

[image: Cover Image]



Asia Bibi is currently in prison in Pakistan awaiting the result of her appeal against the death sentence she was given in 2009. Her family have had to go into hiding.
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Preface


This is the true story of an extraordinary friendship between two very different women, brought together as a result of human cruelty.

I am a French journalist for an international news channel and spent three years, 2008–2011, living in Pakistan. Asia Bibi is a Pakistani wife and mother living under sentence of death. Since 2009 she has been in prison in Sheikhupura, in the province of Punjab, where she is held in appalling conditions unworthy of a democracy. Her crime? She’s a Christian who drank a cup of water from a well used by her Muslim friends. This story sounds unlikely, but it really is true. Asia was arrested, tried and sentenced to hang for the crime of blasphemy. Since then, she has never stopped proclaiming her innocence from the depths of her windowless prison cell.

I was never allowed to visit Asia in prison, but despite this we got to know each other very well. Without ever meeting, or talking directly, we were able to form an unbreakable friendship.

I first came across Asia Bibi’s name in the local Pakistani press, the day after she was sentenced to death in November 2010. With the support of my friend Shahbaz Bhatti, then Pakistani Minister for Minorities, I did a number of reports on her case for various television news programmes. At that time Asia’s family were living under Bhatti’s protection, and he enabled me to meet them. For a few days Asia’s case shocked the world – and then it was forgotten. It was at this point that I realised that the only way to help her was to write a book.

Before starting, I talked the whole thing over at great length with Asia’s family, her lawyer and Shahbaz Bhatti, who, as well as being Minister for Minorities, was also a Christian, later murdered by the Taliban, on 2 March 2011, for his public support for Asia. We all came to the same conclusion: Asia was in an impossible situation, she had been sentenced to death by her own country, there was a price on her head and her family were in hiding, also threatened with death by religious fanatics. This book could save her.

But for Asia’s version of events to be heard beyond the walls of her cell, we had to take on the Pakistani authorities, who didn’t want her story to be known outside Pakistan and were fiercely opposed to the idea that I should meet her. They were horrified by the prospect of a French woman taking an interest in this wife and mother walled up alive in a filthy cell in the Punjab. No, no one must hear Asia Bibi proclaim her innocence as she waited in appalling conditions for her own execution.

Though we were not allowed to meet, I was not prepared to give up the idea of writing this book. So I managed to talk to Asia through her husband Ashiq, who is the only person apart from her lawyer allowed to visit her in prison, once a week. For two months I would wait for Ashiq at the prison gate and there, with the help of an Urdu–English interpreter, he would tell me Asia’s answers to my questions.

In this roundabout way Asia and I developed a special understanding that goes far beyond ordinary friendship.

She was the voice, I was the pen.

My manuscript was read to Asia in prison by her lawyer in a series of visits. This had to be done in total secret, as even the idea of this book was dangerous in Pakistan. Hearing her story read out made Asia very happy. To show her enthusiasm she asked her lawyer to sign every page of the book, as a mark of her total approval. Her dark, filthy cell was lit by a glimmer of hope.

Asia Bibi is the only woman this century to have been condemned to death for blasphemy. Her lawyer appealed against the decision, but until the date for the hearing is set by the High Court in Lahore, Asia risks being murdered at any time, or simply dying of exhaustion. A mullah in Peshawar has offered a reward of 5,000 euros to anyone who kills Asia. This sum is a fortune in Pakistan.

Asia’s case has shed light on Pakistan’s blasphemy law, which has seen thousands of innocent people sentenced to prison for reasons that have nothing to do with religious discrimination. It is vital to stress that most victims of this law are Muslims.

The law against blasphemy is unjust. It is used to settle disputes between neighbours or to get rid of a rival simply by making an oral accusation against them.

Through no fault of her own, Asia Bibi has become a symbol of this law. The fanatics are doing all they can to keep the law in place and have turned the case of this powerless young woman into a challenge to the government.

Yet we all know that the Islam advocated by the fundamentalists bears little resemblance to the great religion upheld by Muslims for centuries. In surat 5 of verse 32, the Koran teaches that anyone who kills an innocent person kills all humankind, and anyone who saves a life saves all humankind.

Asia Bibi is innocent. The Pakistani government knows this, but does nothing for fear of reprisals. In 2010 Pakistan ratified the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Yet in refusing to act and to pass the necessary reforms, the state has become an accomplice of the fundamentalists. The country’s international undertakings are not compatible with keeping the crime of blasphemy on its statute books.

