
IOSR Journal of Humanities and Social Science (IOSR-JHSS)  

Volume 31, Issue 6, Series 4 (June, 2026) 74-81  

e-ISSN: 2279-0837, p-ISSN: 2279-0845.  

www.iosrjournals.org 

 

DOI: 10.9790/0837-3106047481                                 www.iosrjournals.org                                             74 | Page 

Against the Archive: Magical Realism as Epistemological 

Counter-History in Postcolonial Literature 
 

 

 

 

Abstract 

This essay argues that Salman Rushdie's Midnight's Children (1981) and Arundhati Roy's The God of Small 

Things (1997) function not merely as literary works but as counter-archival historical documents that recover 

epistemological traditions suppressed by British colonial education in India. The colonial epistemological project 

— executed through Macaulay's 1835 Minute on Indian Education, James Mill's historiographical apparatus, 

and Protestant missionary pedagogy — systematically eliminated three indigenous epistemic formations: cyclical 

and non-linear temporality, oral tradition and collective memory, and syncretic and artisanal knowledge. These 

suppressions produced a structural silence in the colonial archive that conventional historiography, dependent 

on documents generated by the very apparatus of suppression, cannot fully penetrate. Drawing on methodological 

precedents in social history — Thompson's recovery of working-class consciousness, Davis's reading of pardon 

tales, and Ginzburg's use of inquisition records — this essay develops a theoretical framework for reading magical 

realist fiction as primary historical evidence. The formal properties of magical realism — its refusal of linear 

chronology, its encoding of oral performative structures, and its insistence on the cognitive value of embodied 

knowledge — do not merely represent suppressed epistemologies but enact them, rendering visible precisely what 

the colonial archive was designed to occlude. The essay contributes to debates on decolonial methodology, the 

epistemological politics of narrative form, and the expanding archive of Global South literary studies. 

Keywords: postcolonial literature; magical realism; colonial epistemology; counter-archive; Global South; 

Rushdie; Roy; India 
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I. Introduction 
On 2 February 1835, Thomas Babington Macaulay, Member of Parliament, delivered his “Minute on 

Indian Education” to the British Supreme Council in Calcutta.1 At the core of the Minute’s ambitions lay neither 

administration nor governance. Rather, Macaulay came to argue that the totality of Sanskrit and Arabic learning 

was not worthy of a single shelf in a good European library. That day, the passage of the Minute redirected colonial 

education funding away from Oriental institutions toward schools where English was used as the language of 

instruction. More importantly, the Minute marked the beginning of a concerted epistemological endeavour: 

systematically to undermine Indian ways of knowing. There were three mechanisms employed in order to execute 

this project — linguistic substitution through the 1835 Minute, historiographical manipulation through James 

Mill’s History of British India,5 and moral recoding through the use of Protestant missionary pedagogy subsequent 

to the Charter Act of 1813. When viewed collectively, they represent what this essay calls the colonial 

epistemological project.2 

It has been far easier to demonstrate the existence of this project than to prove what it eliminated. The 

colonial archive is fundamentally mute regarding its own violence. While the archive listed the curricula being 

taught, languages being implemented, and institutions being supported, it listed none of the oral traditions being 

erased from their positions as legitimate knowledge systems, none of the artisanal knowledge systems being 

labelled manual rather than intellectual, none of the cyclical temporalities with respect to which colonial 

historicism spent nearly a century educating Indian students to feel ashamed.6 While the archive accounted for 

what was being constructed, it failed to account for what was being torn down. 

Bernard Cohn observed that colonial knowledge production worked by rendering certain categories of 

evidence invisible — not by eliminating them entirely, but by denying them epistemic status so as to render them 

incapable of serving as evidence.3 Consequently, there exists a structural silence with respect to which traditional 

forms of historiography — those that depend upon inherited archives — are ill-equipped to penetrate. Historians 

attempting to write histories of suppressed epistemologies face a particularly acute methodological problem: if 

they wish to describe what was destroyed, they must utilize primary sources that were themselves destroyed during 

the process of destruction.4 
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This essay argues that historians confronted with this methodological dilemma possess solutions — 

solutions that existed before the dilemma was fully articulated. Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981) and 

Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997) are not first and foremost novels. These works are historical 

documents written in novelistic form — counter-archival texts that provide descriptions of the epistemologies that 

colonial education was specifically designed to eliminate. The “magic” present in these works is not magical at 

all. Rather, it is a residual product of suppressed ways of knowing that returned through one particular conduit 

over which the colonial archive possessed no jurisdiction: fictional narrative. In addition to making three related 

historical claims — namely, that colonial education in India suppressed three distinct native epistemologies 

(cyclical and non-linear temporality, oral tradition and collective memory, and syncretic and artisanal knowledge) 

through identifiable mechanisms; that these suppressions created an archival silence that conventional 

historiography cannot fully penetrate; and that Rushdie and Roy’s novels serve as counter-archives whose contents 

represent a form of primary historical evidence — this essay also develops a theoretical apparatus that provides 

both conceptual clarity and heuristic value for this research programme. 

The Protestant mission education movement completed the colonial cycle. With the Charter Act of 1813 

allowing missionaries to operate throughout British India, the Church Missionary Society (CMS) and the London 

Missionary Society (LMS) began to establish school systems working in conjunction with British colonial 

educational policy.7 Alexander Duff’s institutions in Calcutta united pedagogical methods with doctrine, 

providing instruction in mathematics, science, and philosophical morality within a Protestant epistemological 

structure premised on the belief that only text represents true knowledge.8 This was no accident. The Protestant 

doctrine of Sola Scriptura — that both spiritual and moral authority resided only in written scripture — was 

fundamentally antithetical to the vast majority of Indian intellectual traditions, which transmitted knowledge 

orally, through performance and embodiment. While CMS and LMS presses were used to teach Christianity, they 

translated Indian vernacular texts into formats using Protestant terminology, grammar, and syntax. Even 

vernacular language education thereby became reliant on a Protestant epistemological framework. 

Three key epistemologies were subject to this collaborative effort. First was an epistemology of cyclical 

and non-sequential temporality. Indian cosmological and historical thought had long conceptualized time as non-

progressive — structured in terms of yugas; layered temporalities as described in epic literature; and the 

understanding that the current moment coexists with ancestral and deity-time rather than supplanting it.9 All of 

these concepts were classified by colonial historicism as mythology rather than history. The substitution was 

exact: colonial textbooks presented time in a strictly chronological fashion where truth was indistinguishable from 

temporal progression; therefore, any tradition that failed to locate itself along this temporal axis could not generate 

valid knowledge. By the 1880s, children attending school in Bengal, Madras, and Bombay Presidency were tested 

on a linear periodization of Indian history that placed the cosmological structures of their grandparents’ generation 

prior to reason.10 

Second was the suppression of oral tradition and collective memory. The colonial archive required 

written documentation — a requirement that appeared neutral but was actually a systematic exclusion of the forms 

of knowledge transmission that most Indian communities employed: oral genealogy, communal recitative 

assembly, and performative narration. Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s Asar-us-Sanadid of 1847 — which identified 

Delhi’s built environment through family memories linked to the construction of each building — was dismissed 

by British historians because it “failed to follow scientific taxonomy.”11 That dismissal indicates precisely how 

the mechanisms of suppression functioned: oral tradition was not considered false; it simply lacked the epistemic 

status to be recognized as evidence at all. Walter Mignolo has argued that colonialism eliminated entire 

epistemological systems — not just people and territory — and the colonial treatment of oral knowledge in India 

demonstrates this with documentary precision.12 

Third was the suppression of syncretic and embodied knowledge — the cumulative intellectual resources 

of artisans, Siddha medical practitioners, and low-caste craftsmen. Colonial educational policy, formalized by 

Wood’s Despatch of 1854, defined knowledge in a strict hierarchical order: English-medium academic training at 

the top; vernacular training acceptable for practical commercial use; manual or craftsman knowledge not 

recognized as epistemologically active.13 Siddha medicine — practised primarily in Tamil Nadu and based on a 

well-developed empirical pharmacopoeia documented in Tamil texts — was declared superstition by colonial 

medical policy. Craftsmanship — including carpentry, weaving, and metal casting — whose practitioners 

possessed highly specialized and largely oral stores of technical and aesthetic knowledge, was redefined as manual 

labour rather than as an epistemologically active form of knowledge production. That distinction would have been 

incomprehensible in virtually every other Indian intellectual framework. These distinctions were implemented 

through curriculum, certification, and colonial employment law. 

