mythology. The character of Saleem Sinai is 
often compared to mythical figures such as 
Shiva and Vishnu, whose stories are 
interwoven with the narrative. Rushdie writes, 
“Like Shiva, I am both destroyer and preserver” 
(Rushdie, 1981, p. 250). By invoking these 
mythological figures, Rushdie situates the 
narrative within a broader cultural and 
religious context, highlighting the enduring 
influence of these myths on contemporary 
Indian identity. 

Bollywood cinema is another significant 

cultural reference in Midnight’s Children. The 
novel frequently alludes to popular films and 
film stars, reflecting the pervasive influence of 
Bollywood on Indian society. For example, the 
character of Parvati-the-witch is modelled 
after the iconic Bollywood actress Madhubala. 
Rushdie writes, “Parvati, with her Madhubala 
smile, could charm even the most hardened of 
hearts” (Rushdie, 1981, p. 345). By 
incorporating these references, Rushdie not 
only situates the narrative within a specific 
cultural context but also critiques the ways in 
which popular culture shapes and reflects 
societal norms and values. 

The political landscape of India is another 
crucial aspect of intertextuality in Midnight’s 
Children. Rushdie’s novel is deeply engaged 
with the political events and ideologies that 
have shaped modern India, and these 
references are woven into the fabric of the 
narrative. One of the most significant political 
references is to the Emergency, a period of 
political turmoil and repression in India from 
1975 to 1977. The character of Indira Gandhi, 
who is often referred to as the Widow, is a 
thinly veiled representation of the real-life 
Prime Minister. Rushdie’s portrayal of this 
period is highly critical, as evidenced by the 
following passage: “The Widow’s Emergency 
had given her the power to rule by decree, and 
she had used it to crush all opposition” 
(Rushdie, 1981, p. 399). Through this political 
intertextuality, Rushdie not only critiques the 
authoritarianism of the Emergency but also 
reflects on the broader implications of political 
power and corruption in postcolonial India. 

Critics have noted the significance of this 
political intertextuality. Goonetilleke (1998) 
points out that Rushdie’s depiction of the 
Emergency serves as a critique of the abuse of 
power and the erosion of democratic principles 
in India. He argues that “Rushdie uses the 
figure of Indira Gandhi to explore the ways in 
which political leaders can manipulate and 
control the narrative of a nation” (Goonetilleke, 
1998, p. 136). This critical perspective 
underscores the importance of political 
intertextuality in understanding the novel’s 
engagement with contemporary Indian 
politics. 

Religious intertextuality is another 
significant aspect of Midnight’s Children. The 
novel is infused with references to various 
religious traditions, including Hinduism, Islam, 
and Christianity. These references serve to 
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highlight the diverse and pluralistic nature of 
Indian society, as well as the ways in which 
religious identities intersect and interact with 
one another. For example, the character of 
Shiva is not only a reference to the Hindu god 
but also represents the destructive and 
creative forces within Indian society. Rushdie 
writes, “Shiva, the god of destruction and 
transformation, … dances the tandava of 
cosmic dissolution” (Rushdie, 1981, p. 304). 
This religious intertextuality adds a layer of 
depth to the narrative, as it explores the ways 
in which religious myths and symbols shape 
individual and collective identities. 

Rushdie’s use of religious intertextuality 
has been the subject of much critical analysis. 
Ghosh (1992) argues that Rushdie’s 
incorporation of religious references serves to 
“complicate and enrich the narrative, 
highlighting the ways in which religious 
identities are constructed and contested in 
postcolonial India” (Ghosh, 1992, p. 89). This 
perspective underscores the importance of 
religious intertextuality in understanding the 
novel’s exploration of identity and belonging. 

The structure and style of Midnight’s 
Children are also deeply intertextual, drawing 
on a range of narrative techniques and forms. 
Rushdie employs a fragmented, non-linear 
narrative that shifts between different time 
periods and perspectives. This narrative style 
is reminiscent of modernist literature, 
particularly the works of James Joyce and 
Virginia Woolf. For example, the use of stream-
of-consciousness and interior monologue in 
the novel echoes the narrative techniques of 
Ulysses and Mrs. Dalloway. Rushdie’s narrative 
structure reflects the chaotic and multifaceted 
nature of Indian identity, as well as the 
fragmented and contested nature of 
postcolonial history. 

