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  INTRODUCTION


  How Salman Rushdie

  changed my life


  
    
      
        
          A poets work, he answers. To name the unnamable, to point at frauds, to take sides, start arguments, shape the world and stop it from going
          to sleep. And if rivers of blood flow from the cuts his verses inflict, then they will nourish him.


          Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses, p.97.
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  It was February 1989. I was in Bradford, a grey town in northern England. Nestled in the hills of West Yorkshire, it was a place dominated by its woollen mills, huge Victorian
  structures that seemed to reach up into the clouds, though by the late eighties few were still producing any wool. Surrounding the now derelict mills were row upon row of dreary back-to-back houses
  that had become as decayed as the textile industry itself. The mood of the town was not improved by a climate grey like its brickwork.


  It was a town of which few people outside of Britain would have heard. Until, that is, a thousand Muslim protestors had, the previous month, paraded with a copy of Salman Rushdies The
  Satanic Verses, before ceremoniously burning the book. The novel was tied to a stake before being set alight in front of the police station. It was an act calculated to shock and offend. It did
  more than that. The burning book became an icon of the rage of Islam. Sent around the world by a multitude of photographers and TV cameras, the image proclaimed, I am a portent of a new kind
  of conflict and of a new kind of world.


  Ten months after that January demonstration an even more arresting image captured the worlds imagination: protestors on top of the Berlin Wall hacking away at their
  imprisonment. These two images  the burning book in Bradford, the crumbling wall in Berlin  came in the following years to be inextricably linked in many peoples minds. As the
  Cold War ended, so the clash of ideologies that had defined the world since the Second World War seemed to give way to what the American political scientist Samuel Huntington would later make
  famous as the clash of civilizations (a phrase he had borrowed from the historian Bernard Lewis). The conflicts that had convulsed Europe over the past centuries, Huntington wrote,
  from the wars of religion between Protestants and Catholics to the Cold War, were all conflicts within Western civilization. The battle lines of the future would be
  between civilizations. Huntington identified a number of civilizations, including Confucian, Japanese, Hindu, Orthodox, Latin American and African. The primary struggle, however, would be, he
  believed, between the Christian West and the Islamic East. Such a struggle would be far more fundamental than any war unleashed by differences among political ideologies and
  political regimes. The people of different civilizations have different views on the relations between God and man, the individual and the group, the citizen and the state, parents
  and children, husband and wife, as well as differing views of the relative importance of rights and responsibilities, liberty and authority, equality and hierarchy.


  Huntington did not write those words until 1993. But already, four years earlier, many had seen in the battle over The Satanic Verses just such a civilizational struggle. On one side of
  the fault line stood the West, with its liberal democratic traditions, a scientific worldview and a secular, rationalist culture drawn from the Enlightenment; on the other was Islam, rooted in a
  pre-medieval theology, with its seeming disrespect for democracy, disdain for scientific rationalism and deeply illiberal attitudes on everything from crime to womens rights. All over
  again, the novelist Martin Amis would later write, the West confronts an irrationalist, agonistic, theocratic/ideocratic system which is essentially and
  unappeasably opposed to its existence. Amis wrote that while still in shock over 9/11. The germ of the sentiment was planted much earlier, in the Rushdie affair.


  Shocked by the sight of British Muslims threatening a British author and publicly burning his book, many people started asking a question that in 1989 was startlingly new: are Islamic values
  compatible with those of a modern, Western, liberal democracy? The Bible, the novelist, feminist and secularist Fay Weldon wrote in her pamphlet Sacred Cows, provides food for
  thought out of which You can build a decent society. The Quran offers food for no thought. It is not a poem on which a society can be safely or sensibly based. It
  forbids change, interpretation, self-knowledge, even art, for fear of treading on Allahs creative toes. Or as the daytime TV chat-show host and one-time Labour MP Robert Kilroy-Silk
  put it, If Britains resident ayatollahs cannot accept British values and laws then there is no reason at all why the British should feel any need, still less compulsion, to
  accommodate theirs.


  Even those who had originally welcomed Muslims into this country were having second thoughts. As one of Britains most liberal Home Secretaries, Roy Jenkins had, in 1966, announced an end
  to this countrys policy of assimilation and launched instead a new era of cultural diversity, coupled with equal opportunity in an atmosphere of mutual tolerance  one of
  the first expressions of what came to be known as multiculturalism. Nearly a quarter of a century later, the now ennobled Lord Jenkins mused in the wake of the burning book that
  in retrospect we might have been more cautious about allowing the creation in the 1950s of substantial Muslim communities here.


  I had watched the burning of The Satanic Verses with more than a passing interest. Like Salman Rushdie, I was born in India, in Secunderabad, not far from Rushdies own birthplace
  of Mumbai (or Bombay, as it was then), but brought up in Britain. Like Rushdie, I was of a generation that did not think of itself as Muslim or Hindu or
  Sikh, or even as Asian, but rather as black. Black was for us not an ethnic label but a political badge (although we never defined who
  exactly could wear that badge). Unlike our parents generation, who had largely put up with discrimination, we were fierce in our opposition to racism. But we were
  equally hostile to the traditions that often marked immigrant communities, especially religious ones. Today, when people use the word radical in an Islamic context, they usually have
  in mind a religious fundamentalist. Twenty years ago radical meant the very opposite: someone who was militantly secular, self-consciously Western and avowedly left-wing. Someone like
  me.


  I had grown up in communities in which Islam, while deeply embedded, was never all-consuming  indeed, communities that had never thought of themselves as Muslim, and for
  which religion expressed a relationship with God, not a sacrosanct public identity. Officially, as it were, observes Jamal Khan, the narrator of Hanif Kureishis novel
  Something to Tell You, we were called immigrants, I think. Later for political reasons we were blacks . . . In Britain we were still called Asians, though were no
  more Asian than the English are European. It was a long time before we became known as Muslims, a new imprimatur, and then for political reasons. So what, I wanted to know, as I watched the
  pictures of that demonstration, had changed? Why, I wondered, were people now proclaiming themselves to be Muslims and taking to the streets to burn books  especially the books of a writer
  celebrated for giving voice to the migrant experience? And was the dividing line really between a medieval theology and a modern Western society?


  My day job then was as a research psychologist. But I also wrote the occasional article for the Voice, Britains leading black newspaper. When the editor asked me to write something
  about the Rushdie affair, I jumped at the chance. I already knew Bradford, and many of the players in the Rushdie drama, having organized anti-racist protests in the town, including a march against
  racist attacks in 1986. And so I arrived that February to talk to Sher Azam, president of the Bradford Council of Mosques, the man who had helped torch the book. I came also to try to answer my own
  questions. It was a journey that would transform my own views about myself, my politics and my faith  and continues to do so. Little did I know that those questions would return to haunt
  me again and again over the next twenty years, or that the issues raised by the Rushdie affair  the nature of Islam, its relationship to the West, the meaning of
  multiculturalism, the limits of tolerance in a liberal society  would become some of the defining problems of the age, linking the burning book in Bradford to the burning towers in Manhattan
  on 9/11 and the burning bus in London on 7/7.
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  When The Satanic Verses was published in September 1988, it had been expected to set the world alight, though not quite in the way that it did. Salman Rushdie was then
  perhaps the most celebrated British novelist of his generation. Not that he saw himself as British. He was, he said, someone inhabiting a world in between three cultures: those of
  India, Pakistan and England. Midnights Children, his sprawling, panoramic, humorous mock-epic of post-independence India, was a literary sensation when it came out in 1981. It
  interlaced reality, myth, dream and fantasy, turned history into fable, and yet directly addressed highly charged contemporary political issues. The swagger of its historical sweep, the panache of
  its confident, modernist prose, the knowingness of its infectious humour, the confidence with which it drew upon European classics, Hindu myths, Persian fables, Islamic history, as well as popular
  cultures from Bollywood to Bob Dylan, and its insistence that the creative imagination was also a political imagination  all announced the arrival of not just a new literary voice but also a
  new kind of novel, the aim of which was to unlock the untold tales of those who, like Rushdie, inhabited the worlds in between. Politicians, Rushdie once remarked, have got
  very good at inventing fictions which they tell us as the truth. It then becomes the job of the makers of fiction to start telling the real truth. Midnights Children won the
  Booker Prize in 1981, and went on to win in 1993 the Booker of Bookers, as the greatest of all Booker Prize winners. Fifteen years later, when Man Booker reran the competition to celebrate the
  fortieth anniversary of the prize, it again returned triumphant, having by now established itself as perhaps the most important British novel of the post-war years.


  Two years after Midnights Children came Shame, which retold the history of Pakistan as a satirical fairy tale. Many saw it as a certainty to win the Booker Prize again, but
  it lost out to J.M. Coetzees Life and Times of Michael K. Nevertheless, Shame consolidated Rushdies reputation both as a novelist and as a controversialist.
  Midnights Children had been banned in India for its acid portrayal of the Nehru dynasty. Indira Gandhi sued for libel in a London court and won, which was not surprising, given that
  Britains libel laws were  and remain  as archaic as the regime that Rushdie was satirizing. Shame caused similar outrage among Pakistans political elite (the late
  Benazir Bhutto reputedly took particular exception to Rushdies mocking of her as the Virgin Ironpants) and was again banned.


  And then came The Satanic Verses. Almost five years in the making, supported by a then virtually unheard-of $850,000 advance from his new publishers, Penguin, and published in the wake of
  a much talked-about split between Rushdie and his long-time friend and publisher, Liz Calder of Bloomsbury, the novel had become myth even before the public had read a word of it. Rushdie could
  undoubtedly have written an acidly baroque tale about its gestation.


  In an interview in the Australian literary magazine Scripsi in 1985, Rushdie mentioned that he was working on two novels. One was about God . . . that was not just a secular
  sneer; the other was a much larger project . . . a novel set in the West that deals with the idea of migration. Over the next three years, the two became stitched together into
  a not altogether coherent whole: one a fantastic tale about the migrant experience in Britain, the other a fable about the origins of Islam. Rushdie himself seemed somewhat uncertain about the
  character of the novel, both describing it as a serious attempt to write about religion and revelation from the point of view of a secular person, and insisting that the book
  isnt actually about Islam, but about migration, metamorphosis, divided selves, love, death.


  The Satanic Verses opens with a hijacked jumbo jet exploding above the Sussex coast. There are only two survivors. Gibreel Farishta is a Bollywood superstar who
  depicts gods and is revered as one by his fans. Saladin Chamcha is an Anglophile  more-loyal-than-the-Queen  so fanatically British that he wears a bowler hat even when
  tumbling from 29,002 feet (the height of Mount Everest and the very height at which the aircraft was blown up). As they fall, Saladin and Gibreel metamorphose. Saladin becomes hairy and goat-like,
  his feet turn to hoofs and he sprouts horns. Gibreel acquires a halo that he has to hide under a hat. The two men become the unwitting, and unwilling, protagonists in an eternal battle between good
  and evil, the divine and the satanic.