The archival erasure produced by these three suppressions is systemic rather than accidental. The colonial 

archive documented the schools it built, the textbooks it approved, and the examinations it administered. It did 

not document the oral knowledge commons that existed before it, nor the artisanal epistemologies that the school 

system erased. Historians relying only on colonial documents are thus trapped in a methodological dilemma: the 
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primary source material for studying colonialism was generated by the very process whose destructive impact the 

historian is attempting to describe. To recover what the colonial archive omitted entails, as E. P. Thompson noted 

when describing his efforts to write about English working-class history, searching for evidence that was neither 

generated nor curated by the dominant record.14 

 

II. Literature as Historical Evidence 
The precedent for utilizing literary works as a resource for understanding histories that official records 

omit has long been established. Thompson’s reconstruction of how people understood themselves as members of 

the working class was based upon an extensive analysis of broadsides, ballads, and fictional accounts that official 

records had no interest in preserving.15 Natalie Zemon Davis’s Fiction in the Archives demonstrates that the 

narrative devices found in pardon letters — their stylistic choices, their omissions, their deviations from 

conventional expectation — are themselves historical resources for understanding the social contexts within which 

their authors conceived of causality, agency, and justice.16 Carlo Ginzburg’s reconstruction of the cosmological 

views of a sixteenth-century Italian miller relied on inquisition trial records that preserved those views precisely 

because they were regarded as dangerous.17 Each of these historians took the same methodological step: when the 

official record is silent regarding a specific form of knowledge or consciousness, the historian looks toward 

sources that the official record did not create or maintain. 

Postcolonial magical realist fiction constitutes exactly such a source. It was created in direct response to 

the colonial archive, and thus was not produced by it. Magical realism’s utility as historical evidence, however, 

extends beyond the simple premise that unofficial documentation supplements official records. Its particular 

narrative strategies correspond to specific epistemologies that were suppressed by colonial education. In his 1988 

essay, Stephen Slemon argues that magical realism produces a “textual space” in which two competing 

epistemological systems — colonial realism and indigenous ways of knowing — interact without either being 

able to prevail.18 

This formal indeterminacy is not merely a matter of stylistic preference. It formally registers a specific 

historical condition: that of communities whose ways of knowing survived colonial suppression in fragmented, 

hidden, or encoded forms, but could never be represented using the realistic narrative conventions that colonial 

education provided as the only acceptable format for telling stories about the world. 

The point warrants precision. Realism as a narrative strategy carries embedded epistemological 

assumptions: a knowable, documentable reality; causal relationships in which effects follow causes in sequential 

time; a singular subject possessed of consistent self-knowledge; and narrative closure in which all contradictions 

are resolved. None of these are universal elements of storytelling. They are the distinctive narrative conventions 

of European bourgeois fiction, and they correspond closely to the epistemological assumptions that colonial 

education taught Indian students to regard as natural. Ngũgī wa Thiong’o argued that the form of a narrative is 

itself a colonial instrument.19 To write a postcolonial novel in realist form is therefore to perform an 

epistemological submission to the colonial framework. 

A postcolonial realist novel about the destruction of Indian oral traditions would, in its very form, 

replicate the epistemological hierarchies it claims to challenge. Magical realism forecloses that resolution. By 

maintaining two competing epistemological systems in constant, unresolved conflict — by representing time as 

simultaneously circular and linear; by presenting oral memory and documentary history as equally valid; by 

insisting that a carpenter’s hands possess knowledge that a textbook cannot — magical realist fiction enacts the 

historical conditions it represents rather than merely depicting them. It is this enactment that transforms magical 

realist fiction from illustrative evidence into primary historical evidence. 

