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Forty Rules of Love by Elif Shafak is a profound exploration of love,
spirituality, and the transcendent nature of human connections, woven through
a narrative that intertwines the past and present. This novel, published in
2009, delves into the teachings of the 13th-century Persian poet Rumi and his
spiritual mentor, Shams of Tabriz, while simultaneously telling the story of
Ella Rubinstein, a contemporary housewife from Massachusetts who embarks on a
journey of self-discovery through Rumi's poetry. Shafak’s work serves as both
a love story and a philosophical treatise, offering insights into the
complexities of love in its many forms.

The Dual Narrative Structure

Shafak masterfully employs a dual narrative structure, juxtaposing the
historical context of Rumi and Shams with the modern-day life of Ella. This
technique serves to emphasize the timelessness of love and the universal
quest for connection.

The Historical Narrative

In the 13th century, Rumi, a respected Islamic scholar and poet, finds his
life transformed upon meeting Shams of Tabriz, a wandering dervish. Shams
challenges Rumi to break free from conventionality and embrace a more
profound, mystical understanding of love. Their relationship evolves into a
deep spiritual bond that transcends societal norms, leading Rumi to produce
some of his most famous works.

1. Key Themes in Rumi's Story:
- Spiritual Awakening: Shams inspires Rumi to seek a deeper truth beyond the
mundane.
- The Nature of Love: The narrative emphasizes love as a transformative force
that can lead to enlightenment.
- Rejection of Social Conventions: Rumi’s journey illustrates the tension
between societal expectations and personal fulfillment.

The Contemporary Narrative

Ella Rubinstein, a middle-aged Jewish housewife, feels trapped in a life void
of passion and excitement. When she begins reading a manuscript about Rumi
and Shams, she becomes engrossed in their story, prompting her to reflect on
her own life, marriage, and the nature of love. Ella’s transformation
parallels that of Rumi, as she embarks on her own journey of self-discovery.

1. Ella's Character Development:
- Desire for Change: Ella’s dissatisfaction with her life drives her to seek
a more authentic existence.
- Exploration of Love: Through her reading, she contemplates the different
expressions of love, from familial to romantic.
- Personal Empowerment: Ella’s journey is one of reclaiming her identity and
desires.



The Forty Rules of Love

Central to the narrative are the "Forty Rules of Love," which serve as
guiding principles on love and spirituality. Each rule encapsulates a
profound insight into the nature of love, challenging readers to reflect on
their own relationships and beliefs.

Exploring the Rules

The rules are not merely philosophical musings but practical guidelines that
can be applied to daily life. Here are some highlights:

1. Rule 1: How We See the World
- "The way you see the world is a reflection of your inner state."
- This rule emphasizes the idea that our perception shapes our reality. A
positive outlook can lead to a more fulfilling life.

2. Rule 6: Love is the Bridge
- "Love is the bridge between you and everything."
- Love acts as a unifying force, connecting individuals across different
backgrounds and experiences.

3. Rule 10: Embrace the Unknown
- "To love is to embrace the unknown."
- True love requires vulnerability and the willingness to explore uncharted
territories.

4. Rule 24: The Importance of Self-Love
- "You cannot truly love another until you love yourself."
- This rule highlights the necessity of self-acceptance and personal growth
before forming healthy relationships.

5. Rule 32: The Essence of Love
- "The essence of love is not to possess, but to give."
- Love is portrayed as an act of generosity, where giving takes precedence
over receiving.

Character Development and Relationships

The characters in Forty Rules of Love are intricately developed, each
representing different facets of love and spirituality.

Rumi and Shams

The relationship between Rumi and Shams is the heart of the novel, showcasing
a bond that transcends friendship. Their connection is characterized by:

- Mutual Respect: Each character respects the other’s spiritual journey.
- Intense Dialogue: Their conversations are filled with philosophical
discussions that challenge societal norms.
- Emotional Turmoil: Their friendship faces external pressures from society,
illustrating the struggle between conventional expectations and personal



truth.

