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Abstract 

This literary analysis focuses on gendered constructions of masculinity in The Satanic Verses 

by Salman Rushdie. The main argument is that masculinity is a construction of 

gender much like femininity. Masculinity, however, has often been disregarded as an 

approach within gender studies of literature where the aspects of femininity have taken 

precedence. The theoretical approach in this analysis is the sociological perspective of 

gender, not determined solely by the biological sex. I will discuss sociological gender, and 

the constructions of masculinity, from the following five aspects: the male body, sex, 

fatherhood, violence and performance. I will address the physical mutations of the 

protagonists’ bodies, the sexual relationships between the characters as well as the 

reproductive organ and its contextual meaning. I will also focus on the ideas of, and relations 

to, fatherhood, violence the characters are subjected to, as well as the performance of acting 

your identity. All of these five aspects show constructions of masculinities clearly, and there 

is a need for addressing them more thoroughly in literary analyses. 
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Introduction 

The story of Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses  (1989) centres on two male 

characters described as “prancing Gibreel and buttony, pursed Mr Saladin Chamcha” (4). The 

two characters are further described as two brown men in their middle age. They both grow 

up in Bombay, albeit in different parts of i. Gibreel is from a low-income working family and 

Saladin grows up in a house with personal servants. As adults, both men work as actors. 

Gibreel acts in films in Bombay and Saladin works as a voice actor in London. Initially, they 

seem to be at the height of their careers and living comfortable lives where they want for little 

to improve. As the plot progresses, however, it becomes apparent that the men struggle with 

the expectations they have had put upon them by society as well as the expectations they have 

put on themselves. Saladin fled Bombay at a young age in favour of London and has 

immersed himself in British culture. He wears a grey suit with the buttons done up on the 

jacket and a bowler hat (3) and is “prim” and “rigid” (6). Meanwhile, Gibreel, the leading 

actor in the filmmaking business, falls ill and is dying when he suddenly recovers. Gibreel 

struggles to connect with the opposite sex and leaves Bombay in search of a woman with 

whom he thinks he has fallen in love. The search leads him to London and on his way there 

he meets Saladin. As the two meet, they seem to form a bond with each other instantly, if 

somewhat reluctantly on Saladin's part, and end up in each other’s lives throughout the plot. 

Rushdie is a famous British Indian author where magical realism and  postcolonialism 

are major features in his works. Many of his novels have previously been analysed from the 

perspective of the postcolonial or postmodern, including The Satanic Verses . The presence of 

the other, magical realism, multiculturalism, the transformation as well as aspects of 

hybridity, are major themes in the plots and the characters. 
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It is, however, also possible to approach and discuss the novel from a gender 

perspective, which Vassilena Parashkevova does in her analysis "I Put Down Roots in the 

Women I love” (2010). Parashkevova focuses her analysis on the empowerment of the female 

characters still trapped within a hegemonic patriarchy. She touches on the male protagonists’ 

struggles with identity and the postcolonial effeminization of male characters from a colonial 

perspective which will be discussed further in this essay. Other analyses of Rushdie’s works 

similarly depict the female characters and their roles in the plots. Rajni Singh addresses the 

queer aspects in Shalimar the Clown  (2005) where Shalimar breaks away from the 

hegemonic masculine gender structure in favour of submerging himself in the feminine.  

Not very much is discussed concerning the male characters when approaching 

Rushdie’s works from a gender perspective, however. In gender studies, the emphasis has 

traditionally focused on the constructions of femininity where the word construction is meant 

to signify in what ways a person is socialised, or conditioned, to behave in regards to their 

biological sex (Barry). Authors such as Simone de Beauvoir claims that women are not born 

women but made women by the ideas of what is considered to be female in a patriarchal 

society (295). The ideas and the question of the biological sex versus the social aspects of 

gender is a central question in gender studies and it needs to be addressed not only from the 

perspective of feminist theory but masculinity studies as well. By focusing on the 

construction of masculinity in the male protagonists, it is possible to add to a yet incomplete 

part of the gender discussion. It is not enough to depict the male as that which the female is 

compared to. It is also necessary to include the complex aspects of masculinity. As stated by 

Robert A Nye, “Men are no longer the invisible, unmarked gender; men are themselves the 

objects of the gaze of women, of other men” (1938). Specifically, as a postcolonial work, The 

Satanic Verses  is interesting to discuss from a gender approach because of postcolonialism. 
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Haschemi Yekani notes that “In a postcolonial setting, the narratives address the crisis of 

masculinities in a much more self-reflexive way” (14). The aim of this analysis, therefore, is 

to show how Salman Rushdie’s novel The Satanic Verses  depicts constructions of 

masculinity through the male protagonists. 

Constructed Masculinity in Gender Studies 

To understand constructed masculinity it is first necessary to define the term gender. 

According to Oxford English Dictionary online (OED online), gender is defined as the 

difference between what is traditionally understood as being male or female in social 

relations and cultural contexts. The notion of being male or female has a biological origin 

determined by your biological sex (“gender”).  

