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to someone rooted in Western lib
eral, secular traditions. The drama 
we are watching unfold arises be
cause such sentiments do not 
come easily, or do not come at all, 
to many whose roots lie else
where. Khomeini’s assasination 
squads aside, many Moslems just 
don’t buy the “free expression” ar
gument when it comes to Salman 
Rushdie.

The controversy over The 
Satanic Verses is one of those lit
tle decisive moments in history 
that ripples down through months 
and years, altering perceptions, 
creating new opportunities, and 
changing the future. It forcefully 
demonstrates, in case we needed 
reminding, that the system of rela
tions among different states and 
peoples is fragile and pitifully in
adequate. Most of the countries of 
the West have frozen diplomatic 
contacts with a powerful and dy
namic regional superpower over 
the reaction of that power’s reli
gious leaders to the contents of a 
novel. How can we expect to 
carry on civilized discourse 
among diverse cultures, with the 
goal of finding solutions to the 
problems that beset us all, when 
what minimal consensus there is 
about how to conduct the dis
course is so easily undermined?

The most disquieting part of 
this affair is that it could make the 
finding of answers to this question 
much more difficult. The action of 
Iran against Rushdie is alarming 
not only because it menaces the 
life of an individual outside Iran, 
nor even because it sets a terrible 
new precedent for modern inter
state behaviour, but also because 
it creates a chilling effect among 
the very people we need most. 
Whatever else happens to Rush
die, his creative life is perma
nently altered for the worse. He is 
now a symbol - a hero to some, a 
villain and defiler to others. He 
can never again be just an excel
lent writer. The best and the 
brightest thinkers in the world are 
on notice that their work could 
cost them their lives if it happens 
to cause “offense” to some group 
or other.

The world frequently seems to 
be heading straight to hell in a 
hand basket. This is hardly the 
time in human history for a new 
dark age; we need all the ideas 
we can get.

As Peace&Security goes to 
press this fourth week in February, 
international news is dominated 
by the escalating diplomatic strug
gle over Salman Rushdie’s book, 
The Satanic Verses. And the affair 
is getting ever more bizarre: many 
Western countries, including Ca
nada, are recalling their senior 
diplomats (to whom the the gov
ernment of Iran has essentially 
said “good riddance”); the press is 
asking anyone with the remotest 
connection to Islam for their opin
ion - the answers to Western ears 
seem to range from non-committal 
(King Hussein of Jordan) to hos
tile (70s soft-rock crooner and 
Moslem convert Cat Stevens says 
Rushdie should die for his writ
ing); and bookstore chains are 
pulling the books from their 
shelves then selling copies out 
of the back room.

For the record, this editor 
expresses solidarity with Mr. 
Rushdie and the international 
writers organization, PEN, in con
demning the actions of the gov
ernment of Iran and denouncing 
the book burning and threats to 
life and property that have accom
panied the publication of his book. 
But these words come very easily
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