  The progress of Saladin and Gibreel through the dark, surreal landscape of Vilayet (the Hindi word for foreign place, which Rushdie uses as a label for Britain) acts as the holding
  frame for the novel. Into this frame Rushdie inserts a number of novellas, each arising out of Gibreels dreams, and each of which confronts the nature of religion. The first tells the story
  of Gods revelation to the Prophet Mahound and how the new religion of Submission swept through Jahilia, a city built entirely of sand. This is a fictionalized, satirical account of the
  creation of Islam. Mahound is an ancient Christian derogatory name for Muhammad, Submission is the literal translation of Islam, and jahiliyyah is an Arabic word for
  ignorance, used by Muslims to describe the condition in which Arabs found themselves before the revelation of the Quran to Muhammad. The second novella concerns an imam in
  London (who, as Rushdie would put it, both is and is not Ayatollah Khomeini exiled in Paris) and his uncompromising struggle against the ruler of contemporary Jahilia. A third tells of Ayesha, a
  visionary peasant girl shrouded in butterflies, who leads her entire Indian village on a pilgrimage to Mecca during which they all walk into the sea and drown, a story based on a real event.
  Rushdie weaves into this tapestry the threads of other stories, of love and passion, betrayal and faith, reconciliation and death.


  The Satanic Verses is held together not by a conventional narrative structure but by a cats cradle of cross-referenced names, images and allusions. Mount
  Cone is the mountain on which Mahound receives his revelation; Allie Cone is the mountaineer whom Gibreel loves. Allie Cones dream is a solo ascent of Everest; in Bombay, Gibreel lives at
  the very top of the Everest Apartments. Hind was the wife of the Grandee of Jahilia and Mahounds mortal enemy; she is also the wife of Muhammed Sufyanin, in whose caf Saladin finds
  refuge. Ayesha is the visionary who leads the suicidal pilgrimage to Mecca; she is also the empress of present-day Jahilia, against whom the exiled imam wages war. The imams henchmen are
  avatars of those in the service of Mahound. And so it goes on. The result is a complex, chaotic novel, the sheer bravura of which sweeps the reader along.


  A work as boisterous, allusive and transgressive as The Satanic Verses would never give itself up to a single reading. Yet it was also, as Rushdies previous novels had been, a
  politically engaged work which, through its imaginative reworkings of modern Vilayet and ancient Jahilia, confronted many of the most charged questions of our time, religious and secular.
  Inevitably, many readers overlooked the unruliness of the novel and took instead a one-eyed view of Rushdies words. Western critics rarely saw beyond a migrants tale. Many Muslims
  were blind to anything aside from what they perceived as a gratuitously blasphemous assault on their faith. The Satanic Verses, the novelist Angela Carter observed in a review in the
  Guardian, was an epic hung about with ragbag scraps of many different cultures. It was peopled mostly by displaced persons of one kind or another. Expatriates,
  immigrants, refugees. Not once in her review did she mention Islam. For the Muslim philosopher Shabbir Akhtar, on the other hand, Rushdies novel was an inferior piece of hate
  literature which falsified historical records in a calculated attempt to vilify and slander Muhammad. From the space between these two readings emerged the
  Rushdie affair.
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  The Rushdie affair was the moment at which a new Islam dramatically announced itself as a major political issue in Western society. It was also the moment when Britain realized
  it was facing a new kind of social conflict. From the very beginnings of post-war immigration, blacks and Asians had been involved in bitter conflicts with authority. In 1958 the Notting Hill race
  riots in west London led the local Labour MP George Rogers to declare that the tremendous influx of coloured people from the Commonwealth had helped foster vice, drugs,
  prostitution and the use of knives. He added that For years white people have been tolerant. Now their tempers are up. Two decades later, Notting Hill had become home to the
  largest carnival outside the Caribbean  and to explosive confrontations between police and black youth. In 1976, as reggae star Junior Murvins Police and Thieves pumped
  out of the sound systems  Police and thieves in the streets / Fighting the nation with their guns and ammunition  the carnival degenerated into bitter street battles.
  The following year came the Grunwick dispute, in which the struggle of a group of low-paid Asian women to form a union led to violent confrontation and became a national cause
  clbre, with mass pickets outside the factory gates and miners and postal workers taking industrial action in support of the women. And, of course, there were the inner-city riots of
  the 1980s, culminating in the Broadwater Farm confrontation in 1985.


  All these conflicts raised tensions and generated widespread and often fractious debates about the desirability of mass immigration. But these were also in the main political struggles, or
  issues of law and order. Confrontations over unionization or discrimination or police harassment were of a kind that was familiar even prior to mass immigration.


  The Rushdie affair was different. It was the first major cultural conflict, a controversy quite unlike anything that Britain had previously experienced. Muslim fury seemed to be driven not by
  questions of harassment or discrimination or poverty, but by a sense of hurt that Salman Rushdies words had offended their deepest beliefs. Where did such hurt come
  from, and why was it being expressed now? How could a novel create such outrage? Could Muslim anguish be assuaged, and should it be? How did the anger on the streets of Bradford relate to
  traditional political questions about rights, duties and entitlements? Britain had never asked itself such questions before. Twenty years on, it is still groping for the answers.
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  The Rushdie affair was a turning point in the relationship between British society and its Muslim communities. It was a turning point for me too.


  I was born in India, but came to Britain in the sixties as a five-year-old. My mother came from Tamil Nadu in southern India. She was Hindu. My fathers family had moved to India from
  Burma when the Japanese invaded in 1942. It is through him that I trace my Muslim heritage. Mine was not, however, a particularly religious upbringing. My parents forbade me (and my sisters) from
  attending religious education classes at school, because they did not want us to be force-fed Christianity. But we were not force-fed Islam or Hinduism either. I still barely know the Hindu
  scriptures, and while I read the Quran in my youth, it was only after the Rushdie affair that I took a serious interest in it.


  What shaped my early experiences was not religion but racism. I arrived in Britain just as Paki-bashing was becoming a national sport. Paki was the abusive name for
  any Asian, and Paki-bashing was what racists called their pastime of hunting out and beating up Asians. My main memory of growing up in the 1970s was of being involved almost daily in
  fights with racists, and of how normal it seemed to come home with a bloody nose or a black eye. (A few years ago I was making a TV documentary on which the runner was a young, hip, street-wise
  Asian, just out of university. During a conversation I happened to mention Paki-bashing. Whats Paki-bashing? he asked, genuinely puzzled,
  never having heard the phrase, still less having experienced its effects  an indication of how much Britain has changed in the past thirty years.)


  Like many Asians of my generation, I was drawn towards politics by my experience of racism. I was left-wing, and, indeed, joined a number of far-left organizations in my twenties. But if it was
  racism that drew me to politics, it was politics that made me see beyond the narrow confines of racism. I came to learn that there was more to social justice than the injustices done to me, and
  that a persons skin colour, ethnicity or culture was no guide to the validity of his or her political beliefs. Through politics, I was introduced to the ideas of the Enlightenment, and to
  concepts of a common humanity and universal rights. Through politics, too, I discovered the writings of Marx and Mill, Kant and Locke, Paine and Condorcet, Frantz Fanon and C.L.R. James.


  By the end of the 1980s, however, many of my friends had come to see such Enlightenment notions as dangerously naive. The Rushdie affair gave notice not just of a new Islam but also of a new
  left. Radicals slowly lost faith in secular universalism and began talking instead about multiculturalism and group rights. They became disenchanted with Enlightenment ideas of rationalism and
  humanism, and many began to decry the Enlightenment as a Eurocentric project. Where once the left had argued that everyone should be treated equally, despite their racial, ethnic,
  religious or cultural differences, now it pushed the idea that different people should be treated differently because of such differences. Lee Jasper, who became the Mayor of Londons
  race advisor in 2000, cut his teeth in anti-racist campaigning in the late 1980s, being a founder member of such organizations as the National Black Caucus and the National Assembly Against Racism.
  You have to treat people differently to treat them equally, he told me when I interviewed him for a Channel 4 TV documentary in 2003.


  Over the past two decades many of the ideas of the so-called politics of difference have become mainstream through the policies of multiculturalism. Were All
  Multiculturalists Now, observed Nathan Glazer, the American sociologist and former critic of pluralism, in the title of a book. And indeed we are. The celebration of
  difference, respect for pluralism, avowal of identity politics  these have come to be regarded as the hallmarks of a progressive, anti-racist outlook and as the foundation stones of modern
  liberal democracies. Yet there is a much darker side to multiculturalism, as the Rushdie affair demonstrated. Multiculturalism has helped foster a more tribal nation and, within Muslim communities,
  has undermined progressive trends while strengthening the hand of conservative religious leaders. While it did not create militant Islam, it helped, as we shall see in this book, create for it a
  space within British Muslim communities that had not existed before.
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  I was in the drab Victorian semi near the university that housed the Bradford Council of Mosques, waiting to speak to the Councils chairman, Sher Azam. Suddenly, I heard
  a familiar voice.


  Hello, Kenan, what are you doing here?


  It was Hassan, a friend from London, whom I had not seen for over a year. Im doing some interviews about Rushdie, I told him. But what are you doing in this
  God-forsaken place?


  Hassan laughed. Trying to make it less God-forsaken, he said. Ive been up here a few months, helping in the campaign against Rushdie. And then he laughed again
  when he saw my face. No need to look so shocked, he said. He had had it with the white left. He had got tired of all those dreary political meetings and the hours spent
  on street corners selling newspapers that no one wanted. But it had also become something more than simply disaffection with radical politics. He had, he said, lost his sense of who he was and
  where hed come from. So he had returned to Bradford to try to rediscover it. And what he had found was a sense of community and a need to defend our dignity as Muslims, to defend our
  values and beliefs. He was not going to allow anyone  racist or Rushdie  to trample over them.


  The Hassan I had known in London had been a member of the far-left Socialist Workers Party (as I had been for a while). Apart from Trotskyism, his other indulgences were
  Southern Comfort, sex and Arsenal. We had watched the Specials and the Clash together, smoked dope together, argued together about football. We had marched together, chucked bricks together at the
  National Front, together been arrested.