Traditionally gender studies have focused on the representation of women within the 

Western literary canon. Feminist theorists examine these portrayals and challenge them. They 

also discuss power struggles between the sexes and the extent of patriarchy. Among other 

things they also question the literary canon where texts written by males are in the majority 

and want to examine the idea of a female language. Feminist theorists also question the idea 

of men and women being separated by biology rather than the social constructions that 

gender are (Barry 128-29). These ideas initially only applied to studies on the female gender 

but today it is included in masculinity studies and queer theory studies as well. 

Michael Kimmel ponders on the traditional ideas of the male as being “eternal”, “a 

timeless essence that resides deep in the heart of every man”, “a thing, a quality that one 

either has or doesn’t have” and “in possession of a penis” (Gender of Desire 25). R.W. 

Connell also touches on this subject as she introduces the ideas about men being unable to 

change as there is supposedly a true masculinity which is set in time and space. It is 
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problematic to see any aspects of gender constructions when masculinity is defined as stated 

above. In literature, gender critique has mainly focused on in what ways female characters are 

portrayed in opposition to the male within Western patriarchal society. Haschemi Yekani 

touches on the idea, and takes support from Stefanie von Schnurbein, that women have been 

considered the only gendered entity and something distinct in comparison to the above 

defined, universal male by (Haschemi Yekani 11) (qtd. in Haschemi Yekani: 19) . This 1

makes the idea of constructed masculinity more difficult to approach in literary criticism. 

However, Kimmel also contemplates the ideas that men must “achieve”, “prove” or in 

some way ”demonstrate” their masculinity (Manhood in America 3), which leads to men 

always being under pressure and becoming “anxious” and ”temperamentally restless” 

(Manhood in America x). If a man has to, as stated above, achieve, prove or demonstrate his 

masculinity it can not be considered fixed, eternal or universal anymore. Rather, it relates 

better to something created or constructed. In Understanding Masculinity (2000), authors 

Radhika Chopra, Chaitali Dasgupta and Mandeep K. Janeja claim that masculinity is part of a 

nonlinear process which constantly mutates and changes. According to Judith Butler, gender 

is constantly changing depending on in which context it is found. It should be understood 

more as a construction and a performance than something universal or fixed. 

In “Masculinity Studies and Literature” (2013), Alex Hobbs discusses the social 

constructions of masculinity as a more recent addition to gender studies. Hobbs also brings 

up the notion that men are considered to have taken up enough space in society and literature 

already and should therefore not be included anymore. Additionally, the problem with literary 

criticism focusing on the masculine is being able to “provide an affirmative reading of 

1   As it was not possible to find any translated version of Schnurbein’s work besides Yekani’s own translation, 
and as I do not speak German, it was necessary to include this secondary material in the text because of its 
relevance to the perspective of constructed masculinity. 
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masculinity, as men have been historically categorised as oppressors, exercising their power 

over women at every opportunity and every level of society” (Rowland, Liggins and Uskalis, 

5–6). This quotation shows the difficulties in how to approach the subject of constructed 

masculinity. The Satanic Verses  is no exception, as Parashkevova argues that there are 

“certain discursive constructions of femininity” (442) which the author seems to try and 

criticise while failing in others. For example, some of the women “threaten the masculine 

urban identity” while others “comfort and assure it” (448). The focus on the female 

characters, meanwhile, leaves the question about the masculine perspective unanswered. 

When discussing literature from a constructed masculine perspective, there are two 

main aspects to consider. First, the need to disclose the negative ways in which patriarchy 

forces both men and women into fixed positions or specific representations of fixed ideas. 

According to Jonathan Rutherford and Peter Schwenger, the male character is often 

generalised and simplified in comparison to the female character. Schwenger claims that the 

male characters are often limited to representing good or evil and that the aim in studies of 

the masculine in literature is at risk of only becoming a way of identifying the unacceptable 

or the desired type of male. Rushdie does use symbols of good and evil when describing the 

characters of The Satanic Verses . Gibreel is equipped with a shining light above his head 

while Saladin grows horns on his head. Contrary to what Rutherford and Schwenger claim, 

however, there is more to discuss about the characters than whether or not they are to be 

considered good or bad as I will do in the discussion. 

The second aspect is trying to uncover and include what Alex Hobbs calls alternative 

masculinities when reading literature from a gender perspective. Elahe Haschemi Yekani 

refers to it as marginalised masculinities. As "marginalised" has a rather negative 

connotation, "alternative" seems a more suitable term even though from the point of view of 
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Haschemi Yekani, marginalised is a more suitable term to use in the discussion of colonial 

versus the postcolonial narratives of masculinity. The opposite to the alternative masculinity 

would be what Connell refers to as hegemonic masculinity (77). Hegemonic masculinity is 

the notion that there is a perfect male specimen which all other types should strive to 

replicate. Within Western literary canon, the hegemonic male is most likely to be depicted as 

a heterosexual, middle-aged, Caucasian man who works to provide for his wife and children. 

Any other version or interpretation of a man is an alternative one. It is this type of hegemonic 

male character in the Western literary canon which feminist theorist question. The hegemonic 

male is part of the patriarchy and represents the notion that men and women are different. It is 

an idea which needs to be deconstructed. 