Pakistan is a great nation and Pakistanis are great people. They are friendly and hospitable and the Islam they follow is a religion that welcomes others, as I know from my own experience. In a population of 180 million, there is only a handful of extremists. But, by instilling terror, those few extremists are holding back the development of the entire country. I am glad that, by giving lectures throughout the world, I am able to give a voice to civil society in Pakistan, to the many people and groups who are currently unable to speak freely without fear of attack. If we manage to free Asia, we will be helping others unjustly imprisoned by this law.

Today Asia Bibi no longer has a lawyer; no one dares represent her for fear of being killed.

This book is now her only hope of survival. But time is passing, her health is deteriorating, her husband risks being killed every time he visits her and her children cannot see their mother for their own safety. So her husband and five children are also suffering from the accusation of blasphemy. They are all living with the threat of death and have gone into hiding, frequently moving house and unable to go outside or to work. The children miss their mother badly and have stopped going to school for their own safety. The youngest is only ten years old.

Through this book, which provides them with royalties, Asia now has enough to eat and her disabled daughter is able to receive costly medical treatment.

When you read this book you will understand that Asia Bibi is not just a symbol, but a real, generous woman, forty-two years old and the mother of five children. Her sixteen-year-old daughter Sidra says, ‘Our life stopped when Mum went away. My sisters and I cry every day because we miss her so much. We don’t know if she will ever come back; we’re very afraid of what might happen.’ Sidra’s face is worn by anxiety. She can’t understand why her family has become the target of so much hate. ‘We’ve always had Muslim friends; being Christians was never a problem for us and we’ve always respected Islam. I want to be a doctor but since Mum’s been in prison we’ve had death threats too and I can’t go to school.’

The publication of this book represents a first victory, but the fight is only just beginning. In the name of religious freedom we must ensure that Asia is released and can at last return to her family. If we can raise her case with the politicians in our own countries and join together in an international chain of solidarity, we will be able to save Asia Bibi.

Personally, I’m looking forward to the day when I can give my friend Asia a big hug to celebrate her return to freedom.



Foreword


I’m writing to you from my prison cell in Sheikhupura, Pakistan. These are the last days of my life – maybe even the last hours. That’s what I was told by the court that sentenced me to death.

I’m afraid.

Afraid for my own life and for the lives of my children and my husband. They’re suffering too. Through me, my whole family has been sentenced. My faith is strong and I pray to my merciful God to protect us. I long to see their smiling eyes again. But I don’t think I’ll live long enough to see that day.

The extremists will never leave us alone.

I haven’t killed or robbed anyone, but in the eyes of my country’s justice system I’ve done something much worse: I have blasphemed. It’s the crime of crimes, the supreme insult. I’m accused of having spoken ill of the Prophet. It’s an accusation that can be used against anyone, whatever their religion or opinions.

My name is Aasiya Noreen Bibi. I’m a ‘nobody’, as they say around here – a simple country woman from Ittan Wali, a tiny village in Punjab province, in central Pakistan. But today my name is known around the world.

Everyone’s heard of ‘Asia’ Bibi.

I’ve never blasphemed. I’m innocent. I’ve never committed a crime in my whole life.

I want to tell the whole world that I respect the Prophet. I’m a Christian and I believe in my God, but everyone should be free to choose what they believe in.

For the last three years I’ve been locked up, unable to speak out. Now I want to have my say. I want the truth to be heard.

Salman Taseer, Governor of Punjab, and Shahbaz Bhatti, the Minister for Minorities, both died because they supported me. They were killed by fundamentalists. It was terrible – they were slaughtered more cruelly than if they were animals. When I think of their families it makes me cry.

As Salman Taseer said, ‘In the Pakistan of our founding fathers, this blasphemy law did not exist.’

Thanks to my beloved husband Ashiq and other people I can’t name for their own safety, I can write to you today,from this cell where I’m buried alive.

I’m asking you for help. Please don’t forget about me.

I need you.
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A Black Hole

In prison the nights and days are all the same.

From time to time I doze, without ever really feeling like I’ve been asleep. As I drift off the sounds of the prison pull me back. A door bangs: the warders are changing shift. Clinking keys, footsteps and the squeak of the soup-trolley wheels mean it’s meal-time. A metal bucket clangs on the tiles in the corridor, so it’s time for the evening chores – or maybe it’s the morning chores. Mine is a slow death, painless so far, but so slow …

I can’t really say what I feel. Fear, definitely. The fear is always there, but it doesn’t shake me up the way it did at first.

Back then it used to set my heart thumping in my chest. Now I’m calmer; I’ve stopped being so jumpy all the time. I still have my tears: they flow often enough, but I’m done with sobbing. My tears are my cellmates. They remind me that I haven’t completely given up, that I’m a victim of injustice. They remind me that I’m innocent.