  There was nothing unusual about any of this. This was what it was like for many an Asian growing up in Britain in the 1980s. Hassan had been born, as I had, on the subcontinent (in Pakistan, not
  India) but brought up in Britain. His parents were observant Muslims, but, like many of their generation, were of the kind that only visited the mosque whenever the Friday feeling
  gripped them. Hassan had attended mosque as a child, and learnt the Quran. But by the time he left school God had left him. Theres a hole inside me where God used to be,
  Salman Rushdie once told an interviewer. I had never detected any such hole in Hassan. He seemed to have been hewn from secular rock. A football fanatic, the only God he worshipped was Liam Brady,
  Arsenals magical midfielder. But now here he was in Bradford, an errand boy to the mullahs, inspired by book-burners, willing to shed blood for a thousand-year-old fable that he had never
  believed in.


  Unlike Gibreel Farishta and Saladin Chamcha, Hassan sported neither horns nor a halo. But his metamorphosis from left-wing wide boy to Islamic militant was no less extraordinary than that of the
  anti-heroes of The Satanic Verses. In that metamorphosis lies the story of the wider changes that were taking place both in Britain and in other Western nations, changes that made possible
  not just the Rushdie affair but eventually 9/11 and 7/7 too. This book is the story of that metamorphosis. It is a guidebook to the road from fatwa to jihad.


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  Satanic delusions


  
    
      
        
          Chamcha, Mishal said excitedly, youre a hero. I mean, people can really identify with you. Its an image white society has rejected for
          so long that we can really take it, you know, occupy it, inhabit it, reclaim it and make it our own. Its time you considered action.


          Go away, cried Saladin, in his bewilderment. That isnt what I wanted. This is not what I meant, at all.


          Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses, pp.2867.
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  It would be absurd to think that a book can cause riots, Salman Rushdie told the Indian journalist Shrabani Basu shortly before publication of The Satanic
  Verses. Thats a strange sort of view of the world. It is in retrospect a comment either extraordinarily naive or piquantly ironic.


  It was in India that the campaign against The Satanic Verses began. Even before it was published in Britain, Kushwant Singh, a distinguished novelist and journalist who acted as an
  editorial advisor for Penguin Books India, had raised concerns. He had read the book in typescript and was positive it would cause a lot of trouble. There are, he told
  Chitrita Banerji of Sunday magazine, several derogatory references to the Prophet and the Quran. Muhammad is made out to be a smalltime impostor. Penguin decided to
  publish the novel in India  but not under its own imprint.


  On 5 October, barely a week after it had been published in Britain, the Indian ministry of finance placed The Satanic Verses on its list of proscribed books. The
  ban, the ministry proclaimed, did not detract from the literary and artistic merit of Rushdies work. To which Rushdie sardonically replied, Thanks for the good
  review  while also wondering what the world might make of the fact that it is the finance ministry that gets to decide what Indian readers may or may not read. The
  ministry was in fact acting on orders from prime minister Rajiv Gandhi, who had been alerted to the issue by a letter from the MP Syed Shahabuddin, a member of the opposition Janata Party and a
  self-proclaimed champion of Indias 150 million-strong Muslim community.


  The very title of Rushdies book, Shahabuddin complained in an article in the Times of India, was suggestively derogatory. In Islamic theology, the
  Quran is the word of God given to the Prophet Muhammad by the Archangel Gabriel. Muhammad excised two of the original verses believing them to have been inspired by Satan masquerading as
  Gabriel. These are the Satanic Verses. Rushdie presents the whole of the Quran as the work of Muhammad masquerading as the Prophet of God. Mahound, as Rushdie calls Muhammad, is an archaic
  name for the Prophet used as an insult by the crusaders. And most insultingly, Shahabuddin observed, Rushdie depicts the Prophets wives as prostitutes in a brothel called the Curtain, the
  literal translation of al-hijab, the Arabic word for the veil. In fact, as Rushdie himself has pointed out, Muhammads wives do not work in the brothel. Rather, the twelve prostitutes
  take on the names of the Prophets wives. For Shahabuddin, however, that amounted to the same.


  Like virtually all of Rushdies opponents, Shahabuddin had not actually read The Satanic Verses. I do not have to wade through a filthy drain to know what filth is, he
  retorted. He had been alerted to the novels significance by Jamaat-e-Islami activists. Jamaat-e-Islami is an Islamist organization founded in India in 1941 by Sayyid Abul Ala Maududi,
  one of the heroes of the modern jihadist movement. Rushdie had already taken aim at the Jamaat in Shame. Its response was the campaign against The Satanic Verses. It organized
  protests and petitioned Indian MPs. With a general election due in November, the result of which was too close to call, no politician was willing to alienate an important
  Islamic organization. A ban on The Satanic Verses was inevitable, whether or not anyone had read the book, and whatever its literary and artistic merit.


  The Jamaat had a network of organizations in Britain, funded by the Saudi government, at the heart of which was the Islamic Foundation, based in Leicester. According to the Illustrated Weekly
  of India, Aslam Ejaz of the Islamic Foundation in Madras wrote to his friend Syed Faiyazuddin Ahmed, who had recently arrived at the Leicester centre, about the furore in India over The
  Satanic Verses and urged him to do Gods work in Britain. Ahmed bought the book, photocopied extracts, and mailed them to other Islamic groups in Britain and to the London embassies of
  Muslim countries. Soon afterwards, the Saudi-backed weekly Islamic magazine Impact International published a selection of the most controversial passages from The Satanic Verses, and
  Ahmed was invited to Saudi Arabia, where he briefed officials about the novel and mobilized Saudi support for a campaign against it.


  The Saudis encouraged a number of Jamaat-influenced organizations in Britain to set up the United Kingdom Action Committee on Islamic Affairs (UKACIA) to coordinate the campaign against what one
  UKACIA circular described as the most offensive, filthy and abusive book ever written by any hostile enemy of Islam. But however overwrought the language, the Jamaat and the Saudis
  wanted to keep the anti-Rushdie campaign low-key. The Saudis style was that of back-room manoeuvrings rather than street protests. They hoped that a combination of diplomatic pressure and
  financial muscle could suppress The Satanic Verses, just as it had managed to ensure that Death of a Princess, a 1980 TV documentary hostile to the Saudis, was never reshown on
  British TV. This time the campaign had little success. Penguin refused to withdraw the book and the British government refused to ban it. Even Muslim states seemed barely interested. Few responded
  to the Saudi campaign or banned the novel. In November, Pakistan and South Africa followed Indias lead in proscribing the book, and soon afterwards Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Bangladesh, Malaysia
  and Sudan did so too. But in the majority of Muslim countries, including virtually all Arab states, The Satanic Verses continued to be freely available, even after the Organization of the Islamic Conference had called for a ban.


  In December  almost three months after the publication of the novel  came the first major street protest in Britain. Almost seven thousand Muslims marched through Bolton, another
  northern mill town, across the Pennines from Bradford. The demonstration was organized not by the Jamaat but by a rival Islamic faction, the Deobandis. The Jamaat possessed money and political
  influence, thanks to the Saudi connection, but little support on the ground. The majority of British Muslims were Barelwis, a Sufi-influenced tradition founded in India by Ahmad Raza Khan. Most
  mosques were run by the Deobandis, another movement founded in nineteenth-century British India with the aim of cleansing Islam, which placed particular stress on Quranic study and law. They
  created a network of madrasas throughout India (and subsequently Pakistan), the aim of which was to create a cadre of ulema, or religious leaders, capable of issuing fatwas on all aspects of
  everyday life based on a strict interpretation of the Quran. Most leaders of the Taliban, who came to power in Afghanistan in 1996, were trained in the Deobandi tradition. Conflict between
  Jamaatis, Barelwis and Deobandis was a feature of British Islam, and helped fuel the Rushdie controversy.


  The Bolton protest was an impressive call to arms. Almost seven thousand protestors from across Britain marched through a town with a total Muslim population of around ten thousand. As in
  Bradford, they carried a copy of The Satanic Verses which they torched  the first time it had been burnt in anger in Britain. Yet almost no one took any notice. Whatever the
  grievances of British Muslims about The Satanic Verses, they had not yet registered on the national radar.


  The Bradford protest the following month was different, partly because Bradford itself was different. In 1985 a Sufi mystic, Pir Maroof Hussain Shah, died. A poster in Urdu displayed in
  corner-shop windows throughout Britain urged his followers to attend a celebration of his life in Britains Islamabad  the city of Islam.
  Islamabad was Bradford. By the 1980s, this small northern town had become the heartbeat of Britains Muslim communities. The creation of the Bradford Council of Mosques in 1981, and the close relationship between the mosques, around half of which were controlled by the Deobandis, and Bradford City Council, provided the towns imams with
  considerable political clout. Bradfords heart also beat strongly to a secular pulse. The Asian Youth Movement, which gave voice to young radical Asians, and was as critical of the mosques as
  it was of racists, organized strongly in the town. More than a decade of militancy and protest had made Bradfords Muslim leaders  religious and secular  politically astute and
  media savvy. They understood the gospel of Marshall McLuhan as well as the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad. The demonstrators videoed the protest and dispatched the images to media outlets across
  the world. The flames that incinerated The Satanic Verses were fanned into an international controversy.


  In response to the Deobandi demonstrations the Jamaat organized its own street protests  not in Britain but in Pakistan, a country that had already banned the novel. But the Islamic
  Democratic Alliance, of which Jamaat-e-Islami was an influential part, had recently lost an election to Benazir Bhuttos Pakistan Peoples Party. Was the agitation really against
  the book which has not been read in Pakistan, is not for sale in Pakistan, Bhutto wondered, or was it a protest by those people who lost the election . . . to try and destabilize the
  process of democracy? The Jamaat organized an anti-Rushdie demonstration on 12 February, targeting neither the British embassy nor the offices of Penguin Books, but the American Cultural
  Centre in Islamabad. An angry Jamaat-led mob, 2000-strong according to some reports, 10,000-strong according to others, tried to storm the centre, shouting Allahu Akhbar and
  American Dogs. They pulled down the Stars and Stripes flying on top of the building and burnt it, along with an effigy of Salman Rushdie. Eyewitnesses described the police repeatedly
  firing into the crowd with semi-automatic rifles and pump-action shotguns. By the end of the day at least five people had been killed and more than a hundred injured  the first fatalities of
  the Rushdie affair.


  Yet even now fury about The Satanic Verses was largely confined to Muslims in the Indian subcontinent and in Britain. Critics of Rushdie have consistently argued
  that the blasphemies in his novel caused mortal offence to all Muslims. The life of the Prophet Muhammad, the liberal Muslim writer Ziauddin Sardar has observed, is the source
  of Muslim identity. Because the Prophet and his personality define Islam, so every Muslim relates to him directly and personally. That is why Sardar felt
  that every word, every jibe, every obscenity in The Satanic Verses was directed at me  personally. Every Muslim would have felt the same, Sardar insisted. Just as people
  threatened with physical genocide react to defend themselves, Muslims en masse would protest against this annihilation of their cultural identity.