Hobbs notes that literature seems to favour the alternative masculine character as 

protagonists instead of the hegemonic male character. If there is a hegemonic protagonist, he 

is usually made an example of and used to deconstruct the representations of hegemony in the 

plot and setting. Hobbs argues that: “While flawed male protagonists are only flawed 

compared to a reader’s notion of socially prevalent hegemonic ideals, the very fact that such a 

character is the protagonist of the novel instead of a more traditional hero-type could suggest 

that literature champions a different model of masculinity” (387). Hobbs notion would seem 

to imply that, in literature, it is more common to question what is traditionally considered 

male in favour for something which could be interpreted as male or not. This, in turn, would 

mean that there is an awareness of the construction of gender as it is questioned and 

deconstructed. 

Within the aspects mentioned above, the need to reveal the forced distinct portrayals 

of masculinity and the need to show more alternative masculinities, I will focus on five 

“fields of interest” (385) in masculinity studies defined by Hobbs. These include the male 
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body, sex, the father role, masculinity represented in the performative arts as well as violence. 

Hobbs discusses male violence against women, but in this analysis, the focus will instead 

approach men’s violence against men. As mentioned above, Kimmel introduces the idea of 

the male as an entity with a penis which can easily be connected with the male body, the sex 

and in a wider extent to fatherhood. All these aspects are important in the future discussion, 

and as such, it is first necessary to explore the concepts a bit further. 

Connell describes the biology of the male body by mentioning the way it should feel, 

be shaped, move and invite the possibility of sex. Sex, in turn, can be linked to dominance 

over, and even violence against, women and other men. In the idea of heteronormative 

hegemony, sex can also be the act through which masculinity is first achieved as a 

coming-of-age ritual. Before having completed the sexual act, the boy is not yet a man. The 

act of sex possibly also eventually leads to fatherhood. In Connell’s studies, men express the 

ideas of fatherhood as both desired and feared. The father is described as someone who 

introduces the son to hegemonic masculinity. The father is also admired within the household 

for his authority over the family. “Dad was king, big (tough but not violent), authoritative in 

manners, the kind of person who ‘rules your life’” (166). The definition of the father, as 

mentioned, is also present in The Satanic Verses  when Saladin, as a young boy, describes his 

father and how Gibreel first describes the man who takes him in after his parents’ deaths. 

The aspect of violence is not limited to men’s violence against women as stated above 

but also men’s violence against other men; it is most common between men performing 

alternative masculinities and hegemonic masculinity where the hegemonic men most often 

are the aggressors. The last aspect to consider before the discussion is in what ways 

masculinity is represented in the performing arts. This section is discussed as the male 

characters of the novel are described as actors and perform certain roles in their professional, 
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as well as private, lives which also corresponds with the sociological ideas of a constructed 

gender role.  

Depictions of Constructed Masculinities in  The Satanic Verses 

The aim of this essay is to discuss constructed masculinity through the five fields 

mentioned above. Gibreel Farishta and Saladin Chamcha are, in the initial part of the novel, 

already constructions of gender. They are, as described in the introduction, men in the middle 

of their lives. They are very different and have been shaped by various outlooks in life, but 

they also share similarities other than the same sex and nationality. As the reader continues, it 

is learnt that both characters share a loss of their mothers and their father figures play 

principal parts in their lives. 

The Male Body 

The first field of interest I want to discuss is the construction of the male body. The 

physical male body is indeed a biological matter, but the expectations of its portrayal are 

social. Both Gibreel and Saladin are in possessions of male bodies and as stated above, 

gender is a performance which becomes evident throughout the plot. The narrator of the 

novel indicates that the characters start to change after the event in the plot where there is a 

plane explosion and the protagonists are falling through the air. The narrator somewhat fails 

to include the fact that Gibreel and Saladin are constructions of society and they have been 

subjected to changes and expectations throughout their entire lives.  

This part will be mostly dedicated to the character Saladin as his transformation is 

more apparent than Gibreel's. Gibreel changes from boy to man through manual labour and is 

then pushed into the profession of acting by an older male character. After the plane 

explodes, Gibreel maintains his human body with the exception of a glowing light which 

starts to shine from the back of his head, forming a halo. Gibreel does not need to concern 
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himself with the biology of his body any more than what he has before. He sustains his 

performance of masculinity in this aspect.  

Saladin Chamcha, on the other hand, seems to have been going through changes his 

entire life, which follows the ideas previously mentioned about gender being a construction 

that changes over time and in different cultural situations (Chopra, Dasgupta and Janeja) 

(Butler). Rushdie writes “the mutation of Salahuddin Chamchawala into Saladin Chamcha 

began, it will be seen, in old Bombay, long before he got close enough to hear the lions of 

Trafalgar roar” (37). As a child, it would be natural to change and mutate as he is yet not 

considered a man, instead he needs to demonstrate his masculinity in order to achieve 

manhood. In another scene, Zeeny, a female character, tries to convince the adult Saladin to 

come home to India again and be a great actor there. Saladin explains that he used to 

construct different versions of himself when he was young and that he knew he could easily 

replace one version of himself with another. The Saladin described in this context is someone 

who is trying to achieve masculinity by attempting different versions in hopes of finding the 

one which will be accepted by society, the one with which he achieves masculinity. This is 

shown in his way of ending his identity changes as it has become painful to try and change. 

Zeeny refutes this, however, and claims that Saladin has changed to the point where he is just 

blank, “An empty slate, nobody home” (61). This indicates that he cannot hope to achieve 

masculinity if he cannot change anymore. To Zeeny he becomes bare and incomplete, a 

non-human. 

