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Ayaan Hirsi Ali's Aug. 16 op-ed, "Unfree Under Islam1," is brave and thoughtful. Extreme Islamic law cannot be the primary basis for representative government. What we in the West forget, and surely the Iraqis do not, is that the many indigenous peoples of that nation are neither Muslims nor Arabs, and, therefore, in far greater danger of not only subjugation, discrimination and property appropriation, but also of final removal and eviction under religious rule.

The Assyrian/Chaldean/Syriac (Chaldo-Assyrian) people of the center-north have been Christian since the first century and are the last native Aramaic speakers. The Iraqi Yezidi are non-Muslims practicing an ancient belief unrelated to Semitic roots. The Sabeans (Mandeans) in the south follow the teachings of John the Baptist. Iraq's large population of Jewish natives was harshly and cruelly forced out over the period from 1948 to 1975.

These peoples have been cleared out of Turkey and Iran already. Iraqis are watching the news of a constitution with great interest -- but to the original people of this land the imposition of Shariah as supreme law with extremist enforcement will likely mean an end to these groups in their last home ground.
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Shariah, like the Code of Hammurabi or the Mosaic Law, is a subject for academic study. It has no place in the modern world in countries that already have a constitution and a legal system. Nonetheless, Muslim organizations never accept the legitimacy of secular law as the law of the land.

The same phenomenon manifested itself in India in the notorious Imrana case when a young Muslim woman was raped by her father-in-law. He was found guilty by the courts, but a self-appointed body calling itself the Muslim Personal Law Board issued a ruling that Imrana was "haram" (impure) and therefore her marriage was invalid. Adding insult to injury, it also ruled that Imrana should leave her husband and children and live with her rapist father-in-law as one of his wives.

This is an example of Sharia in action. It is a medieval monstrosity that has no place in a modern society.
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Women clearly face disadvantages under Islam. But that has also been true (to a lesser degree, to be sure) with respect to many religions and cultures throughout history, including our own. Women in Western cultures have also faced the inability to own property, disadvantages in obtaining divorce, blame for rape, lack of voting rights, and so forth.

Over time, and under a democratic system, however, we have been able to correct many of these injustices. Democracy in America has in fact proven itself capable of righting wrongs not only for women, but also for minorities of every stripe.

I wonder whether we would lose the whole ball game if we were to insist on such a profound shift in the culture of another land straight away -- in addition to instituting a revolutionary change in political structure. It is possible that, in the end, women will not receive the rights due to them and also lose in the gamble any future chance to acquire those rights. As profoundly regrettable as it is, much more currently hangs in the balance in Iraq.
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