  Leaving aside the question of whether the blasphemies in The Satanic Verses are really any more offensive than, say, the attempt to compare the publication of a novel with the Final
  Solution, Sardars claim that all Muslims would see such blasphemies as the annihilation of their cultural identity was not borne out by events. The novel had little impact on
  Muslims in other European countries. There is no evidence that on reading the book French or German Muslims imagined, as Sardar did, that this is how . . . it must feel to be raped.
  There was barely a squeak of protest in either country when the novel was published there. In America there was an organized letter campaign aimed at Viking Penguin, and bomb threats against its
  offices, but no mass protests as in Britain, India or Pakistan. Arabs and Turks, too, seemed as unmoved by Rushdies blasphemies as did their European and American brethren.


  Even within the Islamic Republic of Iran there appeared to be little concern. Unlike the governments of India, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and South Africa, Tehrans revolutionary mullahs felt
  no need to ban the book. In December 1988, Kayhan Farangi, a leading Iranian literary journal, published a review. The Satanic Verses, it suggested, contains a number of false
  interpretations about Islam and gives wrong portrayals of the Quran and the Prophet Muhammad. It also draws a caricaturelike and distorted image of Islamic principles which lacks even the
  slightest artistic credentials. Though highly critical of the novel, there was no intimation that the distorted images amounted to blasphemy or that Rushdies
  moral degradation constituted apostasy. Nor was there any suggestion that The Satanic Verses was, as the Jamaat-inspired United Kingdom Action Committee
  put it, the most offensive, filthy and abusive book ever written by any hostile enemy of Islam. Kayhan Farangi acknowledged Rushdies insistence that his book is
  nothing more than a work of imagination which tries to investigate the birth of a major religion from the point of view of a secular individual. It acknowledged, too, Rushdies fear
  that the campaign against the novel in the subcontinent was driven by politics rather than theology. As Indian politicians attempted to win the hearts and minds of 100 million
  Muslims, so The Satanic Verses had become a ball in this political game.

  Today, Ghayasuddin Siddiqui is a founding trustee of British Muslims for Secular Democracy.
  Twenty years ago his views about Islam and secularism were very different. He was a great admirer of the Iranian revolution and, in 1974, one of the founders, together with the scholar Kalim
  Siddiqui and the writer Ziauddin Sardar, of the Muslim Institute, a London-based organization that was eventually entirely funded by Tehran. Sardar, who soon became disenchanted with the
  revolution, describes the Institute as an extension of the Iranian embassy in London. Being the first Sunni organization to support the revolution, we had privileged access to
  the revolutionaries, says Ghayasuddin Siddiqui. He was frequently in Tehran and in the autumn of 1988 had plenty of discussions about The Satanic Verses, in street cafs and
  government ministries. There was little hostility to the novel, he recalls. It was widely discussed. There were even some good reviews in the press.


  2


  It was the evening of 13 February 1989. Ghayasuddin Siddiqui and Kalim Siddiqui were in Tehran attending a conference. On the way home they were, as usual, ushered into the VIP
  lounge at the airport. Waiting for them was Mohammad Khatami. Almost a decade later Khatami would become the most liberal of Irans post-revolutionary presidents. In 1989 he was in charge of
  the Ministry of Religious Guidance. He took Kalim aside, remembers Siddiqui, and they were engaged in earnest discussion. When he came back, I asked him
  what that was about. He wanted to know about Rushdies book, Kalim said. What did you tell him? I asked. And Kalim said with a laugh, I told him it was
  obnoxious.


  At the same time as Kalim Siddiqui was conferring with Mohammad Khatami, on the other side of the city, in his modest house, Ayatollah Khomeini was summoning a secretary. He dictated a simple
  four-paragraph message:


  
    
      
        In the name of Him, the Highest. There is only one God, to whom we shall all return. I inform all zealous Muslims of the world that the author of the book entitled The
        Satanic Verses  which has been compiled, printed and published in opposition to Islam, the Prophet and the Quran  and all those involved in its publication who were
        aware of its contents, are sentenced to death.


        I call on all zealous Muslims to execute them quickly, wherever they may be found, so that no one else will dare to insult the Muslim sanctities. God willing, whoever is killed on this
        path is a martyr.


        In addition, anyone who has access to the author of this book, but does not possess the power to execute him, should report him to the people so that he may be punished for his
        actions.


        May peace and the mercy of God and His blessings be with you. Ruhollah al-Musavi al-Khomeini, 25 Bahman 1367

      

    

  


  The following day  14 February, Valentines Day  the sheet of paper was hand-delivered to Tehran Radio just before the 2 p.m. news, at the start of which it
  was read out. It was a message that was to transform the Rushdie affair.


  At the very moment that Khomeini was dictating his death sentence, Salman Rushdie was attending a book party for his American wife Marianne Wigginss new novel John Dollar in the
  elegant art deco atrium of Michelin House on the Fulham Road in west London. They were planning a joint book tour of America. Apprehensive about the consequences of the riots in Pakistan, they
  spent that night with friends rather than in their Islington home. It was early next morning that a telephone call from the BBC World Service alerted Rushdie to the fatwa.
  Within hours he was in the BBC studios at Broadcasting House in central London responding to Khomeinis edict. I am very sad it should have happened, he said. It is not
  true this book is a blasphemy against Islam. I doubt very much Khomeini or anyone else in Iran has read the book, or anything more than selected extracts taken out of context. Later,
  interviewed for the CBS This Morning television show in America, Rushdie added, Frankly, I wish I had written a more critical book. A religion that claims it is able to behave like
  this, religious leaders who are able to behave like this, and then say this is a religion that must be above any kind of whisper of criticism: that doesnt add up.


  By the time I came off the air, Rushdie recalled a year later, Marianne had rung the studio and said, Dont come home, because everybody and his mother is
  parked on the pavement. Rushdie was smuggled instead into his agents office, where of course every telephone in the building was ringing non-stop and everybody was being
  told I wasnt there.


  He was due that evening to attend a memorial service for the writer Bruce Chatwin, who had been probably my closest writer friend. Should he go? It was very important for me
  to go to that service, Rushdie recalled, but I had no way of knowing what I should or shouldnt do. In the end I just said, The hell with it, lets
  go. It was to be Rushdies last public appearance for years. Your turn next, the travel writer Paul Theroux whispered to him on leaving the church. I
  suppose well be back here for you next week. It wasnt the funniest joke I ever heard, Rushdie later remarked, but I did write him a letter subsequently
  saying that I was glad hes a less good prophet than hes a novelist.


  By the following morning there was not just a fatwa against Rushdie but a price on his head. Hossain Sanei, leader of the 15 Khordad, a Tehran-based charitable foundation set up to uphold
  Islamic principles in Iran, offered $3 million for the murder of Rushdie (or $1 million if the assassin happened to be non-Muslim). Rushdie was immediately given grade one protection
  by Scotland Yards Special Branch and removed to a safe house. I remember Salman as a hunted man, says the novelist Hanif Kureishi. He was always
  on the move. It was very difficult to keep in touch, but he was desperate to see people. Sometimes he just popped up at a friends house, but always with his Special Branch minders. It was a
  harried existence.


  For a decade Rushdie was compelled to live like a fugitive, constantly moving from house to house  he was supposed to have slept in fifty-seven beds during the first five months of hiding
   and forced into cloak and dagger operations in order to meet friends or journalists. He made the occasional surprise public appearance, such as joining Bono on stage at a U2 gig at Wembley
  in 1993. But it was not till 1998, when the Iranian government publicly declared that it would neither support nor hinder assassination operations on Rushdie  the closest it
  would ever get to disowning the fatwa, which still stands  that he felt safe enough to return to the public glare.
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  Peter Mayer, Penguins CEO, was in New York on Valentines Day 1989. Early in the morning he received a call from Patrick Wright, the head of sales in London.
  Have you seen the headlines? Wright asked. What headlines? Mayer wanted to know. The Ayatollah Khomeini, Wright said, has issued a fatwa against
  Salman Rushdie and his publisher. Whats a fatwa? asked a bemused Mayer.


  Mayer went out to get a paper. The news was splashed on the front page of the New York Times. I was astonished, he says, to see the headlines. The New York
  Times dealt with world stories. I was just a publisher of a novel. I still did not see it as a world event.


  As Penguin CEO, Mayer was at the heart of the mayhem unleashed by the fatwa. He has never talked about it before, but it is an issue that twenty years on still causes him both pain and
  bafflement.


  If youre a publisher, you will always find people offended by books you publish, he observes. Thats the fate of being a publisher. I have published books that
  have offended Jews and Christians. Five or six of them. People wrote to Penguin trying to suppress those books. I wrote back, explaining that as a publisher I cannot just
  publish books that offend no one. It was generally a civilized dialogue. We originally put The Satanic Verses controversy in the same category. We thought we were dealing with the same kind
  of thing, the same kind of offence. Our view was that it would soon be sorted out by dialogue, as these things always were. What we wanted to say to Muslims who were upset was that this was a
  novel, by a serious writer, and the right to publish included the right to publish such books. Its what we said in all these cases. One relied on the sanity of secular democracy  that
  people met together, discussed their differences and sorted them out. It never occurred to us that this time it might be different or that it would become such a huge worldwide event.


  As a liberal, Mayer says, he accepted that Muslims needed protection from discrimination and hatred. But the idea that non-Muslims should be prevented from reading a novel never entered
  my head. I never saw rights as meaning the right of the minority to impose on the majority. I saw it as meaning that the majority rules, but that minorities must have their rights
  protected. Those rights had to be based on the law of the land; they could not be rights that the minority simply arrogates to itself.


  When Mayer first read the manuscript of The Satanic Verses, he saw it quite straightforwardly as a serious novel by a serious writer. I still dont think that Penguin did
  anything extraordinary in publishing it. We never set out to incite or to inflame or to offend. We did not see the novel as blasphemous or anti-Islamic. The question never came up. Neither Salman
  Rushdie nor his agent alerted us to it being a controversial book. And a publisher should not have to be an authority on the Quran.


  The first intimation of trouble came with Kushwant Singhs report on the possible reaction in India. He opined that it might cause communal violence, says
  Mayer. But Penguin only had a tiny office in India. We might have sold perhaps 150 hardcover copies. So we did not see it as a big issue.


  Even the protests in Britain barely registered. In hindsight the activities of the UKACIA and of the Bolton protestors, the intervention of Jamaat-e-Islami and the
  backroom manoeuvrings of the Saudi authorities all seem highly significant. In 1988, however, they caused hardly a ripple. I cannot recall the protests here in the UK before the
  fatwa, Mayer admits. He cannot remember receiving any letter of complaint from the protestors, nor any request for a meeting. If I had I would have responded as I did to all the other
  letters I received.