In the section of the novel, before the plane explosion which sets in motion the plot 

and the changes in his body, Saladin thinks of himself as a handsome creation that has taken a 

lot of time to establish but which is finally just right. He has a “somewhat sour, patrician 

fashion”, “thick downturned lips” and “thin eyebrows arching sharply over eyes that watched 
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the world with a kind of alert contempt” (33). He has also altered his voice to fit his face, and 

it is described as “languid” with “lazy vowels” and “sawn-off abrupt consonants” (33). He is 

content with his creation and sees no need to change, in fact, he fears it as it is painful to do, 

as mentioned above. 

After the plane explosion and their forced transformations begin, Saladin’s physical 

transformation is dramatic. He transforms into what is described as a billy goat or some sort 

of anthropomorphic devil with horns and hoofs. He loses his voice with which he has 

previously and very strongly identified. He is no longer in possession of a male body and, 

according to Connell, he must either try even more to gain it back, compromise and limit 

himself to what is possible in his current form or reject the idea of who he was as a man 

before his transformation. The hybrid of a goat and a human, the Satyr, signifies what 

happens when man surrenders to “their baser designs” (Nozedar 231). This transformation 

from a man to a goat-like creature can be interpreted as Saladin failing to become the man he 

has desperately tried to create. Saladin has no work, his wife rejects his new form, and he 

learns that he is unable to father children. He cannot be a man anymore as he has failed in 

performing or demonstrating his masculinity in multiple areas at this point in the plot. 

Saladin ends up hiding from society, ashamed of the form his body has taken. His 

transformation seems to continue, and he grows even more into a goat than a man throughout 

the novel. He ponders on his situation and finds it gloomy as he either has to accept that his 

mutation is taking place within him or that his change is a manifestation of what he already 

was. Saladin comes to the conclusion that the first option, where this is a new construction 

taking place within him, is the least gloomy of the two and submits to his new self. Saladin 

accepts that he is a construction and that his masculinity is gone and he comes to define 
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himself as the creature before he can turn back into a human man, “humanised again” (294) 

by hatred towards the man that retained his masculinity through Saladin’s ordeal, Gibreel. 

Sex and Sexuality 

This second part of the discussion focuses on constructed masculinity and sex as well 

as the third part, fatherhood, since intimate relations may lead to parenthood. The two are 

naturally intertwined on some levels. As mentioned previously, sex could refer to two things. 

First it can represent the reproductive organ, and secondly, it can be the act of copulation. As 

mentioned, in order to be considered a man you must be in possession of a penis (Kimmel). 

The act of intercourse can be part of a coming of age ritual where the sex transitions the male 

body into adulthood (Connell). 

When considering sex as the biological organ, The Satanic Verses  presents the reader 

with Saladin’s time as a goat. His sexual organ seems to grow, and this could indicate that he 

is not entirely non-male as he is still in possession of a penis. As Saladin starts to transform 

into the goat, he notices his sexual organ and is disconcerted by what is happening to it. 

“Saladin was also taken aback by the sight of his phallus, greatly enlarged and 

embarrassingly erect, an organ he had the greatest difficulty in acknowledging as his own” 

(157). His difficulties in accepting the organ as his own shows a struggle of identity and the 

construction of his masculinity. He is no longer a man, but he is still in possession of a penis 

which is something every man possesses. It could be interpreted as the author trying to 

establish some way of deconstructing the male character. Saladin loses everything else of his 

physical identity, which he has very meticulously constructed, but not the organ which partly 

defines him as male. As stated above, he is still not entirely non-male, but at the same time, 

he is transforming into something other. 
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When regarding sexual orientation and gender construction, Saladin and Gibreel grow 

up to identify with heterosexuality as the norm. Homosexuality even seems to be depicted as 

something deviant as Saladin experiences it by being molested by an old man and Gibreel is 

uncomfortable about his dream where he marries the man who takes care of him as shown in 

the following example: “This dream of marrying the Babasaheb brought him awake, flushing 

hotly for shame, and after that, he began to worry about the impurity in his make-up that 

could create such terrible visions” (22). Within patriarchy, homosexual men simply lack 

masculinity, but at the same time seems to argue that the male body must learn to be 

heterosexual (Connell 104). Gibreel and Saladin are brought up in a culture where 

homosexuality is not acceptable, and they reject it in favour of heterosexuality. This rejection 

of alternative masculinity shows the constructions of hegemonic masculinity in society. 

Homosexuality is still somewhat stigmatised, and there seems to be an acceptance of violence 

against homosexuals which will be discussed further in the section dealing with male 

violence.  

As heterosexual males, the two characters approach their sexual lives differently. 