The court in Nankana didn’t just throw me in here, into this cold, damp cell, so small I can reach out and touch the walls on both sides; it also took away my right to see my five children. Never again will I hold them close and tell them the tales of ogres and Punjabi princes that my mother told me when I was their age.

This evening, and every evening, their absence is far more cruel to me than prison. Not being able to touch them, to smell them. I’d give everything I have for a moment with them, at home, all six of us in the family bed. I laugh when I think of our endless delousing sessions last winter, when Isham, my youngest daughter, used to hide in the laundry basket trying to get away from the nit comb.

Ashiq, my husband, solemnly told the children that we had to be careful because a louse that was fed on little girl’s skin might one day grow as big as a rat.

Isham screamed. ‘A rat? In my hair?’ And she ran to hide under my tunic.

My God, how I loved moments like that.

And talking of my God, by whose will I’m in this prison now, how long will He make me suffer? I was a good Christian before all this, and the fact that my children miss me so much means I must have been a good mother.

So why am I being punished? My husband found me as pure as the Virgin Mary on our wedding night. And every Christmas after that his mother used to congratulate him for marrying me. I was a good wife, a good mother and a good Christian, but now it seems I’m good only to hang.

I don’t know much about the world outside my village – I’ve had no education – but I do know the difference between right and wrong. I’m not a Muslim, but I am a good Pakistani, a Catholic and a patriot. I love my country as I love my God. We have plenty of Muslim friends who have never treated us as different. And even though life hasn’t always been easy for us, we had our place and we were happy to keep to it. Of course, when you’re a Christian in Pakistan, you have to keep your head down. Some people see us as second-class citizens. We get the jobs no one else wants, the lowly jobs. But I was happy with my lot. Before all this business began I was happy with my family, back home in Ittan Wali.

Now it’s been decided I’m to be hanged, lots of people have come to see me – important people, and foreigners too. At least they did at first, but now I’ve been put in solitary confinement. Now I can’t see anyone but my husband and my lawyer.

I still don’t really understand who all those visitors were, but they helped me just the same. Apparently people in other countries find it hard to believe that here in Pakistan thugs, murderers and rapists get better treatment than those accused of insulting the Koran or the Prophet Muhammad. But I’ve always known this. For a Christian to express the slightest doubt about Islam means dying on the scaffold – but only after a long stay in prison.

These days I see nothing but bars, wet ground and walls black with filth. Everything smells of grease, sweat and urine – it’s a disgusting mix, even for a farmer’s daughter. I thought I’d get used to it, but no. It’s the smell of death mixed with despair.

I’m a country girl, raised among the sugar-cane fields. The first time my husband touched me, he told me my skin tasted like sugar cane. I burst out laughing. My mother had told me that’s what all the village boys say the first time, and no one knows where they get such a weird idea. All the girls used to laugh about it. We used to imagine the boys sitting in a classroom, in front of a blackboard, being shown how girls are made. One of us would pretend to be the teacher:

‘But make sure you remember to tell them their skin tastes like sugar cane …’

We were fifteen years old at most, but already everyone knew I was different. There were a lot of times when I’d be left out of whatever my Muslim friends were doing. During Ramadan, for example, I used to drink in secret during the days when they weren’t allowed to eat or drink anything at all between sunrise and sunset.

Those days didn’t seem so far away until I was put in prison. I was still one of them back then – different, but still part of their group.

Now I’m like all the other blasphemers in Pakistan. Guilty or not, their world has been turned upside-down. The lucky ones have their lives destroyed by years of prison. But more often those who have committed the supreme offence – Christians, Hindus and Muslims alike – are killed in their cells by a fellow prisoner, or even by a warder. And even if they’re eventually acquitted, which very rarely happens, they are always killed when they’re released from jail.

In my country the mark of blasphemy can never be wiped clean. To be suspected is a crime in itself in the eyes of the religious fanatics who judge, pass sentence and kill in the name of God. Yet Allah is nothing but love. I really don’t understand why people use religion to do evil. I believe we are simply men and women first, and followers of a religion second.

It’s become a real problem for me that I don’t know how to read and write. It’s only now that I realise what an obstacle it is. If I knew how to read, maybe I wouldn’t even be locked up in here. I would almost certainly have had more control over things. But instead I’ve always been on the receiving end, and still am. According to the journalists, ten million Pakistanis would be willing to kill me with their own hands. A mullah in Peshawar has even promised a fortune – 500,000 rupees – to anyone who takes my life. That’s enough to buy a big house here, with at least three rooms and every modern convenience. I don’t understand why they hate me so much. I’ve always respected Islam, as my parents and grandparents taught me. In fact, I was happy for my children to learn to read the Muslim holy book in our little village primary school.
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