  The fatwa transformed the affair, an event both terrifying and confusing. My immediate thought, Mayer recalls, was to be frightened for Salman. And frightened for Penguin
  staff. I didnt know what the reach was of a fatwa, whether it could travel beyond Tehran.


  The day following the fatwa, armed police started patrolling the street outside Penguin offices. Special X-ray machines were installed to check packages for explosives. My fear,
  says Mayer, was that a member of Penguin staff would be shot or stabbed to death and a note pinned on them, This is what happens to people who work for Penguin. I felt a
  terrible responsibility for all the staff. If anyone had been killed because of the decision to continue publishing The Satanic Verses I would have carried a sense of responsibilty to the
  end of my life.


  Mayer himself was subject to a vicious campaign of hatred and intimidation. I had letters written in blood pushed under the door of my house. I had telephone calls in the middle of the
  night, saying not just that they would kill me but that they would take my daughter and smash her head against a concrete wall. Vile stuff. To this day he does not know from whom the letters
  and calls came.


  The Special Branch offered Mayer armed protection and a bulletproof vest. I said no. Of course I was scared. In New York I remember thinking, I could come out of my apartment
  block, there might be a car waiting outside, engine revving, and I could get sprayed by a couple of machine guns. As easy as that. But my view was that if my numbers up, my
  numbers up. And I did not want to live like a victim. I did not see myself as a victim.


  Mayer still seethes with rage not simply at the intimidation he faced but also at what he sees as the callousness of others towards his predicament. My daughter was
  nearly expelled from her school, he recalls. A group of parents said, What would happen if the Iranians sent a hit squad and got the wrong girl? And I was thinking,
  What, you think my daughter is the right girl?


  In New York he applied for a co-op apartment. There were objections that the Iranians could send a hit squad and target the wrong apartment, he says. As if I had done
  something wrong.


  Despite the constant threat of violence, Mayer never wavered in his commitment to The Satanic Verses. And Penguin never wavered in its backing of his judgement. An emergency
  meeting of the Penguin board unanimously supported the continued publication of the novel, Mayer recalls. I told the board, You have to take the long view. Any climbdown now
  will only encourage future terrorist attacks by individuals or groups offended for whatever reason by other books that we or any publisher might publish. If we capitulate, there will be no
  publishing as we know it.


  The board supported Mayer, as did Pearson, Penguins parent company. But there was considerable unease within the organization. People would take me aside in the corridor and say,
  I have Muslim friends who are very upset, its an anti-Muslim book. Or, Its not right to offend Muslims, you should withdraw the book. And I would say,
  That would be the thin end of the wedge. Next year we publish another book. And another group says you cant do that, its offensive. My view was, and still remains, that
  rights you possess that are not used are not rights at all.


  There was, as Mayer recalls it, almost a frontier mentality within Penguin. We had never had to have this kind of discussion before, he observes. Today there is a constant
  stream of discussion about multiculturalism and minority rights and sharia law. Not then. We had never had to think about free speech, or about why we were publishers.


  Out of countless discussions, both in formal board meetings and in ad hoc chats with colleagues, Mayer and his colleagues developed the argument that what we did now affected much more
  than simply the fate of this one book. How we responded to the controversy over The Satanic Verses would affect the future of free inquiry, without which there would
  be no publishing as we knew it, but also, by extension, no civil society as we knew it. We all came to agree that all we could do, as individuals or as a company, was to uphold the principles that
  underlay our profession and which, since the invention of movable type, have brought it respect. We were publishers. I thought that meant something. We all did.


  Mayer feels a debt of gratitude not just to the management of Penguin who backed him, but also to the staff. We had to fight intellectual battles throughout Penguin. Everyone came to
  understand the issues. Not just the editors or the executives, but the secretaries and the people moving boxes, too. All of them deserve praise.


  The only point at which Penguin wobbled was over the publication of the paperback. Salman Rushdie thought that only the publication of the paperback would bring an end to the terror and
  death threats. I did not agree. I feared that it might inflame, like a poker in the eye of the critics. I told Rushdie, We will publish it but only when we think it safe to do
  so.


  There was a time in the middle of 1990 when the furore seemed to have died down. Mayer decided that the time had arrived for a paperback edition and picked a date. There was, he says, a
  huge debate within Penguin. It was the most dramatic board meeting Ive ever been in. But we finally agreed to go ahead with the paperback. The idea was to print the paperback quickly and to
  release it out of the blue without the normal two to three months publicity that would normally attend such a publication to head off any protests or demonstrations that might have taken
  place.


  Mayer was due to fly to America straight after the board meeting. Just as he arrived at Heathrow he received an urgent phone call. One of Penguins bookstores in London had been
  firebombed, thankfully with no casualties. Mayer returned immediately to his London office. The paperback was postponed. We still had every intention of publishing it, Mayer says.
  But we just could not publish it at that time. Salman Rushdie wanted to publish it straight away. Eventually he bought back the rights to the paperback edition and set up a consortium of
  publishers to bring it out.


  Twenty years on, Mayer remains defiantly proud of Penguins stance. Neither our decision to publish The Satanic Verses, nor the subsequent decision to
  continue publishing it despite the violence and death threats, was taken to put us on the side of the angels. We were just doing our job  publishing a novel we wanted to publish by a
  well-known author. Yet I am not sure any other company would have done what we did. It was not in our corporate interest to continue publishing The Satanic Verses. We faced an enormous
  financial burden because of the security measures we were forced to take. Every Penguin employee was a potential target for terrorists and the whole affair disrupted the rest of our publishing
  business for years. But politically it was important not to give in to terror. It was important to defend the right to publish freely. And I am not the sort of person who easily backs
  down.
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  Peter Mayer was spared his worst nightmare. No Penguin employee was killed as a consequence of The Satanic Verses. Other publishers and translators were not so
  fortunate.


  William Nygaard was Rushdies publisher in Norway. He has never spoken publicly before about the day he was shot outside his house on Dagaliveien in Oslo, but the memory is clearly etched
  into his mind. It was the 11th of October 1993, he recalls. I had just returned from the Frankfurt Book Fair. I left my house around about 8.30. My car was parked around the
  corner. As soon as I got to the car I noticed that the front tyre had been punctured. Damn it, I thought, Ive got no time for this. I opened the car door and
  reached in to get the phone numbers for the garage and to get a taxi. Suddenly I got what felt like an electric shock in my back and my arm. Its like nothing you can imagine.


  He had been shot by an assailant hiding in some bushes on the other side of the road. A second shot hit him in the shoulder. I started screaming. I threw myself down a little hill by the
  side of the road. Thats when I got shot a third time, in the hip. It was about half an hour before one of my neighbours found me and called an ambulance. I still did
  not realize I had been shot by a gunman.


  Nygaard was rushed off to hospital to undergo an emergency operation, followed by months of rehabilitation. It was two years before he could fully use his arms and legs again. Journalists
  kept asking me, Will you stop publishing The Satanic Verses? I said, Absolutely not. The assailant was never caught.


  Two years earlier, in July 1991, Hitoshi Igarashi, a Japanese professor of literature and translator of The Satanic Verses, had been knifed to death on the campus of Tsukuba University.
  That same month another translator of Rushdies novel, the Italian Ettore Capriolo, was beaten up and stabbed in his Milan apartment. In neither case were the assailants caught or even
  identified.


  The greatest tragedy of the Rushdie affair happened in Turkey. In July 1993 hundreds of artists, writers and musicians had gathered in the town of Sivas, in the central Anatolian region, to
  celebrate the life of Pir Sultan Abdal, a legendary sixteenth-century Alevi poet. The Alevis are a Turkish Muslim sect, closely related to the Sufis, whose theology has been deeply influenced by
  humanism (in the same way as, say, Quaker ideas have been in Christian cultures). Alevis are broadly supportive of secularism and have faced considerable hostility from more traditional Muslims.
  One of the speakers at the Sivas gathering was Aziz Nesin, the Turkish translator of The Satanic Verses and a prominent secularist. After Friday prayers, a mob of anti-Rushdie protestors,
  fired up by local imams, surrounded the hotel in which the conference was taking place and demanded that Nesin be handed over for summary execution. They then razed the hotel to the ground.
  Thirty-seven people were killed, though Nesin himself escaped. In 1997, thirty-three people were sentenced to death  later commuted to life imprisonment  for their part in the
  massacre. The government also tried unsuccessfully to charge Nesin with inciting the violence by criticizing Islam. As the Turkish journalist Yalman Onaran put it, the Ankara regime
  was charging Nesin with inciting the crowd to kill him.
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  The fatwa transformed the Rushdie affair from a dispute largely confined to Britain and the subcontinent (albeit with considerable Saudi involvement) into a global conflict with
  historic repercussions, from a quarrel about blasphemy and free speech into a matter of terror and geopolitics.


  According to one story, Ayatollah Khomeini was watching the evening news on TV when he saw the Islamabad demonstrations and the killing of the protestors. So moved was he by the deaths that he
  immediately called for his secretary and dictated the fatwa. In reality, the fatwa was less an emotional response to the Islamabad killings than a political tactic to respond to inter-Islamic
  strife both inside and outside Iran. Kalim Siddiquis conversation with Mohammad Khatami at Tehran airport suggests that the regime was already discussing taking action against
  Rushdies book and that the liberals may have been worried about the consequences.


  The 1979 revolution, which had overthrown the Shah and established an Islamic republic, had made Tehran the capital of Muslim radicalism, and Ayatollah Khomeini its spiritual leader. Yet
  Tehrans attempts, in the following decade, to broaden the Islamic revolution had made little headway. It had failed to destabilize the deeply conservative Saudi regime or to loosen the Saudi
  grip on the direction of Islam worldwide. It had also been forced, in 1988, to abandon ingloriously its bitter and bloody eight-year war against Iraq, and with it its hopes of bringing down Saddam
  Hussein. Up to a million Iranians, many of them barely teenagers, had been sacrificed in killing fields reminiscent of Ypres and Passchendaele, as wave after wave of martyrs charged
  through bullets and barbed wire in vain attempts to take enemy trenches on the other side of no-mans-land. Inside Iran, Khomeini was facing increased opposition from reformers such as the
  speaker of the parliament, Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, who had condemned the short-sightedness of Iranian foreign policy for making enemies without reason, and was
  pushing for improved relations with the West.