Gibreel takes many female lovers as an adult shown in the following quote: “The avalanche 

of sex in which Gibreel Farishta was trapped managed to bury his greatest talent so deep that 

it might easily have been lost forever, his talent, that is, for loving genuinely, deeply and 

without holding back, the rare, delicate gift he had never been able to employ” (25). Here, sex 

does not lead to fatherhood, but its function instead seems to be something in which Gibreel 

is trapped. He considers it to be what a man is supposed to do, a part of his nature. Women 

are considered “vessels into which he could pour himself, and when he moved on, they would 

understand that it was his nature" (26). Gibreel seems conflicted about the fact that he has 

intimate relations with several women, yet he believes it is his nature to use them and be used 
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by them. He is what Leslie Fielder considers a typical male character. According to Fielder, 

Gibreel is a character who is trying to elude women who want him to commit and take 

responsibility. This becomes evident in his interactions with the character Rekha, the female 

ghost of his former lover who follows him around. Rekha took her own life when Gibreel 

disappeared from Bombay. As a ghost, she follows him around and attacks him verbally 

when he interacts with other female characters. Gibreel asserts, however, that when he meets 

the right woman, settling down will not be difficult. The distorted views of relationships and 

his previous experiences make it impossible for Gibreel to create a deeper connection with 

the character Alleluia, as shown in the previous quotation. He believes himself entitled to her 

and acts possessive towards her. Gibreel is obsessed with their intimate life, specifically the 

sexual act, as Saladin learns when he meets Gibreel who boasts about his intimate love life 

with Alleluia. 

 Gibreel is, in this aspect, showing a construction of alternative masculinity as it does 

not comply with the normative ideals of hegemonic masculinity of becoming a father through 

sex. The character of Gibreel is given to be a stereotypical male, a simple creation without a 

care in the world who only wants a physical relationship with the women in his life. Rushdie 

depicts the women in Gibreel’s life as the ones at fault for him not being able to connect as is 

shown in his relationship with Rosa Diamond. Gibreel seems to want to escape but is for 

some unexplained reason unable to do so as she holds him seemingly spellbound. 

Saladin meanwhile has been married to his British wife for ten years and sees her as a 

goal in achieving the ideal hegemonic masculinity. “He pursued her for two years. England 

yields its treasures with reluctance. He was astonished by his own perseverance and 

understood that she had become the custodian of his destiny, that if she did not relent then his 

entire attempt at metamorphosis would fail” (49-50). Pamela, Saladin’s wife, also reflects on 
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this as she realises that “Chamcha was not in love with her at all but with that voice stinking 

of Yorkshire pudding and hearts of oak” (180), by her being British. The same conclusion is 

also drawn by Parashkevova as she writes about Pamela representing her native country. As 

indicated in the quotations above, there seem to be no intimacy between them and Saladin 

ponders on the why of it, wondering if it is because they could not have children or if they 

had grown apart for other reasons. However, when he returns to India briefly, he has an affair 

with Zeeny. Saladin seems to suffer some inner conflict about the affair as he faints at the 

start of their intimate time together. It does not stop him from having intimate relations with 

her, and they continue their relationship throughout his stay in India. Saladin is more 

conflicted with the fact that his father has a mistress while still being married and the conflict 

between the father and son grows. However, that will be discussed in the following section 

focusing on fatherhood in the novel. 

Rushdie's protagonists define their masculinity through their intimate relations with 

different women. Both male and female characters seem to find nothing strange about the fact 

that the men have multiple relationships at the same time. Rushdie also uses a sexual 

metaphor when Saladin and his father first travels to London. Saladin starts to describe the 

plane as a womb but changes his line of thought and instead sees it as a fathership, a “metal 

phallus” (41) with the people onboard being "spermatozoa waiting to be spilt” (41). The 

somewhat similarity between the shape of an aeroplane and a phallus is easily made. Then, if 

one considers the purpose of the plane, as Saladin interprets it, as bringing the passengers to a 

new destination, the similarities grow. The boy Saladin has constructed and understood the 

meaning of masculinity and being male and feels it is right and natural to think this way. 
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Constructions of Fatherhood 

As referred to in the two previous section, this third part centres on the role of the 

father and the construction of masculinity. Saladin fails in the aspect of having children 

because there is something genetically wrong with him which Rushdie shows by the 

following quotation: “His genetic inheritance; apparently he was lucky to exist, lucky to not 

be some sort of deformed freak” (50). Here Rushdie again touches on the idea of 

construction. It is as if Saladin's destiny is to become the disfigurement into which he later 

transforms. Saladin can not change the fact that he is a man, even though, to begin with, his 

genes barely made him one. He is fixed in a changing world, but at the same time, he is not. 

Both Saladin and Gibreel grow up with father characters that are easily interpreted as 

obstacles for the boy versions of the protagonists to overcome. As their constructions are 

revealed, it is important to point out that as boys the characters are not entirely considered 

males yet which indicates that they need to achieve it in some way to obtain it (Kimmel). 

They are constantly challenged, and also later, in turn, challenge their fathers. Connell 

discusses that by institutionalising a boy early into the public work sphere, it is easier for the 

child to become a man. It is what fathers are supposed to do according to Chopra. This is seen 

in Gibreel as a child of a lower social class who is forced to start working with his father at an 

early age by running lunch boxes to workers. Gibreel is pushed into the public sphere, and in 

private, he is spoiled by his mother who claims the importance of males, even the ones yet to 

achieve manhood as she says that a “son is a blessing and a blessing requires the gratitude of 

the best” (Rushdie 19). 

