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The Rushdie affair

Women defend Salman Rushdie

 On 9 March 1989, nearly 200 women gathered at the Dominion Centre, Southall, to mark International Women's Day and discuss the resurgence of religious fundamentalism across the world. Women talked about the effects of fundamentalist religions in Pakistan, India, Iran, Ireland and in Britain. At the end of the meeting, the organisers, Southall Black Sisters and Southall Labour Party Women's Section, issued the following statement:
As a group of women of many religions and none, we would like to express our solidarity with Salman Rushdie. Women's voices have been largely silent in the debate where battle lines have been drawn between liberalism and fundamentalism. Often it has been assumed that the views of local community leaders are our views, and their demands are our demands. We reject this absolutely.

We have struggled for many years in this country and across the world to express ourselves as we choose within and outside our communities. We will not be dictated to by fundamentalists. Our lives will not be defined by community leaders. We will take up our right to determine our own destinies, not limited by religions, culture, or nationality. We believe that religious worship is an individual matter, and that the state should not foster one religion above any other. We call upon the government to abolish the outdated blasphemy law and to defend, without reservation, freedom of speech.

Women Against Fundamentalism reaffirm their solidarity with Salman Rushdie

 On February 14, 1990, people who value the democratic right of free creative expression will mark the first anniversary of the late Ayatollah Khomeini's notorious fatwa and death sentence against the author Salman Rushdie, especially after Ali Khameini renewed this call on February 9, 1990 at Tehran's mass Friday prayer meeting.

In Britain during the past year we have seen an increase in fundamentalism in all religions and the fact that politicians of all complexions in Britain continue to facilitate its development.

At the heart of the fundamentalist agenda is control of women's minds and bodies, such as the imposition of restrictions on the right to abortion, on free and equal education and on the right of women to organise autonomously.

We reject the idea the fundamentalists can speak for us. We will continue to doubt and dissent and will carry on the fight for our right to determine our own destinies, not limited by religion, culture or nationality.

We call for the separation of religion and the state as a precondition to defeating fundamentalism. We also call for the abolition of the blasphemy law.

We are taking this opportunity to reaffirm our solidarity with Salman Rushdie. We defend the right to free expression and call for the publication of the paperback edition of the "Satanic Verses".

12 February 1990

The Satanic Verses in the High Court 

On April 9, appeals to reverse the refusal by magistrates to grant summonses against Salman Rushdie and his publisher, Viking/ Penguin, for offences against Section 4Q) of the Public Order Act 1986, Seditious Libel and Blasphemous Libel were dismissed.

Mr Sayed Siadatan, an Iranian businessman resident in the UK for fifteen years, had stated that he and his workforce were affected by the violence of a fire-bomb attack on King's Road Penguin bookshop when The Satanic Verses was on sale. In June 1989, he had requested the Horseferry Road Magistrates' Court to issue a summons alleging that Viking/Penguin had distributed a book "containing abusive and insulting writing whereby it was likely that unlawful violence would be provoked contrary to section 4(l) of the Public Order Act 1986".

Mr. Abdal Hussaim Choudhury, a member of the British Muslim Action Front, had sought an order squashing a refusal in March 1989 by Sir David Hopkin, the Chief of the Metropolitan Magistrates, to issue summonses against Mr. Rushdie and his publishers, accusing them of unlawfully and wickedly publishing or causing to be published a blasphemous libel concerning Almighty God (Allah), the Prophet Abraham and his son Ishmael, Mohammed, his wives and companions and the religion of Islam and Christianity contrary to common law.

The judgment noted that this is the first case in which a would-be prosecutor has claimed that the offence of blasphemy is applicable to religions other than Christianity. It further stated "were it open to us to extend the law to cover religions other than Christianity we should refrain from doing so ... It would be virtually impossible by judicial decision to set sufficiently clear limits to the offence and other problems involved are formidable'.

Women Against Fundamentalism, whilst welcoming the decision of the High Court, demands that the discriminatory outdated laws of blasphemy should be abolished as recommended by the majority of the Law Commission in its report of 1985 and calls on the Government to unconditionally defend freedom of opinion and expression.

Islam and Women

Letter to The Independent on Sunday, February 1990, from a 17-year-old Asian woman, name and address withheld

I am a 17-year-old Asian woman, brought up as a Muslim in an extremely "fundamentalist" family. I support Rushdie, as do several of my friends, but none of us can take the risk of voicing our support in our families or communities. My father would not allow Rushdie's article in last week's "Independent on Sunday" in to our house. I had to read it in the library.

Rushdie's words opened up a whole new world for me - a world in which we are not policed by the mullahs, in which religious diversity is tolerated, and most of all for me, a world in which men do not brutalise and rule over women.

Those Labour leaders who think being anti-Rushdie proves their anti-racist credentials should read his article and think again. What hope for a brave socialist education policy if Muslim girls are to be brought up in schools which insist on their obedience to men?

Does this not contradict Labour's commitment to equal opportunities? If Labour wants to do a little research into the ways in which Muslim fundamentalism is detrimental to Asian women I suggest they start at our battered women's refuges. They may meet my aunt there - a woman who refused to stay with a violent man, and paid the price by being ostracised from her community. That's the ugly face of fundamentalism and there are many others.

Thank you Salman Rushdie. I want to live in your world, and one day I know I will. There are dissidents out there but, like me, they are often too scared to speak. If only we all lived in enough freedom to speak out against this mad vendetta against Rushdie. You must forgive me for withholding my name and address.
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