  The fatwa turned the tables on Khomeinis Islamic enemies. His bold action seemed to contrast with the spinelessness of the Saudis and allowed him to appeal over the heads of his opponents
  to the disappointed and deprived multitudes, offering them a new moral and religious struggle to restore their pride. Today Inayat Bunglawala is a prominent British Muslim leader. In 1989 he was a
  student at Londons Queen Mary College. He was distressed by The Satanic Verses and frustrated by the Saudi campaign, which did not seem to be getting anywhere. Then came
  the fatwa. I felt a thrill, he remembers. It was incredibly uplifting. The fatwa meant that as British Muslims we did not have to regard ourselves just as a small, vulnerable
  minority; we were part of a truly global and powerful movement. After the fatwa we could say, If we are not treated with respect, then we have friends capable of forcing you to respect
  us.


  The fatwa sowed confusion and division among supporters of the Saudi regime. A number of militants who had taken part in the Afghan jihad against the Soviet Union and who had been within
  Riyadhs orbit now pledged allegiance to Tehran  among them the Egyptian Sheik Omar Abdel-Rahman, who is currently serving a life sentence in America for planning to bomb the World
  Trade Center in New York in 1993. Inside Iran, the fatwa stopped in its tracks attempts to improve relations with the West. The reformers were forced to denounce Rushdie, Rafsanjani describing the
  publication of The Satanic Verses as an organized and planned plot involving the intelligence services of Britain, France, Germany, the United States, and certain
  Zionist publishers.


  The fatwa helped transform the very geography of Islam. Under traditional Islamic law, a fatwa was only valid within those areas in which sharia law applied. Muslims may have emigrated to
  Britain or converted in India, but a fatwa could have no validity there because those states were not under Islamic authority. With his four-paragraph pronouncement, the ayatollah had transcended
  the traditional frontiers of Islam and brought the whole world under his jurisdiction. At the same time, he helped relocate the confrontation between Islam and the West,
  which until then had been played out largely in the Middle East and south Asia, into the heart of western Europe. For the West, Islam was now a domestic issue.
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  In May 1989 the British Muslim Action Front, an ad hoc group of which the UKACIA was a member, called for a national demonstration against The Satanic Verses in London.
  It was the second such protest. The first, on 29 January, had drawn some eight thousand protestors. More than twice as many attended the second, on 27 May, marching from Parliament Square to Hyde
  Park, on the way burning copies of the novel and Rushdies effigy. Tehran reportedly contributed about $1 million to the organization of the May demonstration, and the Iranian Revolutionary
  News Agency described Hyde Park as having been turned into a vast open-air mosque.


  The writer and former professor of Islamic studies Malise Ruthven opens A Satanic Affair, one of the first accounts of the Rushdie controversy, with a vivid description of the Hyde Park
  demonstration:


  
    
      
        They came in their thousands from Bradford and Dewsbury, Bolton and Macclesfield, the old industrial centres; from outer suburbs like Southall and Woking; from Stepney and Whitechapel in
        Londons East End; from the cities of Wolverhampton, Birmingham, Manchester and Liverpool. They wore white hats and long baggy trousers with flapping shirt tails. Most of them were
        bearded; the older men looked wild and craggy with curly grey-flecked beards  they were mountain men from the Punjab, farmers from the Ganges delta, peasants from the hills of Mirpur
        and Campbellpur. After decades of living in Britain they still seemed so utterly foreign: even in Hyde Park, a most cosmopolitan part of a very cosmopolitan city, where Arab families
        foregather in summer, where French, Spanish and Dutch are spoken sooner than English, they were aliens. They were not sophisticated, suave metropolitans like the blacks
         the Afro-Caribbeans  with whom the racists and anti-racists banded them; they seemed like men from the sticks, irredeemably provincial.

      

    

  


  Anyone with memories of Britain in the 1980s might find a little irony in the description of Afro-Caribbeans as sophisticated, suave metro-politans. This, after
  all, was the decade of the urban riot, when confrontations between young blacks and the police set alight many of Britains inner cities  from St Pauls in Bristol in 1980,
  through Brixton and Toxteth in 1981, to Handsworth in Birmingham in 1985, and, most notoriously, Broadwater Farm in north London that same year, where PC Keith Blakelock was hacked to death with a
  machete. West Indians, the Metropolitan Police commissioner, Kenneth Newman, told a journalist in 1982, are constitutionally disorderly . . . Its simply in their make up. The
  perception of Afro-Caribbeans in the 1980s was as anything but sophisticated and suave.


  Ruthvens view of Muslim protestors, on the other hand, would probably strike a chord with many people. For this is the popular image of the anti-Rushdie campaigners: male, middle-aged,
  poorly educated, badly integrated, devout to the point of blindness. Many were indeed like that. But equally, many were like Hassan: young, left-wing, articulate, educated, integrated. Few of these
  were religious, let alone fundamentalist. They were more familiar with the pub than with the mosque, had probably read Midnights Children with more interest than they had the
  Quran, and were more likely to be clutching a packet of Durex than the Holy Book. Many had, like me, been involved in anti-racist campaigning in the 1980s. And for many Salman Rushdie was a
  hero. In the early 1980s Rushdie was better known for his brutal battering of racism than for his incendiary assaults on Islam.


  Four hundred years of conquest and looting, four centuries of being told that you are superior to the fuzzy-wuzzies and the wogs, leave their stain, Rushdie told viewers in a TV
  documentary for the newly established Channel 4 in 1982. This stain has seeped into every part of the culture, the language and daily life; and nothing much has been done to wash it out . . . British thought, British society, has never been cleansed of the filth of imperialism. Its still there, breeding lice and vermin, waiting for unscrupulous people to
  exploit it for their own ends.


  Rushdies talk was entitled The New Empire within Britain. At a time when race on British TV meant execrable sitcoms such as Love Thy Neighbour and It Aint
  Half Hot, Mum (programmes that made Americas The Cosby Show seem like a manifesto for Black Power), Rushdies provocative language was clearly intended to discomfit and
  offend. At the very end of the documentary Rushdie looked his viewers straight in the eye. The members of the new colony, he told them, have only one real problem, and that
  problem is white people . . . And until you, the whites, see the issue is not integration, or harmony, or multiculturalism, or immigration, but simply the business of facing up to and eradicating
  the prejudices within almost all of you, the citizens of your new, and last, Empire will be obliged to struggle against you. You could say that we are required to embark on a new freedom
  movement.


  There was, of course, something cartoonish about Rushdies analysis. Even back then I never believed that the problem is white people, or that the issue was simply the
  business of facing up to and eradicating the prejudices within almost all of you. Yet his was a voice that conjured up all the anger, bitterness and bravado that fired up so many young
  blacks and Asians then.


  By the end of the 1980s much of that anger, bitterness and bravado was looking for a new home. A decade and more of secular anti-racist campaigning seemed to have done little to dislodge
  skinheads from the streets, to prevent deportations, or to lessen the pain of beatings in police cells. Racism appeared as firmly entrenched as ever. Disaffection with secular politics was deepened
  by a sense that many left-wing organizations seemed more interested in class issues than in tackling racial discrimination. At the same time, the idea that all non-whites had a common goal began to
  break down. Instead, people started increasingly to see themselves in narrower, ethnic terms: Afro-Caribbean, Sikh, Muslim. Every group began to insist that it had its own specific culture, rooted
  in its own particular history and experiences. Every group had to be true to its own culture, to pursue faithfully the traditions that marked out that culture as unique, and
  to rebuff the advances of other cultures. Such ideas seeped, as we shall see, into public policy in the 1980s through the pursuit of multiculturalism.


  These changes created new opportunities for Islamic fundamentalists. There were many young Asians, like my friend Hassan, who had begun as secularists but had come by the end of the 1980s to
  form the pool of discontents in which radical Islamic organizations started fishing for recruits. It was in the late 1980s and early 1990s that militant Islamic groups like Hizb ut-Tahrir began
  organizing in Britain, particularly on university campuses. Formed in 1953 in Jerusalem by Taqiuddin al-Nabhani, Hizb ut-Tahrir is a radical Islamic party whose goal is to unite all Muslim lands
  into a global Islamic state, or caliphate. Banned in many Muslim countries, it has in recent years gained influence among British Muslims, especially the young and the educated. Like Hassan, many
  of Hizb ut-Tahrirs recruits came from the ranks of former secularists and, indeed, from the ranks of former left-wing activists. Farid Kassim, for instance, who, with Omar Bakri Muhammad,
  set up the British arm of Hizb ut-Tahrir and has been its most charismatic leader, was as a student in Sheffield a member of the Socialist Workers Party. Anjem Choudary, a spokesman for
  Al-Mouhajiroun, which Bakri Muhammad set up as a radical alternative to Hizb ut-Tahrir, was another SWP activist, at Southampton University.


  Why should the background of someone like Hassan matter to us now? Because, two decades on, commentators often view todays radical Islamists as Malise Ruthven saw the anti-Rushdie
  demonstrators. Newspapers are peopled by caricatures of mad mullahs, bearded fanatics and foreign zealots. TV cameras are transfixed by figures such as Abu Hamza, the hook-handed imam from the
  Finsbury Park mosque, or Omar Bakri Muhammad himself, who won fame as the rent-a-quote Tottenham Ayatollah before eventually exiling himself to the Lebanon in order to escape
  detention in Britain.


  The real face of radical Islam is, however, often very different. Marc Sageman is a former CIA case officer who worked with the mujahideen in Afghanistan in the late
  1980s. He is now a forensic psychologist and political sociologist who teaches at the University of Pennsylvania and is a counter-terrorism consultant to the US government. For the past six years
  he has been poring over the available data on terrorists known to be associated with al-Qaeda. These include direct members of what Sageman calls al-Qaeda Central, people like Osama
  bin Laden and his second-in-command Ayman Muhammad Rabaie al-Zawahiri; members of other groups known to share al-Qaedas goals, including Egyptian Islamic Jihad and Jemaah Islamiyah,
  responsible for the Bali bombing in 2002; terrorists from the Maghreb; and European- and American-based terrorists, such as many of those involved in the 9/11, 7/7 and Madrid train bombings 
  more than five hundred case studies in all. Sagemans data come from government documents, police wiretaps, news reports, academic publications and transcripts from trials in America, France,
  Germany, Egypt, Indonesia and Morocco, as well as from face-to-face interviews. It is the most detailed study yet of al-Qaeda supporters and the results are laid out in two books, Understanding
  Terror Networks (2004) and Leaderless Jihad (2008). The conclusion to be drawn from all this is the unsettling thought that, in the words of a review of Sagemans work in The
  Economist, Terrorists are a bit like you and me.