After Gibreel’s mother dies, he and the father can not show emotions. “Silently, as 

though it were customary and expected, they buried their sadness beneath extra work, 
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engaging in an inarticulate contest, who could carry the most dabbas on his head, who could 

acquire the most new contracts per month, who could run faster, as though the greater labour 

would indicate the greater love” (19). After the father dies, Gibreel is taken in by another 

adult male who tries to put him back into a child’s role only to have his wife state that they, 

husband and wife, “must make a man out of him, no babying" (20) in reference to Gibreel. 

Gibreel seems to think not too much about this man or his father. Instead, he remembers his 

mother and the way she doted on him when he was young. Still, the older generation of men, 

the father and the somewhat caretaker are the ones who try to institutionalise Gibreel into 

work which is one way of continuing the patriarchal society (Connell). Saladin’s mother also 

dies, and even though the father remarries and Saladin has access to a female caretaker in his 

home, he is not the same after the death of the mother. The rivalry between father and son 

seems to grow.  

Saladin is from a family with a good economy, and as such he is not forced to work as 

a child. He is instead, constantly belittled by his father, Mr Changez, which makes him 

develop the idea of escaping and becoming something other. He is a complex character that 

wants to break free from the institutionalisation of boyhood and manhood in society as much 

as he wants to be part of it. As discussed in the first section, the male body, Saladin is already 

changing and constructing himself or being constructed by society. Judith Butler uses Kate 

Bornstein’s idea of transformation by stating that “It can be a desire for transformation itself, 

a pursuit of identity as a transformative exercise, an example of desire itself as a 

transformative activity” (qtd. in Butler: 20). The young Saladin rejects his same-age 

classmates as they are noisy, boisterous and disorderly. He feels that his father is smothering 

him; that he has no possibility of escaping and becoming himself under the constant watch of 

his father. The father, Changez, is everything a man ought to be when identifying a 
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hegemonic character in literature. He has a big body, he is wealthy and influences society. 

Changez also provides for a wife and child as well as a mistress later on.  

The father controls the boy in every situation in life. "The son became convinced that 

his father would smother all his hope unless he got away, and from that moment he became 

desperate to leave, to escape, to place oceans between the great man and himself" (36-37). 

The quotation indicates young Saladin’s struggle to escape the stereotypical aspects of 

masculinity while at the same time wanting to become part of them even more. 

Simultaneously, he wants to become something other than what his father is. He wants to be 

English and he is brought to England by his father in not the mother but "yes, the father ship, 

an aircraft (which) was no flying womb, but a metal phallus, and the passengers were 

spermatozoa waiting to be spilt” (41). This quotation again shows the importance of how 

Saladin reflects on manhood and transforming into a man. Saladin also reflects on how he 

really adores his father. He “entered once again his childish adoration of his father, because 

he had, had, had worshipped him, he was a great father until you started growing a mind of 

your own” (41). This part can be interpreted as the character wanting to become the father 

even as he resents the father for being more male than what Saladin is. 

During the last chapter of the novel, Saladin finally reunites with his father as 

Changez is terminally ill from cancer. Saladin is amazed at his own reaction when he easily 

forgives any hardships between his father and him. Saladin wants only to be forgiven by the 

father in turn as the following quote indicates: “He discovered to his surprise that after a 

lifetime of tangled relationships with his father, after long years of crossed wires an 

‘irrevocable wanderings’ he was once again capable of uncomplicated reaction” (511). This 

part of the novel indicates, an acceptance of both hegemonic and alternative masculinity as 

Changez, the father, who used to represent the authoritative is fragile and dying. Saladin 
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instead becomes the supporter of his father and the father’s two lovers as they are all waiting 

for the inevitable. “To fall in love with one’s father after the long angry decades was a serene 

and beautiful feeling; a renewing life-giving thing” (523). The roles have turned, and Rushdie 

writes a beautiful and serene part even with death imminent in the family. 

Violence in The Satanic Verses 

Men’s violence against women is often discussed in gender studies. As mentioned in 

the introduction, men have been dominating women in society for a long time. With the 

emergence of feminist theory and subsequently queer theory, the discussion has included 

men’s violence against men as well. Often, this type of violence focuses on the hegemonic 

versus the alternative masculinities. For example, when Colonial powers, such as Britain, 

exerts its dominance over invaded countries such as India. Another example is when a 

heterosexual man thinks it is acceptable to hurt a homosexual man, or transsexual person, 

physically or verbally because of his sexual preference.  

This type of violence seems to be part of the male identity, and in her studies, Connell 

notes that it is even encouraged and expected in certain situations. “Violence is OK when it is 

justified, and it is always justified when the other man starts it” (99). It is part of the 

construction of what to expect as a man in society. In Masculinities , Connell interviews men 

who reflect on how homosexual men are targeted and how accepted it is and how they, the 

men, take part or have taken part in this type of violence (105). Another example from 

Masculinities  is when a homosexual family member visits home, and his sexuality is subdued 

or not acknowledged as much in order not to upset the heterosexual male friends of a sibling 

and cause trouble (105). 
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In the novel, the only actual homosexual encounter takes place when the child Saladin 

meets the man who uses Saladin for his own sexual gratification (38). As previously 

mentioned, homosexuality is depicted in the novel as something deviant. Homosexual men 

represent an alternative masculinity which does not comply with the idea of hegemonic 

masculinity. In this passage, the man is, in fact, forcing a type of violence upon the boy 

Saladin. The male character forces himself on Saladin, indicating that homosexuality is as 

deviant as paedophilia and can only be present in this type of divergent male. As Saladin is a 

boy, he can not be considered a man yet and represents an alternative masculinity. It is 

interesting to note that even though the homosexual act, instigated by the man, has to be 

regarded as hegemonic as it exerts power over the boy. The man would be considered ‘the 

other’ had the interaction taken place between two adults. It shows a complexity in violence 

among men and the male characters of the novel. 