Critics have noted the significance of this 
narrative intertextuality. Slemon (1988) 
argues that Rushdie’s use of modernist 
narrative techniques serves to “disrupt and 
challenge conventional narrative forms, 
highlighting the ways in which history and 
identity are constructed and contested” 
(Slemon, 1988, p. 123). This critical 
perspective underscores the importance of 
narrative intertextuality in understanding the 
novel’s engagement with issues of history, 
identity, and representation. 

Midnight’s Children also exhibits self-
referential intertextuality, as Rushdie 

frequently alludes to his own earlier works and 
to the process of writing the novel itself. This 
meta-narrative aspect of the novel adds 
another layer of complexity to the narrative, as 
the reader is constantly reminded of the 
constructed nature of the story. For example, 
Saleem frequently addresses the reader 
directly, acknowledging the act of storytelling: 
“I must finish the story quickly, before I lose 
my nerve” (Rushdie, 1981, p. 521). This self-
referentiality not only foregrounds the act of 
narration but also invites the reader to reflect 
on the relationship between fiction and reality, 
and the ways in which stories shape our 
understanding of the world. 

Rushdie’s use of self-referential 
intertextuality has been the subject of much 
critical analysis. Hutcheon (1988) argues that 
Rushdie’s meta-narrative techniques serve to 
“foreground the act of storytelling and the 
constructed nature of narrative, inviting 
readers to reflect on the ways in which stories 
shape our understanding of history and 
identity” (Hutcheon, 1988, p. 45). This critical 
perspective underscores the importance of 
self-referential intertextuality in 
understanding the novel’s engagement with 
issues of narrative and representation. 

Rushdie’s engagement with cinematic 
intertextuality is another significant aspect of 
Midnight’s Children. The novel frequently 
alludes to popular films and film stars, 
reflecting the pervasive influence of Bollywood 
on Indian society. For example, the character of 
Parvati-the-witch is modeled after the iconic 
Bollywood actress Madhubala. Rushdie writes, 
“Parvati, with her Madhubala smile, could 
charm even the most hardened of hearts” 
(Rushdie, 1981, p. 345). By incorporating these 
references, Rushdie not only situates the 
narrative within a specific cultural context but 
also critiques the ways in which popular 
culture shapes and reflects societal norms and 
values. 
Critics have noted the significance of this 
cinematic intertextuality. Bose (2009) argues 
that Rushdie’s incorporation of Bollywood 
references serves to “highlight the ways in 
which popular culture shapes and reflects 
societal norms and values, and to critique the 
ways in which these cultural forms are used to 
construct and contest identity” (Bose, 2009, p. 
78). This critical perspective underscores the 
importance of cinematic intertextuality in 
understanding the novel’s engagement with 
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issues of culture and identity. 
Midnight’s Children has been widely 

acclaimed for its innovative use of 
intertextuality, and its influence on 
contemporary literature cannot be overstated. 
The novel’s intertextual engagement with 
history, literature, culture, politics, religion, 
and narrative forms has inspired numerous 
critical analyses and has had a profound 
impact on subsequent literary works. 
Rushdie’s novel has been praised for its ability 
to weave together diverse and complex 
references into a cohesive and compelling 
narrative, creating a rich and multi-layered 
literary work. 

Critics have noted the significance of 
Rushdie’s intertextual approach in shaping 
contemporary literature. Bhabha (1994) 
argues that Rushdie’s use of intertextuality 
serves to “challenge and disrupt conventional 
narrative forms, highlighting the ways in which 
history and identity are constructed and 
contested” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 56). This critical 
perspective underscores the importance of 
intertextuality in understanding the novel’s 
engagement with issues of history, identity, 
and representation.In conclusion, Salman 
Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children is a rich and 
complex novel that employs intertextuality in 
various forms to create a multi-layered 
narrative. Through its engagement with 
historical events, literary texts, cultural 
references, political ideologies, religious 
traditions, cinematic forms, and self-referential 
elements, the novel offers a profound 
exploration of Indian identity and history. 
Rushdie’s innovative use of intertextuality not 
only enriches the narrative but also invites the 
reader to reflect on the interconnectedness of 
texts and the ways in which they shape our 
understanding of the world. As such, Midnight’s 
Children stands as a testament to the power of 
intertextuality in creating a deeply resonant 
and thought-provoking literary work. 
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