  Most people, Sagemen says, think that terrorism comes from poverty, broken families, ignorance, immaturity, lack of family or occupational responsibilities, weak minds
  susceptible to brainwashing  the sociopath, the criminal, the religious fanatic. In fact, terrorists are among the best and brightest, from caring, middle-class
  families, who usually came to the West to study, and who can speak, four, five, six languages. According to Sageman, Al-Qaedas members are not the Palestinian
  fourteen-year-olds we see on the news, but join the jihad at the average age of 26. Three-quarters are professionals or semi-professionals. They are engineers, architects, and civil engineers,
  mostly scientists. Few had grown up religious or had been to a religious school. At the time they joined the jihad, Sageman observes, the terrorists were not very
  religious. They only became religious once they joined the jihad. Nor were they sociopaths. Only 1 per cent had any detectable mental illness  well below the
  worldwide norm. Its comforting to believe these guys are different from us, because what they do is so evil, says Sageman. Unfortunately, they arent that
  different.


  Of course, terrorists are different. They are not simply like you and me. They are, after all, terrorists. Yet there is an important truth in Sagemans analysis. When I first came across
  his work I was struck immediately by the similarities between the people who populate his study and the people I used to know: the anti-Rushdie campaigners I met in Bradford, the Hizb ut-Tahrir
  members I argued with at the Polytechnic of North London, the young radicals who wanted to shove leaflets in my hand outside Brixton Tube station. Commentators often view Islamic radicals now as
  they did the Rushdie demonstrators then, in almost the same way as the government agents view the extraterrestrials in the cult TV series Torchwood. They are seen as the demonic
  Other, an alien force threatening Western societies, values and ways of life. And once it is viewed in this fashion, the Muslim problem becomes a clash of civilizations
  or a war of the worlds. The ideas of radical Islam certainly challenge basic tenets of Western liberal democracy, and the actions of Islamic terrorists are undoubtedly demonic. Yet the fault lines
  run not between civilizations but deep within Western societies themselves. Many of the ideas and arguments of Islamic radicals have, as we shall see, wide purchase within Western societies. And
  many of the individuals who espouse such ideas and arguments are Westernized.


  Shiraz Maher is a former Islamic radical who now campaigns against Islamism. He joined Hizb ut-Tahrir shortly after 9/11, not because it seemed theologically right, but because it gave him a
  sense of political identity and allowed him to defend Islam from the humiliation being heaped upon it. I wasnt too concerned with religious
  practice, he writes, I wouldnt go to the mosque all too often, but Id tick the box that said Muslim when filling out the census form. His first
  contact with Hizb ut-Tahrir was through someone who had just graduated from Durham University. I was struck by the fact that he was an intellectual and had obviously
  worked hard to better himself . . . He didnt look like the typical mad mullah  and wore normal clothes and sported only a short, trimmed beard. It is not mosques
  but universities that provide the real recruiting ground for Islamists, because for young people eager for new ideas they provide an environment far removed from the deadening conservatism
  of the mosques.


  Twenty years ago, the anti-Rushdie demonstrators were often as integrated as I was; they were the children of multicultural Britain. Todays radical Islamists are equally so. Many of the
  young men who flew the planes into the Twin Towers, or blew themselves up on a London Tube, were educated in the West, joined the jihad in the West, and expressed an anger and a nihilism nurtured
  in the West. In July 2007 Islamic terrorists attacked Glasgow airport and attempted, unsuccessfully, to set off two car bombs in the centre of London. Commentators were astonished that at least six
  of the alleged plotters were doctors working for the National Health Service, including a neurosurgeon. They should not have been surprised  for the plotters CVs fitted perfectly with
  the profiles of many radical Islamists and, indeed, of many Islamic terrorists.


  It is true that radical Islam is irrationally hostile to the West. But it has also been deeply shaped by the West. The illusion held by Islamic radicals, the French sociologist
  Olivier Roy has written, is that they represent tradition when in fact they express a negative form of Westernization. What he means is that contemporary Islamic radicalism, far from
  being an expression of ancient theological beliefs, is really a reaction to new political and social changes: the loss of a sense of belonging in a fragmented society, the blurring of traditional
  moral lines, the increasing disenchantment with politics and politicians, the growing erosion of the distinction between our private lives and our public lives. Radical Islamists have responded to
  the political crisis created by these changes by returning to the Quran and taking literally its strictures. In The Satanic Verses the Archangel Gibreel found himself spouting
  rules, rules, rules to Mahound, from which sexual positions have received divine sanction to the manner in which a man should be buried, and how a
  property should be divided. It was as if, says Salman (as Rushdie, with delicious conceit, calls Muhammads scribe), no aspect of human existence was . . . left
  unregulated, free.


  For radical Islamists the Quran has truly left no aspect of human life unregulated. According to Hizb ut-Tahrir, Islam is able to deal with all the modern-day issues due to the
  nature of the Islamic texts. The Quran addresses the Islamic response to in vitro fertilization (IVF) in its rules on kinship and the permissibility of seeking medical
  treatment. The right attitudes to genetically modified foods were addressed by using the evidence for the improvement of the quality of plants and food. The Quran
  permits nanotechnology, but prohibits intellectual property and its results such as patents and copyrights. It allows the cloning of plants and animals,
  but forbids the cloning of humans. Indeed, everything from the double-helix structure of DNA to E-commerce is addressed by the Quran.


  Yet despite this fixation with divine rules, rules, rules, the belief that the political vision of radical Islamists is a throwback to a theological past is as illusory, Olivier
  Roy suggests, as the belief that the Quran is the word of God. Radical Islamists may seem obsessed by the strictures of the Holy Book, but their political ideas draw upon distinctly modern
  sentiments. The very literalism of fundamentalist Islam is a modern phenomenon and little found in traditional Islam.


  Islam, like all religions, comprises both a set of beliefs and a complex of social institutions, traditions and cultures that bind people in a unique relationship to a particular conception of
  the sacred. What is striking about religion today  and not just Islam  is that religious belief has been wrenched apart from religious institutions, traditions and cultures. Faith, as
  the philosopher Charles Taylor observes, has become disembedded from its historical culture, and reconstituted instead as part of the culture of expressive individualism, forms of
  spirituality grounded in the primacy of individual experience and rooted in the social values of what the writer Tom Wolfe has called the me generation.


  In The Spiritual Revolution, their study of religious practices in a small town in northern England, the sociologists Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead show that while
  traditional religious congregations are in decline, New Age forms of spirituality are beginning to fill the gap. But more than this, many once-traditional believers are beginning to
  adopt New Age attitudes and rituals, developing forms of faith that celebrate the emotional aspects of spirituality and seek to fulfil the believers inner needs. Such congregations often
  combine a literal reading of the holy book, and an insistence on the unchanging character of religious truths, with a God who speaks to their individual, subjective needs. We dont go
  to Mass because we feel like it, or not go because we dont feel like it, we go because the Church gave us an obligation to go to Mass, an elderly Roman Catholic lady explained to
  Heelas and Woodhead. For all the literalism of the new forms of faith, such obligation is alien to them. Instead, they provide more space for each individual participant to explore and
  express his emotions in his own way, and to let those emotions set the agenda of the religion rather than vice versa. A one-hour service on a Sunday morning? one of Heelas and
  Woodheads interviewees snorted; Its not enough to explore your self-esteem issues, is it? The new religions are crafted to help people feel good rather than do good.
  They are faiths fit for the age of Oprah. Such congregations of experiential difference are burgeoning, Heelas and Woodhead suggest, while traditional congregations of
  humanity, which feel a religious duty to serve wider society, face a struggle for existence.


  The growth of many contemporary forms of faith, then, whether radical Islam or the Pentecostal Church, marks not a return to traditional religion but a break with it. A traditional Muslim would
  be as appalled by the rituals of radical Islam as that Catholic worshipper was by the New Age-ishness of charismatic Christianity. Contemporary radical Islam, the Turkish academic Nilufer Gole,
  professor of sociology at the cole des Hautes tudes in Paris, observes, is a religious experience of a new kind; it is not directly handed over by community, religious or
  state institutions. Rather, it presents an affirmative reconstruction of identity.


  Take, for instance, the changing face of Islamic religious texts. For centuries, such works were written by ulema, or religious scholars, and carried titles such as
  The Explanations of Secrets and The Pearls of Knowledge. Contemporary texts are without precedent in Islamic history, penned as they are by laypeople and addressing issues such as
  What Does it Mean to Be Muslim? and How to Experience Islam  questions the answers to which would have seemed self-evident in the past. Today, though, the answers are far from
  clear, because Islam, like all religions, is being reinvented and redefined in order to meet secular, not religious, needs. Islam today is constructed, reinterpreted and carried into public
  life, Nilufer Gole writes, not through religious institutions, but through political agency and cultural movements.


  As broader political, cultural and national identities have eroded, and as traditional social networks, institutions of authority and moral codes have weakened, so the resultant atomization of
  society has created both an intensely individual relationship to the world and a yearning for the restoration of strong identities and moral lines. Radical Islam, like many new forms of
  fundamentalist faiths, addresses both these needs. It is very much a child of modern plural societies with its celebration of difference and authenticity.
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  Salman Rushdie has been good for us Muslims. Tall, stiff-backed and with an Abraham Lincoln beard, Sher Azam, chairman of the Bradford Council of Mosques, was a
  patriarch from central casting. I had gone to Bradford in February 1989 to talk to him about the Rushdie affair, and it was difficult not to be impressed by his quiet self-assurance and unwavering
  commitment to defending what he saw as the dignity of the Muslim community. But why would the man who had helped torch The Satanic Verses seemingly approve of Salman Rushdie?
  Youve just burnt his book, I said in puzzlement. Youve denounced him as a blasphemer. So why is he good for Muslims?


  We used to have questions about who we are and where we were going, Azam replied. Now we know. Weve found ourselves as Muslims. There are
  action committees in every city up and down the country. Its bringing us together. Muslims are becoming much more united.


  There were echoes here of what Hassan had said to me. So I told him about meeting Hassan outside his office, and about how he had found himself in the anti-Rushdie campaign.
  For a long time we thought we had lost our children, Azam replied. They were growing up hating our culture. They were angry, withdrawn, we could not reach them. Now
  theyre coming back to us.


  Perhaps what they hated was not Sher Azams culture but the restrictions that subcontinental traditions placed upon them? Perhaps what they wanted were the freedoms of Western culture?
  Freedom always comes at a price. And that price has been crime, drugs and being lost. Now theyre coming back to us. Finding themselves as Muslims has made them more British, not less.
  Theyre calling themselves Muslims. Not Pakistanis, not Indians, but Muslims. They are British. But they are also Muslim.


  He looked at me. So what about you? When are you coming back to us? I laughed. I was not a Muslim, I told him. I was an unbeliever. And I was very happy without God.


  Only time, he said. We will wait for you.


  Had he read The Satanic Verses, I asked him. He had not. So how had he found out about the novel?


