
what is the satanic verses about

The Satanic Verses is a novel written by Salman Rushdie, published in 1988. It gained immediate attention
and controversy due to its exploration of themes related to religion, identity, and free will. The book's title
refers to a controversial episode in Islamic tradition, wherein it is said that the prophet Muhammad briefly
acknowledged the existence of three pre-Islamic goddesses, which has led to significant debate and
discourse among scholars and followers of Islam. The publication of the novel sparked widespread protests,
leading to calls for its banning in several countries and even a fatwa issued against Rushdie by Iran's
Ayatollah Khomeini. In this article, we will delve into the key themes, characters, controversies, and the
broader impact of "The Satanic Verses" on literature and society.

Overview of the Novel

"The Satanic Verses" is structured as a complex narrative that intertwines the lives of its two main
characters, Gibreel Farishta and Saladin Chamcha. The novel begins with a dramatic scene in which a
terrorist attack on a plane leads to the fall of its passengers into the English Channel. Gibreel, a Bollywood
star, and Saladin, a voiceover artist, are transformed in their experience—Gibreel takes on the role of an
angel, while Saladin grapples with his identity as a devil.

Plot Summary

- The Fall and Transformation: The story opens with the terrorist hijacking and subsequent fall of the
plane. Gibreel and Saladin survive, but this event triggers a transformation in their lives. Saladin
experiences a physical and metaphysical change, becoming a devilish figure, while Gibreel assumes the
role of an angel.

- Dual Narratives: The novel oscillates between the modern-day experiences of Gibreel and Saladin and a
historical narrative that parallels the life of the Prophet Muhammad. This duality explores the nature of
faith, doubt, and the complexities of religious belief.

- The Characters' Journeys: Saladin struggles with his identity as an immigrant in England, feeling
alienated from both his Indian roots and his adopted country. Gibreel, on the other hand, grapples with his
fame and the burdens of being seen as a divine figure. Their journeys reflect broader themes of cultural
dislocation and the search for identity.



Key Themes

"The Satanic Verses" presents a multitude of themes that resonate throughout the narrative. These themes
provoke thought and discussion, often challenging the reader's perception of religion and identity.

Religion and Faith

- Critique of Dogma: Rushdie's novel engages with the complexities of religious belief, questioning the
absolutes often associated with faith. Through the character of Gibreel, the text explores how religious
figures can be idolized and deified, while simultaneously presenting the struggles and doubts that
accompany such beliefs.

- The Nature of Prophethood: The portrayal of the Prophet Muhammad in the novel ignited controversy,
as it examines the prophetic experience and the nature of divine inspiration. This examination raises
questions about the authenticity of religious texts and the interpretations that arise from them.

Identity and Dislocation

- Cultural Hybridity: Saladin's character embodies the immigrant experience, navigating between different
cultures and confronting issues of belonging. The novel reflects the struggle of individuals caught between
their heritage and the society in which they live.

- Transformation and Self-Discovery: Both Gibreel and Saladin undergo profound transformations that
symbolize their internal conflicts. The struggle for identity and the desire for acceptance are central to their
journeys.

Good vs. Evil

- Moral Ambiguity: The novel complicates the binary notions of good and evil, as both Gibreel and Saladin
grapple with their roles as angel and devil. Rushdie suggests that these categories are not fixed, and the
characters' actions often blur the lines between virtue and vice.

- The Fall from Grace: The title "The Satanic Verses" itself evokes notions of a fall from grace, both literally
and metaphorically. The characters' journeys reflect the human condition and the moral dilemmas that
accompany it.



Controversies and Reactions

The publication of "The Satanic Verses" became a flashpoint for controversy, leading to significant backlash
and the polarizing reaction it generated.

Protests and Bans

- Immediate Backlash: Following the book's release, protests erupted in various countries, particularly in
the Islamic world. Many Muslims considered the novel blasphemous, leading to calls for its banning.

- International Response: The controversy transcended borders, with countries like India, Pakistan, and
several Middle Eastern nations imposing bans on the novel. The book's themes were deemed offensive,
sparking debates on freedom of expression and religious sensitivity.

The Fatwa and Its Consequences

- Ayatollah Khomeini's Fatwa: In 1989, Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini issued a fatwa calling for Rushdie's
death, citing the novel as blasphemous. This decree escalated the situation and placed Rushdie's life in
danger.

- Impact on Rushdie's Life: The fatwa forced Rushdie into hiding for several years, profoundly affecting his
personal life and career. The threats to his safety underscored the severe consequences that can arise from
literary expressions that challenge religious beliefs.

Literary Significance

Despite the controversies surrounding "The Satanic Verses," its literary merit is widely acknowledged. The
novel is often celebrated for its rich narrative style and thematic depth.

Postmodern Techniques

- Narrative Complexity: Rushdie employs a postmodern narrative structure, weaving together different
genres and styles. The interplay between magical realism and historical narrative adds layers to the
storytelling.



- Symbolism and Allegory: The novel is replete with symbolism, exploring themes of transformation and
duality. The characters serve as allegorical figures, representing broader societal issues.

Influence on Literature and Discourse

- Freedom of Expression: "The Satanic Verses" has become a touchstone in discussions of artistic freedom,
censorship, and the responsibilities of writers in a globalized world. It raises important questions about the
limits of creative expression, especially in relation to religion.

- Cultural Dialogue: The novel has stimulated discourse on cultural identity and the immigrant experience,
influencing subsequent literary works and discussions around multiculturalism.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "The Satanic Verses" is a monumental work that delves into the complexities of faith,
identity, and the human experience. Its narrative interweaves the lives of its characters with profound
themes that challenge notions of good and evil, belief and doubt, and cultural belonging. The controversy
surrounding the novel, ignited by its exploration of religious themes, underscores the delicate balance
between artistic expression and respect for deeply held beliefs. Through its literary significance and the
discussions it has spurred, Rushdie's novel remains a vital contribution to contemporary literature, inviting
readers to reflect on the intricate tapestry of human experience and the myriad ways in which it can be
understood and expressed.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Satanic Verses' about?
'The Satanic Verses' is a novel by Salman Rushdie that explores themes of identity, religion, and the nature
of good and evil through a story that interweaves magical realism with the lives of two Indian expatriates
in England.

Why was 'The Satanic Verses' controversial?
'The Satanic Verses' sparked controversy primarily due to its depiction of Islamic figures and themes,
leading to accusations of blasphemy and resulting in widespread protests and a fatwa calling for Rushdie's
death issued by Iran's Ayatollah Khomeini.



What are the main characters in 'The Satanic Verses'?
The novel features multiple characters, with the two primary protagonists being Gibreel Farishta, a
Bollywood star, and Saladin Chamcha, a voiceover artist who undergoes a transformation after surviving a
terrorist attack.

How does 'The Satanic Verses' address the concept of faith?
'The Satanic Verses' delves into the complexities of faith, questioning religious dogma and exploring how
personal beliefs shape one's identity and the conflicts that arise from differing interpretations of faith.

What literary techniques does Salman Rushdie use in 'The Satanic
Verses'?
Rushdie employs magical realism, rich symbolism, and non-linear narrative structures in 'The Satanic
Verses' to convey deep philosophical ideas and to challenge the boundaries between reality and myth.

What impact did 'The Satanic Verses' have on literature and society?
'The Satanic Verses' had a significant impact on literature by pushing the boundaries of free speech and
religious criticism, igniting debates on censorship, artistic expression, and multiculturalism in a globalized
world.
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