There are, however, limits to what such fiction can provide. Timothy Brennan has argued that Rushdie 

is a “cosmopolitan” intellectual who packages third-world cultural products for Western audiences, and that 

Midnight’s Children’s metropolitan reception — the Booker Prize, the New York Times cover story — may 

indicate the extent to which the novel accommodates Western tastes for exotic difference rather than representing 

decolonial praxis.20 Aijaz Ahmad developed this critique further, noting that Rushdie writes primarily for 

anglophone audiences and that magical realism’s formal innovations may provide advantages to readers familiar 

with Western modernism while presenting obstacles to others.21 These are serious criticisms, and they pertain to 

Rushdie’s reception and social positioning, not to the formal properties of his novels. The epistemological 

recovery performed by magical realism takes place entirely within the text itself, not in marketing practices. The 

formal choices made by Rushdie and Roy to encode suppressed epistemologies — the structure of Saleem’s 

telepathic networks, the non-chronological temporal architecture of Roy’s novel, the cognitive weight accorded 

to Velutha’s carpentry — correspond with documentary accuracy to the previously described mechanisms of 

suppression. 
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III. The Novels as Counter-Archives 
Midnight’s Children and the Oral Knowledge Commons 

Midnight’s Children begins with an act of archivalization: “I was born in the city of Bombay… once 

upon a time.”22 This fairytale opening is not merely ornamental. Saleem Sinai chooses to recount his story orally, 

specifically to one listener (Padma), in a particular location (a pickle factory), immediately establishing the novel’s 

primary formal premise. This is not a realistic, historically documented narrative but an oral performance, with 

all the epistemological ramifications such a form carries: communal accountability, the presence of an audience, 

and the acknowledgement that the narrator is shaping the narrative according to his own positionality and the 

demands of the listener. 

Saleem’s telepathy makes a precise historical argument. The Midnight’s Children’s Conference — the 

telepathic network connecting Saleem with the 581 children born within approximately one hour of Indian 

Independence — is not an instance of the fantastical. It is a figure for the oral knowledge communities that colonial 

education had destroyed. Rushdie describes this communal space in explicitly collective terms: a space in which 

individual memory is neither exclusive possession nor fixed text but a continuously negotiated and shared 

resource. As Saleem recounts, the Conference is a “parliament of minds… a noisy, raucous assembly” in which 

each child contributes a distinct way of knowing: “different tongues,” “different bodies,” “different geography.”23 

No singular voice possesses authority; knowledge is communally owned and transmitted. This is precisely the 

epistemological architecture of traditional oral narration — knowledge possessed collectively and transmitted 

through performative acts rather than through the conveyance of fixed texts. 

The erasure of the Conference is the novel’s most sharply articulated historical statement. Rushdie writes 

that during the Emergency, the children’s abilities were systematically suppressed: “They crept away, singly and 

in pairs; the absent began to be noticeably present.”24 The final dispersion occurs when Saleem loses his telepathic 

ability through “an ordinary procedure to clear out the nasal passages” — a formulation that maps with formal 

precision onto the colonial eradication of the oral knowledge commons. Using the tools and vocabulary of 

scientific modernity, the state removes collective memory through its medical apparatus. This is not metaphor. 

Colonial epistemological suppression of indigenous knowledge occurred through exactly this mechanism: 

classifying the destruction of native knowledge systems as improvement, hygiene, and progress. 

The pickle-jar chapters represent the novel’s most overt counter-archival gesture. Saleem positions his 

writing as “chutnification”: 

“The clocks’ corrupting influence will preserve both memories and fruits… Thirty jars sit on a shelf 

waiting. Into these containers flows history… Memories are batched up… Chutnification preserves, it 

does not destroy.”25 

The metaphor is far from fanciful. Pickling represents preservation that transforms what it preserves: the 

pickled object is altered through its interaction with other preserved items and becomes consumable in forms that 

differ from its original state. This is not the colonial archive’s model of preservation, in which documents are 

regarded as immutable, authoritative, and hierarchically structured. Saleem’s thirty jars of memory are 

intentionally chaotic, disorganized, and susceptible to the mediating presence of the narrator. They embody what 

Lois Parkinson Zamora describes as the reconstruction of what official histories have erased — not the recovery 

of pure originary sources but the structural acknowledgement of omission in the archive’s representation of 

historical events.26 

 

The God of Small Things and the Recovery of Caste-Knowledge 

Where Rushdie’s counter-archive functions nationally — attempting to recover the oral memory 

commons destroyed by Partition and Emergency — Roy’s functions locally, recovering the caste-specific and 

artisanal knowledge systems destroyed by the colonial-Brahminic legal partnership that the novel calls the “Love 

Laws.” The two registers of operation are historically distinct and must not be conflated under a singular claim of 

postcolonial identity. They represent two different modes in which epistemological suppression operated across 

different contexts and timescales. 

