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Infidel is the story of Ayaan Hirsi Ali, originally from Somalia,  and how her encounter with the West and its values led to a new relationship with her religion, Islam.  Her stand inflamed the anger of her family and members of her community and led to the brutal murder of her friend, the Dutch film-maker, Theo van Gogh.


Ayaan grew up in Somalia surrounded by strong-willed women who submitted to men because that was their culture.  Her family fled from local wars to Saudi Arabia and then sought refuge in Kenya.  Here Ayaan learned the English language and ideas of personal freedom.


Her father arranged a marriage to a young man of acceptable family.  Ayaan submitted; but began planning her escape.


Whilst en route to Canada for married life, Ayaan slipped away in Germany.  Eventually, she sought asylum in the Netherlands.  She worked in factories, learned the language and won Netherlands’ citizenship.  


Moreover, following the events of 11 September 2001, she was head-hunted by Dutch political parties as an example of a modern, educated Muslim woman.  Eventually she was elected to the Netherlands Parliament and became a "single issue" politician, essentially devoted to the rights of fellow Islamic women.


It was this devotion that led her to her fateful collaboration with Theo van Gogh in making the film Submission.  Unfortunately, the film included a section showing a scantily dressed female with her body covered with quotations from the Koran.  This was a high provocation and conservative enemies soon extracted a large price.


Theo van Gogh was murdered in a quiet Amsterdam street in front of 70 observers.  A message to Ayaan was pinned on his chest.  Her life was seriously in danger.  After a dispute concerning her entitlement to Netherlands’ citizenship was settled (in her favour) she left the country whose libertarian values she had learned to cherish.  Now she works, under constant guard, for a conservative think tank in the United States.


This is a disturbing book because it discloses the difficulty of upholding universal human rights in the present world.  Ayaan Hirsi Ali did not have to respond to her religion in the confrontational way she did.  Many of the customs she came to condemn were probably tribal and cultural rather than specifically religious.  But the book shows the obstacles to securing common ground in conditions of mutual respect that will be essential to upholding universal human rights and avoiding violence based on religious beliefs.  This is therefore a very timely book about one of the key issues of the current age.

To the question asked by van Gogh in his last minutes:  "Can't we discuss this?", the answer is surely - we must.  For the sake of the planet, we must.  Ayaan’s book identifies topics for discussion but it suggests that a calmer dialogue is necessary is real progress is to be made.  
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