The expected type of violence among men, as presented in Connell's studies, is 

present in The Satanic Verses as well. In one part of the novel, Saladin is considered an 

illegal immigrant as he cannot communicate nor prove his identity to the officers who are 

taking him into custody. He is part of the alternative masculinity, the other, in this section. 

The immigration officers represent the authoritative, hegemonic masculinity as the 

commanding officer considers the need to let boys be boys as they move on from verbal 

abuse to physically hurting Saladin in the back of a van in which they are travelling. Saladin 

is kicked, has his hair pulled and is forced to eat his faeces (157-64). 

Besides the expected violence discussed in the former paragraph, Rushdie also 

presents other types of violence in the novel. There is a part of the novel, where terrorists 

hijack the aeroplane Saladin and Gibreel are travelling in (77). What is interesting in this part 

of the novel is that there is a female lead character in the group of terrorists called Tavleen. 
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While Gibreel and Saladin are not subjected to direct violence by her hand, as are a couple of 

other passengers, they witness it. She is also responsible for detonating the explosives leading 

to the explosion of the aeroplane (87). Tavleen is, therefore, responsible for the start of 

transformations in the protagonists' bodies. In Outside In The Teaching Machine , according 

to Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Rushdie might have wanted to indicate a complexity of the 

female characters in the novel in correspondence with the male characters, but Rushdie 

somewhat fails as the female characters are too simple and they are terminated rapidly within 

the plot. 

The type of violence where women are the aggressors reoccurs in the novel, and the 

protagonists are not spared this violence. Gibreel reminds himself of times when his lover, 

Rekha, would shout and complain about his behaviour and how he would accept her verbal 

beatings as it meant she would forgive him (27). Gibreel is also subjected to violence by 

women at the start of his career in the movie industry. “Women kicked him, slapped him, 

teased him, laughed at him” (23) during his different roles. Saladin, in turn, is physically 

beaten by multiple versions of a female character called Hyacinth in a church but manages to 

get away due to his size and by screaming (255-56). These events of women's violence 

against men do not take up a large part of the plot yet they are important as violence is often 

considered a male trait, especially in hegemonic masculinity against the other. Violence is 

something found in the masculine spectrum of gender, and something women are subjected to 

but not supposed to instigate. As Connell discusses, “Women are presumed unable to 

compete in the male world of violence and are not legitimate participants in the exchange of 

physical aggression” (100). The examples in the novel indicate the opposite, as does society, 

but with the majority of aggressors being male this type of violence is often ignored or ruled 

out as it is not in majority. 
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Performing Masculinity and Male Identity 

In the theoretical framework, the ideas of how to define masculinity were introduced 

by Kimmel. The idea presented defined masculinity as something that had to be achieved, 

proven and continually demonstrated in order for the character to be accepted as male. In the 

last part of this discussion, the focus lies in the aspect of how masculinity is represented in 

performative arts. Here I will focus on the protagonists’ professions as actors and the art of 

performance. In Undoing Gender  (2004), Judith Butler claims that gender identity is a 

constant performance. Gender will change in accordance to when you need to act a certain 

role or in a context where you need to act it. It also depends on what norms society has 

decided represents a specific gender (21-22). I have already touched on this subject of 

creating a particular persona in the section about the male body as Saladin creates himself 

with care only to have it destroyed when his forced transformation begins. 

Gibreel and Saladin are actors. Gibreel is highly popular in the filmmaking industry of 

his native country. He is a star who embodies deities in his films. He is described as being the 

biggest star in India for the last fifteen years. Saladin hosts a radio show and plays a character 

in a computer animated TV programme in London where he uses his voice to portray 

different characters. Both Saladin and Gibreel seem to have successful careers. Saladin 

begins his acting when he first arrives in London. At the boarding school, Saladin desperately 

wants to fit in and in order to do so, takes on “paleface masks, clown masks” (43) to fool his 

classmates. He does this to be accepted. Rushdie writes, 

“A man who sets out to make himself up is taking the Creator’s role, according to one way of  

seeing things; he’s unnatural, a blasphemer, an abomination of abominations. From another  

angle, you could see pathos in him, heroism in his struggle, in his willingness to risk: not all  
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mutants survive. Or, consider him sociopolitically: most migrants learn, and can become  

disguises. Our own false descriptions to counter the falsehoods invented about us, concealing  

for reasons of security our secret selves” (49). 

Again the author gives us insight into how the male characters function and from what they 

create themselves as they struggle with change and acceptance. He continues by stating that 

“A man who invents himself needs someone to believe in him, to prove he’s managed it. 

Playing God again, you could say. Or you could come down a few notches, and think of 

Tinkerbell; fairies don’t exist if children don’t clap their hands. Or you might simply say: it’s 

just like being a man” (49). This last part is interesting as it claims that you need to make 

yourself into a man and when you are doing so you also needs someone to believe you are a 

man or you will not be considered a man.  