Roy’s non-linear narrative structure is making a formal historical argument, not a stylistic one. The novel 

does not begin at the start of its history but in its aftermath. Rahel returns to Ayemenem at thirty-one, inaugurating 

a narrative that refuses to organize itself according to the colonial historicist model of cause-and-effect 

sequentialism. Instead, the novel cycles recursively, reiterating segments of the narrative from multiple temporal 

vantage points, requiring the reader to experience time as the novel’s suppressed epistemologies do — as layered, 

recursive, and resistant to the irreversibility that colonial historicism defined as proper temporal comprehension.27 

By enforcing a cyclical temporality that Macaulay labelled a sign of India’s philosophical primitivism, reading 

The God of Small Things becomes an act of practising suppressed epistemology; the novel educates its reader in 

a manner of experiencing time that colonial education spent a century attempting to erase. 
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The Love Laws are articulated in the novel with a precision that is more historical than poetic: 

“the laws that dictate who one can and cannot love… the laws that determine how one loves… how much 

one loves… The laws that assign titles to people such as grandmothers, uncles, mothers and cousins… 

The laws that instruct children who they may include in their circle of love.”28 

These laws are not abstractions. They are administered by two specific institutional agents: Baby 

Kochamma, embodying the Anglicized Syrian Christian formation produced in Kerala by colonial education, and 

Comrade Pillai, embodying the Soviet-modernizer formation of the Indian Left. Although ideologically opposed, 

Roy writes that they “knew each other perfectly” as “mechanics servicing different parts of the same machine.”29 

This is a historically accurate observation. In Kerala, neither post-colonial modernization nor anti-caste 

movements undermined the colonial-Brahminic coalition that maintained caste hierarchies. Instead, that coalition 

was absorbed into new institutions — Christian respectability and communist party discipline — each sharing the 

fundamental antagonism toward Dalit epistemological autonomy that was consolidated during the colonial period. 

Velutha’s carpentry constitutes the novel’s most important counter-archival document. Roy writes that 

Rahel and Estha: 

“watched Velutha work for hours and hours. He was the carpenter, roofer, electrician. He could fix 

anything… he was skilled with his hands… he could carve beautiful boats out of tapioca stalks and 

explain to the kids how he knew there would always be a smooth shape waiting inside the wood for 

him.”30 

This description is not romantic primitivism. It is historical recuperation. Velutha’s ability to intuit the 

shape waiting inside a piece of wood before it is physically revealed — to read the internal structure of wood 

through touch and accumulated experience — is a form of cognition. It is precisely the type of cognition that 

colonial educational policy classified as manual or productive rather than intellectual. Colonial policy established 

this distinction through Wood’s Despatch of 1854. Roy’s formal insistence on the cognitive specificity of this 

artisanal knowledge documents an epistemological system that the colonial archive consistently denied the status 

of knowledge.31 

Roy’s passage on the “Great Stories” constitutes her most explicit counter-archival manifesto: 

“The Great Stories are those you’ve heard and wish to hear again. Those you may enter at almost any 

place and feel comfortable inhabiting. They don’t mislead you with tricks and unexpected endings. They 

don’t shock you with unplanned events. Instead, they’re as familiar as the home you live in. As the scent 

of your lover’s skin. You know their conclusions. Nonetheless, you listen as if you didn’t.” 

This is not a poetic reflection on the pleasures of rereading. It describes how oral traditions function as 

knowledge systems. The “great stories” are not evaluated by novelty or cumulative plot development — the 

primary epistemological frameworks of the realist novel. They are evaluated by the familiarity they generate, their 

capacity to create a shared habitable space, and their resistance to irreversible narrative closure. In structural terms, 

the great stories operate according to the principles of cyclical time and communal knowledge-sharing rather than 

linear development and individual authorship. Roy formally documents the epistemological framework that 

colonial education was designed to displace. 

