
The Satanic Verses 

 

When Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses hit the book stores and stalls in 1988, what 

started as a heated debate around the book in Britain, ended up as the most known and 

talked about controversy in the publishing industry worldwide. Rushdie was alleged for 

apostasy and the book’s blasphemous content by the Muslim communities spread across 

the globe. In less than a month from its publishing date, the Indian government forbade the 

sale and distribution of the book in India after complying with the requests of its Muslim 

parliament deputies. Following its first ban, The Satanic Verses was then banned in Pakistan, 

Sri Lanka, South Africa and several other Muslim countries. Despite of the controversy it 

sparked, The Satanic Verses won the Whitbread Prize in November 1988 while 

demonstrations and protests against the book were still ongoing in England. In February 

1989, tension grew when six people were killed and hundreds injured during a 

demonstration in Islamabad, Pakistan, and copies were burned at Bradford by Muslim 

residents (Mozaffari, 1990). It was then that the Supreme Leader of Iran, Ayatollah 

Khomeini, issued a ‘fatwa’ (death sentence) against Salman Rushdie, the editors and 

publishers of the book, which was “a text written, edited, and published against Islam, the 

Prophet of Islam, and the Qur'an” (BBC, 1989). With this judgement, the matter became 

truly international and was referred to as ‘the Rushdie Affair’ thereafter. 

Khomeini was considered to be extremely sensitive towards everything that was 

disrespectful of the principles and symbols of the religion of Islam. His actions as a 

prominent Islam leader have shown him to be as extremely sceptical, hateful and vindictive 

against the ‘enemies of Islam’ (Mozaffari, 1990, p. 420). He believed that the Quran 



contained answers to man’s every question and needs. His Manichean view of the world 

divided it into good and evil, light and darkness, God and Satan, leaving no room between 

the dichotomies for any compromise. Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses, which revolves around 

the immigrant experience of alienation, identity, conformity and rootlessness, was 

understood to fit Khomeini’s definition of evil and apostasy (Netton, 1996). Khomeini and 

most Islam communities believed that Rushdie had abandoned his Islamic beliefs and values 

and been blasphemous against Prophet Muhammad in his book. Rushdie was accused of 

misusing his right to freedom of expression to write and publish hate speech against the 

religion of Islam. Thirteen Muslim barristers also tried to get the book banned in Britain for 

the crime of blasphemous libel during a High Court session (The Guardian, 2012). Until the 

fatwa was issued by Khomeini, Muslims worldwide were content on insisting for a 

disclaimer inclusion in the book stating that it was a work of fiction and did not provide an 

accurate history of Islam. They now demanded for the book to be banned and withdrawn 

from libraries and bookstores, along with the extension of the law of blasphemy protecting 

the Anglican churches, to other religions as well.  

The law of blasphemy goes back centuries, where to challenge or offend faith or religion 

was considered to threaten the very heart of society. Based on decisions made by the 

nineteenth century courts of Britain, the common law defines blasphemy as “an indictable 

offence at common law consisting in a publication of contemptuous, reviling, scurrilous or 

ludicrous matter relating to God, Jesus Christ, the Bible or the formularies of the Church of 

England. The publisher must intend to publish, but he need not intend that the words 

amount to blasphemy. It is immaterial whether the words are spoken or written; but, if 

written, they constitute blasphemous libel. The offence is punishable by fine and 



imprisonment at the discretion of the court” (Maer, 2008, pp. 17-18). While there had been 

no public prosecution for blasphemy since 1922 (R v Gott, 1922), in 1977 Gay News was 

privately prosecuted and convicted for blasphemous libel by Mary Whitehouse, for 

publishing a poem that depicted a centurion’s love for Christ (Whitehouse v Lemon and Gay 

News Ltd., 1977). Some British Muslims called for Rushdie to be prosecuted under this law 

(repealed in 2005), but only in vain, as the law only recognised blasphemy against the 

Church of England.  

Rushdie, who is a British Indian novelist and essayist, was born to a Muslim family in India 

who later moved to Pakistan after the partition of both the lands. His The Satanic Verses did 

not call upon itself any legal issues of blasphemy or treason, as he is a British citizen and 

thus, could only be prosecuted for the same in the courts of England. As the blasphemy law 

was restricted to the tenets and beliefs of the Church of England, the allegations of libel 

against Prophet Muhammad and the religion of Islam were flicked away. But that did not 

stop the Indian government and several other nations from forfeiting the book. Despite of 

being legally sound, the book had hurt Islamic sentiments across the world. There is fiction, 

blasphemous content, satire and obscenity in the book which resulted in an outrageous 

conflict. 

Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses was published during the postmodern era and meant to reflect 

the era’s anxiety of fragmented identities, the loss of sense of belonging and hopelessness 

through magical realism and frame narrative. Rushdie was “fascinated by how the classic 

roots of the self in language, society and place are disrupted by the act of migration: you 

suddenly find yourself in a new culture with different rules, and a new language, and for a 

while you flounder. The self is forced to find different principles on which to invent itself. 



That's what I was really trying to write about” (Marzorati, 1990).  It is a fictional story of two 

Islamic men dazed and perplexed by the temptations of the West, who migrate to the 

contemporary England. While one of them survives the dilemma by returning to his roots 

back in India, the other one kills himself after developing schizophrenia and realising his 

inability to return to his faith. But what seemed to be a dream like narrative of an immigrant 

experience, was outright misuse of freedom of speech, insulting to their honour, and an 

account of apostasy to Muslim communities. 

The notion of freedom of speech is based on the liberal values of autonomy of the self, 

which in turn keeps changing with changing times. Take away autonomy out of free speech 

and the whole concept of free speech fails. On the other hand, Muslims prioritise their 

values within a different hierarchy. Free speech is simply seen as an egoistic desire which 

should be controlled like any other. Hence, when the idea of free speech is pitted against 

that of blasphemy and libel, there is no reason justified enough to privilege free speech for a 

communitarian vision like Islam. What autonomy is to a liberal individual, honour is to the 

communitarian situated self (Slaughter, 1993).  A Muslim individual builds his/her identity 

around his/her religious beliefs; this formation of self in connection to Islam is not a choice, 

but essential. Because these religious beliefs are crucial for their social identity, Islamic 

authorities believe to have an obligation to protect it. Thus, when Islam as a religion is 

seemed to be dishonoured, Muslim communities suffer harm no less painful than a Western 

liberal individual who is individually targeted and directly defamed.  

 The Satanic Verses sparked the controversy among Muslim communities with its title itself. 

The Quran is a mere recitation and transmission of God’s words by Prophet Muhammad. 

According to the Islamic belief, none of them are the Prophet’s words. The title, The Satanic 



Verses, refers to an episode of Muhammad’s life, where he recited a set of verses as part of 

the Quran only to be withdrawn by Allah (God) himself on the grounds that Satan (devil) had 

deceivingly sent them as God’s verses to Muhammad. This episode was narrated by the 

historian, Tabari, in his account of the life of Muhammad. The verses directed Muhammad 

to incorporate three female Meccan deities in Islam, in order to convert the Meccan tribes 

to the monotheistic faith of Islam. According to Tabari, Allah withdrew these verses from 

the Quran and replaced with those which made clear that Islam only worshipped one God 

and was not to worship these false idols.  The significance of this episode in Rushdie’s The 

Satanic Verses is seen during one of the protagonist’s phantasmagoric dream where the 

protagonist appears in the guise of the angel Gibreel, the intermediary who mediates Allah’s 

message to Muhammad (portrayed by a character called Mahound). Mahound then 

deliberately recites the “satanic” verses, but repents and expunges them later.  While the 

title of the book incited vehement protests, it was followed by a string of controversial 

elements in the book which offended the practitioners of Islam. 

Anthony McRoy (2007) notes that one of the character’s name, Mahound, was used as a 

derogatory term by the English during the Crusades to refer to Prophet Muhammad, and 

that Rushdie vilifies Prophet’s close companions with slanderous names. He further adds 

that Rushdie has used the term ‘Jahilia’ for the holy city of Mecca, which originally depicts a 

time of sins and lack of faith before Islam; has used the names of Muhammad’s wives for 

the prostitutes of a brothel in Jahilia, who are perceived as ‘Mothers of all Believers’ in 

Islam; criticised Prophet Abraham as a “bastard” for his conduct towards Hagar and their 

son, Ishmael; and described Allah as “the Destroyer of Man”. These instances and nuances 

from the book have had serious impact on the Islamic sentiments, but if contested, could be 



defended with just arguments. While Mahound is described as a “conjurer” and a “false 

prophet” in the book, these descriptions do not come from Rushdie, but the character of a 

drunken fugitive with whom the author does not sympathise at all. Similarly, it is not 

Rushdie but the character of a corrupt hack poet, hired to pen propaganda against the 

Prophet, who calls the companions of Prophet “bums from Persia” and “clowns”.  