Ella and David

Ella's relationship with her husband, David, serves as a contrast to the love
Rumi and Shams share. Their marriage reflects:

- Stagnation: Ella feels increasingly disconnected and unfulfilled.
- Lack of Communication: The couple struggles to discuss their feelings,
leading to further alienation.
- Growth and Change: As Ella evolves through her reading, she begins to
reassess her marriage and her own desires.

The Philosophical Underpinnings

Shafak intersperses her narrative with profound philosophical insights that
challenge readers to reconsider their understanding of love, spirituality,
and existence.

The Role of Sufism

Sufism, the mystical branch of Islam, plays a crucial role in the novel. The
teachings of Sufism are reflected in the characters’ journeys, emphasizing:

- Unity with the Divine: The idea that love is a pathway to experiencing the
divine presence.
- Inner Transformation: Sufism advocates for personal transformation through
love and devotion.
- The Importance of Community: The Sufi tradition highlights the importance
of a supportive spiritual community.

Contemporary Relevance

Despite being set in different eras, the themes of Forty Rules of Love
resonate with contemporary readers:

- The Quest for Authenticity: In a world filled with superficial connections,
the novel encourages readers to seek genuine relationships.
- Embracing Vulnerability: The characters’ journeys remind us of the strength
found in vulnerability and openness.
- Exploring Spirituality: The narrative invites readers to explore their
spiritual beliefs and the role of love in their lives.

Conclusion

In Forty Rules of Love, Elif Shafak crafts a rich tapestry of narratives that
explore the complexity of love and spirituality. Through the interwoven
stories of Rumi, Shams, and Ella, readers are invited to reflect on their own



lives and relationships. The "Forty Rules of Love" serve not only as guiding
principles but also as profound insights that challenge societal norms and
invite personal transformation. Ultimately, Shafak’s novel is a celebration
of love in all its forms, urging readers to embrace the journey of self-
discovery and connection with others.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Forty Rules of
Love'?

The central theme of 'The Forty Rules of Love' is the exploration of love in
its various forms, particularly spiritual love and its ability to transcend
boundaries, as illustrated through the parallel narratives of Rumi and Shams
of Tabriz.

Who are the two main characters in 'The Forty Rules
of Love'?

The two main characters are Rumi, the famous 13th-century poet, and Shams of
Tabriz, his spiritual mentor, whose relationship transforms Rumi's life and
poetry.

What role does the concept of 'rules' play in the
novel?

The 'forty rules' serve as guiding principles about love, spirituality, and
personal transformation, each encapsulating important lessons that challenge
conventional views on love and faith.

How does 'The Forty Rules of Love' intertwine
historical and contemporary narratives?

The novel alternates between the historical narrative of Rumi and Shams in
the 13th century and the contemporary story of Ella Rubinstein, a housewife
in modern-day Massachusetts, who finds inspiration through their teachings.

What impact does Ella Rubinstein's character have on
the story?

Ella's journey of self-discovery and her quest for meaning in her life
reflect the transformative power of love, paralleling Rumi's evolution, and
showing how ancient wisdom can resonate in contemporary times.

What is the significance of Shams of Tabriz in Rumi's
life?

Shams of Tabriz is pivotal in Rumi's spiritual awakening; his unconventional
approach to love and mysticism challenges Rumi to expand his understanding of
God and creativity.



How does the novel address the conflict between
societal norms and personal desires?

The novel highlights the tension between societal expectations and individual
longing for love and fulfillment, demonstrating how true love often defies
social conventions.

What literary style does Elif Shafak employ in 'The
Forty Rules of Love'?

Elif Shafak employs a dual narrative style, blending prose with poetic
elements, which allows for a rich exploration of themes and characters across
different time periods.

Can you name one of the forty rules of love from the
book?

One of the rules states, 'The wound is the place where the Light enters you,'
emphasizing the idea that suffering can lead to personal growth and
enlightenment.

What is the overall message of 'The Forty Rules of
Love' regarding spirituality?

The overall message emphasizes that love is a spiritual journey that connects
individuals to the divine, urging readers to embrace love in its many forms
as a path to deeper understanding and fulfillment.
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