 

IV. Why the Archive Failed to Produce Literature 
Colonial projects of epistemological repression exercised considerable power over Indian society. 

Colonial administrators controlled curriculum development and implementation through instruments such as 

Wood’s Despatch of 1854 and the subsequent expansion of public schooling. Provincial committees controlled 

educational materials and gatekept access to the colonial administrative apparatus through examination and 

certification. Colonial administrations also maintained control over publishing through licensure, determining 

what could be printed and distributed. There existed, however, one domain that colonial powers did not dominate: 

literature. 

This circumstance underlies the counter-archival role of postcolonial magical realism. The novel was, 

after all, a literary form that the colonizers themselves employed to disseminate British moral and aesthetic values 

throughout India via colonial education. Gauri Viswanathan has documented how English literary studies were 

incorporated into school curricula because fiction was understood as a more effective ideological instrument than 

direct moral instruction.32 However, this inheritance from European culture contained a structural weakness. 

Because the novel form is capable of encompassing multiple epistemological frameworks simultaneously — 

something that realism alone cannot achieve — when Rushdie and Roy mastered the conventions of literary 

modernism they acquired an epistemological tool that colonial educators never anticipated would be turned against 

them. 

Homi Bhabha’s concept of mimicry is instructive here, though it requires refinement. Colonial mimicry 

describes the learning of the colonizer’s form; counter-archival mimicry describes the learning of that form and 

the subsequent subversion of its underlying epistemology. An Indian novel written in a strictly realist mode would 

replicate the epistemological frameworks of the colonial archive while substituting nationalist content. Midnight’s 
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Children and The God of Small Things avoid this resolution. Both employ the novel as a genre while rejecting the 

epistemological foundations of realism, maintaining two competing epistemologies — colonial-linear and 

indigenous-cyclical — in a state of perpetual, unresolved conflict. The decision to leave such conflict unresolvable 

constitutes, in Slemon’s terms, the formal registration of the postcolonial condition: a structural commitment to 

preserving the incompatibility of the epistemologies that colonial education sought to resolve in a single 

direction.33 

Magical realism succeeded precisely where realism would have failed. A realist novel about the 

suppression of oral tradition in India would have framed that event using only the formal structures of the colonial 

archive: linear chronology, documentary evidence, individual authorship, and narrative closure. That novel would 

have chronicled the suppression of oral tradition using only the formal conventions of the literate tradition that 

supplanted it — a concession at the level of form regardless of what its content argued. By rejecting those 

conventions — by embedding circular time, performing oral conventions within the novel’s architecture, and 

insisting that a carpenter’s hands constitute a site of knowledge — magical realism accomplishes what the colonial 

archive cannot accomplish for itself: it renders visible the suppression it refuses to perpetuate. 

 

V. Conclusion 
The colonial record documents the construction of a system of colonial knowledge. It does not document 

the destruction that occurred when that system was built. In the case of the three ways of knowing that colonial 

education sought to eliminate — cyclical temporalities, the shared memories of an oral past, and artisanal caste-

based knowledge — the absence of documentation in the colonial archives does not reflect a shortage of source 

material awaiting discovery. It reflects a deliberate removal from consideration. The documentation did not 

disappear; it was reclassified as something other than documentation. 

This essay has demonstrated that Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children and Roy’s The God of Small Things are 

primary historical documents for historians interested in the methods by which colonial educational systems 

denied knowledge. The two novels are not exemplifications of a theoretical model of postcolonial epistemology. 

They are instances of the epistemologies in question, surviving in forms that colonial education did not suppress. 

The formal and stylistic differences between magical realist and realist works — the refusal of linear time, the 

encoding of oral tradition into the structure of the work, the insistence on the cognitive significance of embodied 

and artisanal knowledge — reflect, in documentary detail, the mechanisms that colonial education developed to 

suppress specific epistemological formations. That correspondence is the argument. 

