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Kiranjit Ahluwalia wins freedom

Kiranjit Ahluwalia, jailed for life for killing her violent husband by setting fire to him, was freed at the Old Bailey on 25 September 1992 after her plea of guilty to manslaughter on grounds of diminished responsibility was accepted. Kiranjit was granted a re-trial by the Court of Appeal in July. The following is a speech she sent to a meeting on 29 June 1992.
First of all I want to thank you from my heart for taking some of your precious time in order to come to this meeting. Although I cannot be present with you, your loving sympathy gives me courage in enduring this sentence. I will always be obliged to you for having understood my pain and helplessness.

My heart is full of things to say, but it is difficult to decide how and where to start telling my story. My culture is like my blood coursing through every vein of my body. It is the culture into which I was born and where I grew up which sees the woman as the honour of the house. In order to uphold this false “honour” and glory, she is taught to endure many kinds of oppression and pain, in silence. In addition, religion also teaches her that her husband is her God and fulfilling his every desire is her religious duty. A woman who does not follow this path in our society, has no respect or place in it. She suffers from all kinds of slanders against her character. And she has to face all sorts of attacks and much hurt entirely alone. She is responsible not only for her husband but also his entire family’s happiness.

For ten years, I tried wholeheartedly to fulfil the duties endorsed by religion. I don’t wish to compliment myself but I was a very good daughter-in-law, wife and mother. I tried to make my husband and in-laws happy in every way possible. I put up with everything. But, I also tried several times to escape from the trap of my anguished married life. But each time, my husband and family put pressure on me, in the name of upholding their izzat. The desire to keep up appearances also stopped me leaving. The result at my age I am undergoing imprisonment in jail, far from my children. Were they at fault that they should have their mother’s love snatched from them? Not only have they lost their father’s love but their mother’s as well.

I didn’t even want to become a mother, because I was so unhappy in my marriage. For five years I managed to avoid it. I didn’t want my children to have to suffer as well as me. But my mother-in-law’s insults and my husband’s beatings made me a mother twice over. In my culture, if a woman doesn’t have a baby soon after marriage then she has to endure constant taunts. Today, writing all this down, I realise that first marriage was forced on me, then a denial of divorce was forced on me and then motherhood was forced on me. What combination of force and helplessness was it that kept me in a ten-year sentence and now sentences me legally to punish me for who knows how long?

After my marriage I forgot how to laugh. I could not eat or drink when I wanted to; I could not make friends with whoever I wanted to; I could not see my family and other relatives too often if I didn’t have permission to. Small things were always flaring up into big fights. It wasn’t only me but my small children who suffered as well. They were always scared and cowed down. But even though I tried to compromise as much as I could. I was made use of in every way possible. I could not make either my in-laws or my husband happy.

Today, I have come out of my husband’s jail and entered the jail of the law. But I have found a new life, in this legal jail. It’s in this cage that I have found a kind of freedom. I have been given love by the officers; love which I never found outside. Meeting others, I had the freedom to talk to them which, when I was free, I never had. I have met many different kinds of people, experienced their environment, and learnt many things. But I am sad that I am not getting a proper education here. This is a world apart from my world. My world was just my home, and my children. That’s all.

My greatest sorrow, the punishment inflicted on me, is that I have been separated from my children. I think about them all the time. I cannot eat properly, or sleep properly. They need me and I need them. They are still very little, so I cannot explain things to them. Every time they come here they say, “Mummy, come home”. How can I tell them where Mummy is? Or where home is: I have lost everything. I never thought in my wildest dreams that my mistake would have this result. That night, I had lost the strength to reason or think. I never thought that I would be wounded for life. A wound that would never heal.

For ten years, I lived a life of beatings and degradation and no one noticed. Now the law had decreed that I should serve a sentence for life - why?

No one asked why all this had happened? Though I had two little children, I worked without rest for 50 or 60 hours a week in order to build up my home. Why would I set fire to that house? Why did everyone use me as they chose? Up to the point that though I was the mother of two children I couldn’t take any decision on my own. I could not even name my children as I chose. This is the essence of my culture, society, religion. Where a woman is a toy, a plaything, She can be stuck together at will, broken at will. Everybody did what they wanted with me. No one ever bothered to find out what kind of life I was leading after I was married. Only fear of physical and mental torture.

Now at least, I am grateful that everyone has tried to understand my pain, to share in it and to continue doing that. From all sides, my friends and relatives are helping me. Even if this meeting does not result in any specific help for me I will not be disappointed. I would never want any sister or friend to ever undergo such suffering. There are countless women who have been subjected to such oppression. There is only one thing that prevents them from challenging or being freed from this kind of married life. That is my society, religion and culture. I will never let this religion and culture influence my children. I will never let them be stifled by the bondage of arranged marriages. I will give them the right to live their own lives.

In jail, I have seen women who fought for their rights. I have seen them making their own decisions. I too, must become strong to make decisions on my own for my future. Being in jail, has opened up new possibilities which I never had before. Beyond this I do not want to say anything more for the moment. Before I end, I want to express my heartfelt thanks to Crawley Women’s Aid, Southall Black Sisters, National Union of Students, social workers and Crawley Probation officers who have helped me in so many different ways. If my words have caused any offence, I ask your forgiveness.

Kiranjit’s experience is an indictment of our society, our families and our legal system
Southall Black Sisters (SBS) led the campaign to free Mrs Ahluwalia. They issued this SBS press statement on 25 September 1992
Today’s outcome bears testimony to the strength, courage and determination of Kiranjit Ahluwalia and women like her throughout the country, struggling and surviving in the face of violence in the home. Domestic violence is the most private, intimate and devastating of crimes, sanctioned by society, religion and often the state itself. Kiranjit, like many others in her circumstances, has fought to change the attitudes and values, legal and cultural, which deny women the right to live free from violence.

Kiranjit’s experience is an indictment of our society, of our families, our schools and our legal system; of the failures at the highest level of government to recognise domestic violence, rape and sexual abuse as a gross violation of women’s human rights, perhaps the most widespread form of human rights abuse across the world.

We call on this government to protect the fundamental human rights of women by tackling the issue at every level of the Criminal Justice System and welfare services in society at large.

We demand the abolition of the mandatory life sentence, the reform of the homicide law, and an effective and centrally co-ordinated policy on policing which seeks to prioritise the criminalisation of violence against women.

We demand adequate resources from central government for the provision of refuges and women’s centres throughout the country, long-term permanent housing and improved welfare benefits.

We remember the countless battered women in homes and in prisons in this country and abroad. Women like Kiranjit Ahluwalia, Sara Thornton, Janet Gardner, Pamela Sainsbury, Carol Peters, Amelia Rossiter and many others have forced the Criminal Justice System to recognise the reality of their experience as battered women.

Finally, we thank everyone who has helped and supported Kiranjit and the campaign to free her. Today’s victory would not have been possible without the overwhelming support of the public.
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