When chaste and holy figures are picked up from religious texts and beliefs and distorted to 

suit a fictional narrative, it is difficult for its preachers and believers to accept it as a mere 

work of fiction. When Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code, was published in 2004, Lebanon 

banned the thriller for its assertion of Jesus Christ marrying Mary Magdalene and fathering 

her child.  While the meaning imparted here is pretty direct and blasphemous, Rushdie‘s 

adoption of the term ‘Jahilia’ and names of Muhammad’s wives are not defamatory of Islam 

and Muhammad’s wives, but rather a depiction of a corrupt and distorted city in the 

absence of the Islamic faith. Further, the English law back then provided little to no 

protection against libel for the dead. Had the twelve prostitutes portrayed in the book been 

alive under the same names during its publication, they could have taken legal action 

against it. But Rushdie faced allegations for defaming the wives of Muhammad, who had 

been dead hundreds of years ago and thus, were offered no sanctuary by the English law of 

defamation (Mazrui, 1990). Also, when Rushdie criticises Prophet Abraham for casting away 

Hagar and their son into the desert, he does so with the knowledge that Abraham is not 

seen without this fault in Islam, Judaism and Christianity. Rushdie goes on to describe God 

as the “Destroyer of Man” just how he is described similarly in the Book of Revelation and 

the Old Testament, especially as the destroyer of men who are enemies or non believers of 

God. These justifications may serve as legal defences to a few of the conflicting elements 



present in the book. This does not eradicate the ethical and moral issues that have come to 

arise with the publication of this book.  

The post modern era was only emerging during the time of the publication of The Satanic 

Verses. Multiculturalism had a defined prominence only in Western countries (Levy et al., 

2011) while Third World nations like India, Pakistan, South Africa and so on were still 

struggling with concepts of cultural assimilation and pluralism. Rushdie, who is an Indian by 

birth and lived in Pakistan after the partition, had his book banned in both countries. David 

Davidar, the publisher of Penguin India then, recalls in an interview that how this novel had 

the “same astounding electricity and storytelling power” that was present in Rushdie’s 

previous subcontinental novels, when he read through the first typescript of The Satanic 

Verses. And no matter how enchanting and amazing work of literature the book was, 

Penguin India had been warned by the famous historian, Khushwant Singh, of the conflict 

that came with it. With the first batch of publication of The Satanic Verses came the 

forfeiture of the book and the publishing house started receiving pelting stones and threats 

(The Guardian, 2012).   

As appealing and right it may seem to introduce the literary world to an unconventional 

clutter-breaking novel like The Satanic Verses, a publisher is responsible just as much as the 

writer for any legal and/or ethical issues it garners upon itself. While Rushdie’s The Satanic 

Verses could not be alleged with any legal flaws during that time, one can’t simply turn a 

blind eye to one of the most raging controversy it sparked in the publishing industry. As a 

postmodern, Rushdie does not choose sides and privilege one above the other. He has been 

known to be misunderstood by both liberals and Muslims (Slaughter, 1993). In response to 

this confusion, he paints a dream of reconciliation in his fictitious The Satanic Verses 



through an even metamorphosis. He leaves his readers in a rather uncomfortable position 

of unrest and constant movement between the Western and Indian poles of the novel. 

Similarly, he leaves the publisher with the choice of either suppressing free speech or to 

support it and face the other side of consequences. Just how the book falls somewhere 

between Khomeini’s dichotomies of good and evil, light and darkness, if I put myself in the 

shoes of a publisher,  the decision of publishing this book could not have been as straight 

and simple as a yes or no. As a publisher, I would want to strike a balance between 

Rushdie’s excellent artwork and the Islamic sentiments. The demands of the Muslim 

communities could have been partly met with a simple insertion of a disclaimer stating that 

the novel is a pure work of fiction and does not mean to assert or establish any religious 

beliefs or the history behind them, to avoid such extreme responses. The novel has been 

accepted and distributed over the years with the coming of Internet, but considering the 

times when it was published, the novel would have probably garnered a better response if it 

had been inclusive of a disclaimer and toned down some of the obscene narrative and hard 

hitting direct references to Islamic figures and symbols. This may not do absolute justice to 

the effect Rushdie would have intended to create with his narrative. But it could have still 

aided the possibility of The Satanic Verses being better accepted and read worldwide.  
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