There is a broader implication for historians who employ literary texts as historical evidence. Literary 

works that refuse or resist archival rationalism — that provide no linear timeline, no singular author, and no 

closure — should be read as primary historical sources for those epistemologies suppressed by archival 

rationalism. This does not grant historians licence to interpret fictional representations of history without 

discipline. On the contrary, it requires a more rigorous discipline: the capacity to identify which formal choices 

correspond to which documented suppressions, and to distinguish between what a novel performs and what it 

represents. 

The relevance of this argument is not abstract. The current debate about decolonizing curricula rests 

fundamentally on the question of whether certain forms of knowledge qualify as knowledge. That question cannot 

be addressed using the colonial archive because the colonial archive was designed to answer it in one direction 

only. Some aspects of it can be addressed by examining the counter-archives produced in postcolonial literature 

in response to that archive. Outside a Travancore Mission School in 1907, a Syrian Christian elder listened and 

began taking notes with plans to establish a school of his own. In Bombay, Saleem filled his thirty jars at the 

pickle factory. In Ayemenem, Velutha waited to discover the shapes that he saw inside the wood. The colonial 

archive contains no record of any of them. The novels do. 
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counter-archival methodology developed in this essay. 

15.  Thompson, Making of the English Working Class, 9–14. 

16.  Natalie Zemon Davis, Fiction in the Archives: Pardon Tales and Their Tellers in Sixteenth-Century 

France (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987), 3–6. 

17.  Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century Miller, trans. John and 

Anne Tedeschi (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980), xiii–xxvi. 

18.  Stephen Slemon, “Magic Realism as Post-Colonial Discourse,” Canadian Literature 116 (Spring 1988): 

9–24. 

19.  Ngũgī wa Thiong’o, Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature (London: 

James Currey, 1986), 4–33; Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (New 

York: Grove Press, 1963), 206–248. 

20.  Timothy Brennan, Salman Rushdie and the Third World (London: Macmillan, 1989), 61–74. The rebuttal 

offered here — that the epistemological recovery performed by the novel occurs within its formal 

structure rather than in its reception history — is partial but necessary: it grants Brennan’s empirical 

claim about metropolitan circulation while contesting the inference that this determines the formal 

politics of the text. 

21.  Aijaz Ahmad, “Jameson’s Rhetoric of Otherness and the ‘National Allegory,’” Social Text 17 (Autumn 

1987): 3–25. Ahmad is also an ally against Fredric Jameson’s reductive claim that “all third-world texts 

are necessarily national allegories.” Magical realism exceeds allegory because it enacts an 

epistemological regime rather than merely representing one. 

22.  Salman Rushdie, Midnight’s Children (London: Jonathan Cape, 1981), 9. 

23.  Ibid., 198–200. 

24.  Ibid., 420–425. The surgical removal of Saleem’s sinuses — the organ through which his extra-sensory 

historical consciousness operates — maps with formal precision onto the state’s broader programme of 

eliminating collective memory under the Emergency. 

25.  Ibid., 457–458. 
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26.  Lois Parkinson Zamora, “Magical Romance/Magical Realism: Ghosts in U.S. and Latin American 

Fiction,” in Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community, ed. Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy B. 

Faris (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 497–550. 

27.  Arundhati Roy, The God of Small Things (New York: Random House, 1997), 3. 

28.  Ibid., 33. 

29.  Ibid., 263–264. Roy’s insistence on this convergence documents the historically specific collaboration 

between colonial-Christian respectability and Stalinist party discipline as two variants of the same 

epistemological project: the enforcement of hierarchical knowledge structures that exclude Dalit 

cognitive autonomy. 

30.  Ibid., 243–244. 

31.  Ibid., 218–219. 

32.  Viswanathan, Masks of Conquest, 2–20. Viswanathan’s foundational observation — that English literary 

study was institutionalized in India before it was established as a university discipline in England — 

documents the explicitly instrumental role that fiction played in colonial ideological formation. 

33.  Slemon, “Magic Realism as Post-Colonial Discourse,” 9–24; Kumkum Sangari, “The Politics of the 

Possible,” Cultural Critique 7 (Autumn 1987): 157–186. Sangari’s argument — that the “magic” of 

magical realism names the coexistence of pre-modern and hypermodern temporalities within the same 

social formation, a historical rather than a supernatural condition — is the theoretical claim that most 

precisely names what this essay’s formal analysis demonstrates. 
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