These quotes above indicate what Kimmel stated, that masculinity needs to be 

demonstrated and proven regularly. Saladin struggles with it as he starts school in England 

and is not accepted by his peers, he starts to perform a persona which will be accepted. 

Gibreel is also forced to endure before he is accepted. He starts his career in the film industry 

playing “the fall guy, the idiot who loves the beauty and can’t see that she would never go for 

him in a thousand years, the funny uncle, the poor relation, the village idiot, the servant, the 

incompetent crook” (23). This is what Butler talks about as she discusses the identity as part 

of society and creating a 'self' in accordance with what society expects of you. Gibreel has 

had to go through all these different types of character before finally becoming a big star as 

he starts playing deities. 

Rushdie further emphasises the idea of questioning your identity by writing Saladin as 

not being accepted in the Colonial Western world because of his Indian heritage which means 

he does not achieve manhood in society’s views. When he visits India, the female character 
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Zeeny questions this as she argues that he can never be accepted as a man in the West 

because of the way he looks. 

“They pay you to imitate them, as long as they don’t have to look at you. Your voice  

becomes famous but they hide your face. Got any ideas why? Warts on your nose, cross  

eyed, what? Anything comes to mind, baby? You goddamn lettuce brain, I swear. It  

was true he thought. Saladin and Mimi were legends of a sort, but crippled legends,  

dark stars. The gravitational field of their abilities drew work towards them but they  

remained invisible, shedding bodies to put on voices” (60-61). 

It climaxes as Zeeny asks Saladin who he is, as shown in the quote below. 

“WHAT KIND OF IDEA ARE YOU? Are you the kind that compromises, does deals,  

accommodates itself to society, aims to find a niche, to survive; or are you the cussed,  

bloody-minded, ramrod-backed type of damn fool notion that would rather break than  

sway with the breeze? - The kind that will almost certainly, ninety-nine times out of a  

hundred, be smashed to bits; but, the hundredth time, will change the world” (335). 

Here, Rushdie puts forward the idea of change as necessary in contrast to being fixed and 

something which is to be celebrated yet his male characters fall into the stereotypical male 

gender roles even with them changing into beast and angel. The simplifications of the male 

character, mentioned previously, become apparent as presented by Rutherford and 

Schwenger. 

Conclusion 

To summarise the discussion, this essay’s aim has been to show examples of 

constructed masculinity in The Satanic Verses  by Salman Rushdie. There are many aspects as 

how to approach the discussion, and through the theoretical framework, the arguments for the 
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necessity to include masculinity was made despite the notion of male characters already 

being represented enough in literature.  

The two main foci of literary studies of masculinity are first to identify and destroy, 

through deconstruction, the idea of hegemonic masculinity in literature in favour of 

alternative masculinities where more aspects are included; and secondly to bring forward the 

male in private and his role in private rather than the public sphere. 

I have discussed and used examples from the novel to show how masculinity is 

represented in the male body where the discussion focused on the physical aspects of the 

body. The aspect of change is used by Rushdie as he makes the character Saladin go through 

a number of changes from the time of childhood to adulthood. It culminates when the 

character mutates into something other than man and then back to man again. The second part 

focuses on sex and masculinity where the notion of sex as either being interpreted as a 

reproductive organ or the act of copulation was put forward. Here the section was divided 

into a shorter part about the biological organ and the intimate act while also regarding such as 

different preferences in one's sexual partner. 

In the third part of the discussion, I analysed fatherhood and masculinity with the 

focus on the relationships between the protagonists and their male role models or fathers. The 

main point was to show how the relationships had shaped them and their own constructions 

of becoming men. The fourth part centred around masculinity and violence where, 

surprisingly, a lot of violence is instigated and performed by female characters against the 

male protagonists in the novel. There are also parts of the story where the violence instead 

addresses the violence among men, specifically hegemonic masculinity against alternative 

masculinity. The fifth, and final part discusses in what way masculinity is presented in the 

performative arts as both male protagonists are actors, showing how the characters develop as 
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artists and the significance of the performative aspect in regards to the theoretical approach to 

sociological gender. 

Because of the possibility of interpreting gender as fluid rather than fixed, it is always 

possible to discuss both gender and any novel from different perspectives. The Satanic Verses 

has previously been analysed from a gender perspective with the focus on the female 

character or the effeminization of the male characters. Today it would have been interesting 

to examine the novel from the more fluid ideas of gender as presented by Butler. Still, 

bringing forward arguments for the necessity for including masculinity is valid, but it could 

perhaps be included in a larger analysis of gender and not divided into subcategories as 

traditional as feminine and masculine. 

As seen in the analysis the protagonists, Gibreel Farishta and Saladin Chamcha, are 

created as constructed male characters. Throughout the novel, they are subjected to the ideas 

of change and transformation as they change and become something other. Thus, Rushdie has 

created two forced alternative male characters that try very hard to change and become 

something other. Ultimately, however, they give in to the structured traditional ideas of 

masculinity even though they could be analysed from a postcolonial perspective. It is taken 

into account that they are not Caucasian, heterosexual, working, men with wives and 

children, but instead belong to a minority that is usually seen as effeminate from a colonial 

perspective. 
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