  We received some letters from the Hizb ul Ulama in Blackburn which had some articles from two Indian magazines which said what kind of book it was. So I asked some colleagues who were
  interested in books to read it. They almost fainted, it was so filthy.


  The Council of Mosques had portions of the book translated into Urdu so that ulema could rule on it. The religious scholars unanimously declared the novel blasphemous. So we held
  some meetings to see what we could do. And we decided to write a letter to the prime minister. It was Sher Azam himself who took on the task. Honourable Madam, he wrote to Mrs
  Thatcher; The Muslims of Bradford and all over the world are shocked to hear about the Novel called SATANIC VERSES in which the writer Salman Rushdi
  [sic] has attacked our beloved Prophet Muhammad PBUH and his wives using such dirty language which no Muslim can tolerate. As citizens of this great country, he pleaded,
  we have expressed our very ill feelings about such harmful novel and its publishers and state that the novel should be banned immediately.


  He received no reply. So we held a meeting. But no one reported it. We werent being heard. Someone suggested that we hold a bigger meeting at the university. And then someone said
  that we should hold a meeting outside because it would be bigger and we could have a march. And then one of the imams  I cant remember who  suggested that we should burn the
  book. Because that might attract attention. And it did.


  Didnt Salman Rushdie have the right to criticize Islam, even to abuse it?


  Criticize yes, abuse no. Islam is the religion of free speech. But there are limits. There are limits in England. Look at how the government banned Spycatcher. Why cant they
  ban this filthy novel?


  Spycatcher was the autobiography of the one-time MI5 agent Peter Wright which the British government had tried to suppress in 1985. It was co-written with Paul Greengrass, the director
  who is probably best known for his United 93, the film of the hijacking on 11 September of United Airlines flight 93, the plane destined for Capitol Hill but which, thanks to the courage of
  the passengers in fighting the hijackers, eventually crashed in an empty field in Pennsylvania. As well as detailing Wrights attempt to catch a Soviet mole in MI5, Spycatcher told of
  the MI6 plot to assassinate President Nasser during the Suez Crisis in the 1950s, and of joint MI5CIA plotting against the Labour prime minister Harold Wilson in the 1960s. In America the
  book was, ironically, published by Viking, whose parent company was Penguin. As with The Satanic Verses, Peter Mayer had to face down calls for its suppression. There was huge
  pressure from the British government to stop publication of Spycatcher not just in Britain but in America and elsewhere too, Mayer remembers. I refused to cave in. I heard
  later that government ministers had even contacted Michael Blakenham, who was at the time the CEO of Pearson, and suggested to him, You can sack Mr Mayer. To
  his immense credit he didnt.


  After the book was banned in England (bizarrely, it continued to be sold in Scotland, thanks to a loophole in the law), a number of English newspapers attempted to cover
  Spycatchers principal allegations. They were served with gagging orders and subsequently tried for contempt of court. Again, Scottish newspapers were free to publish. Eventually, in
  1988, the book was cleared for sale in England, when the Law Lords acknowledged that, given its publication in Scotland and overseas, there was no point in trying to keep its contents secret. In
  November 1991 the European Court of Human Rights ruled that the government gag on the newspapers had breached the European Convention on Human Rights.


  Was not the moral of the Spycatcher story, I asked Sher Azam, that there needed to be fewer, not greater, restrictions on free speech? No, he said, because the eventual publication of
  Spycatcher demonstrated this societys weakness, not its strength. It revealed its inability to stand up for what was necessary to protect social order. The willingness of many people,
  including many Christians, to let blasphemy laws perish was another sign of such weakness. Islam, Sher Azam insisted, would not go the way of Christianity. Christians dont mind what
  people say about their God, because they no longer believe in Him. But look at what it means. It means a country where the values have gone. People drink, take drugs, have sex like dogs. If people
  believed in God, most of these problems would disappear. Many people in this country think that Islam is against them. With Rushdie, all those sleeping demons about Muslims have come awake. But
  what they dont realize is that it is Islam that is saving this countrys morals.
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  Immediately after the fatwa, the British government withdrew all its personnel from Tehran and demanded that Iranian representatives leave London. It did not, however, break off
  diplomatic relations. Instead Britain insisted on what it called reciprocity at zero  the unprecedented act of maintaining diplomatic relations but without any personnel. The
  British governments intention was clearly to signal both displeasure and regret at the same time, to take a stand against the fatwa without seeming to be intransigent about it. In
  Tehrans eyes it signalled only weakness. In the end it was not Britain but Iran that, three weeks after the fatwa, broke off all diplomatic ties, claiming that in the past two
  centuries Britain has been in the front line of plots and treachery against Islam and Muslims. This collision of Western moral evasion and Islamist political intransigence became a
  characteristic not just of the Rushdie affair but of the whole road from fatwa to jihad.


  A few days before Iran broke off diplomatic relations, the British foreign secretary Geoffrey Howe went on the BBC World Service to distance himself from Salman Rushdie. We can understand
  why it could be criticized, he said of The Satanic Verses. Not only had the book been found deeply offensive by people of the Muslim faith, but it was offensive
  in many other ways as well. According to Howe, The British government, the British people have no affection for the book. The Satanic Verses, he pointed out, is
  extremely critical, rude about us. It compares Britain with Hitlers Germany. We do not like that any more than the people of Muslim faith like the attacks on their faith contained in the
  book.


  Two weeks later, another Foreign Office minister, William Waldegrave, went on the BBCs Arabic service to put on record that the British government well recognizes the hurt and
  distress that this book has caused, and we want to emphasize that because it was published in Britain, the British government had nothing to do with it and is not associated with it in any
  way. The best way forward, Waldegrave concluded, is to say that the book is offensive to Islam, that Islam is far stronger than a book by a writer
  of this kind.


  Prime minister Margaret Thatcher joined her ministers in criticizing the novel. We have known in our own religion people doing things which are deeply offensive to some of us, she
  said. We feel it very much. And that is what has happened to Islam. Norman Tebbit, one of Margaret Thatchers chief lieutenants, went even further, calling Rushdie an
  outstanding villain, a man whose public life has been a record of despicable acts of betrayal of his upbringing, religion, adopted home and nationality. Now he betrays even his own
  sneers at the British establishment. How many societies, Tebbit wondered, having been so treated by a foreigner accepted in their midst, could go so far to protect him
  from the consequences of his egotistical and self-opinionated attack on the religion into which he was born?


  In his original World Service statement at the beginning of March, Geoffrey Howe had pointed out that the British government was not co-sponsoring the book, but was
  sponsoring . . . the right of people to speak freely. By the end of the month, he seemed to have given up on even such a half-hearted defence of the virtues of free speech. During a
  visit to Pakistan, the foreign secretary not only expressed, according to Radio Islamabad, his deep sympathy with the Muslims over the publication of the book, but also promised to
  explore the possibility of taking necessary steps under British law to resolve the problem created by the publication of the book. The Foreign Office, an Economist editorial
  observed, seemed more irritated by Mr Rushdie and his band of supporters than it is shocked by the Iranians.


  European Union countries withdrew their ambassadors from Tehran after the fatwa. Within a month all but those of Britain, France and West Germany had returned. The Europeans, Khomeini taunted,
  had come back humiliated, disgraced and shame-faced. The French foreign ministry called Khomeinis description an exaggeration.


  The American government was equally limp. After riots in Islamabad, the U.S. embassy there expressed its wish to emphasize that the US government in no way associates itself with any
  activity that is in any sense offensive or insulting to Islam or any other religion. When Ayatollah Khomeini issued his fatwa the worst that the Secretary of State,
  James Baker, could say of it was that it was regrettable. President George Bush senior would go no further than to suggest that however offensive The Satanic Verses may have
  been, inciting murder was also deeply offensive to the norms of civilized behaviour. There have been times in history, the writer Susan Sontag told the Senate foreign relations
  subcommittee on terrorism in March 1989, when the promise or presence of federal law enforcement officials has been vital to the meaningful exercise of a constitutional right  to
  vote, or register in school or march on a public street. This time, when First Amendment freedoms are at risk, the message has been: youre on your own.


  For a decade the West had looked upon Iran as a mortal enemy, and portrayed Ayatollah Khomeini as Lucifer in black robes. It had backed Saddam Hussein in his bloody eight-year war with the
  ayatollah, piled him high with arms and the means to make chemical weapons, and all but turned a blind eye to his gassing of the Kurds, because it perceived Tehran as posing an unacceptable menace
  to Western interests. Yet, when faced with the fatwa, Western politicians seemed incapable of taking a united, unequivocal stand in defence of free speech and against the threat to Salman
  Rushdies life.


  Politicians were willing to lecture Muslims at home about the importance of democracy and freedom. In July 1989, the new British home secretary, John Patten, wrote a letter to Iqbal Sacranie of
  the UKACIA to set forth in full some of our recent thinking about the Rushdie controversy and to demand that influential Muslim figures think deeply . . . about what it means
  to be British and particularly what it means to be a British Muslim. Putting down roots in a new community, the minister explained, does not mean severing the old. No
  one would expect or indeed want British Muslims, or any other group, to lay aside their faith, traditions or heritage. But the new roots must be put down and must go deep, too. Muslims were
  expected to possess knowledge of [Britains] institutions, history and traditions. They also had to recognize that The same freedom which has enabled Muslims to meet, march and protest against the book, also preserves the authors right to freedom of expression for so long as no law is broken. To rule otherwise would be to
  chip away at the fundamental freedom on which our democracy is built. British ministers were willing to take on minor ayatollahs like Iqbal Sacranie. But when faced with the real thing in
  Tehran, they suddenly became timorous, equivocating on the very values about which they were lecturing British Muslims.


  The American writer Daniel Pipes is an unabashed proponent of the clash of civilizations thesis. Western European societies, he wrote in the wake of the fatwa, are unprepared for the
  massive immigration of brown-skinned peoples cooking strange foods and maintaining different standards of hygiene, adding that while All immigrants bring exotic customs and attitudes
  . . . Muslim customs are more troublesome than most. Despite such visceral distaste for Islam, Pipess summary of the consequences of British policy in the Rushdie affair was to the
  point. The prime minister and foreign secretary of Britain humiliated themselves by officially attacking a novel, something unheard of in British public life, he wrote. Rather
  than gain goodwill in Tehran, their weakness stimulated yet more demands, ones they could not possibly fulfil.


  It was a lesson unlearnt. In the twenty years since the fatwa, Western politicians have continued to show greater willingness to lecture Muslims about the importance of liberty, freedom and
  democracy than to defend such values in practice. Indeed, the responses of Western nations first to the fatwa and subsequently to jihad have helped undermine civil liberties, erode freedom of
  speech and weaken democracy.
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