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Summary 

- On Friday 12 August, the British-American novelist Salman Rushdie was attacked in New York. 
When it emerged that the perpetrator of the attack had (at least) ideological ties with the 
Iranian regime’s “resistance” agenda, Iranian government and pro-Iranian government media and 
social media lit up with expressions of support and excitement.  

- Reactions from communities supportive of the Iranian regime and the Iran-backed “resistance 
axis” across Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon have revolved around one of four main narratives: 
rationalisation, reverence, relevance, and retaliation.  

- Proponents of the rationalisation narrative have both explicitly and implicitly set out to justify 
the attack as a “righteous” act against an “apostate” who had “blasphemed against Islam.” 

- The reverence narrative, by contrast, has focused not on theologically justifying the attack but 
instead on the individual “heroism” of the attacker, 24-year-old American citizen Hadi Matar, 
who has been framed as a hero not just of the resistance axis, but of Islam as a whole.  

- The notion of relevance — specifically in relation to what this attack means for the purportedly 
still-prevailing will and doctrine of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the erstwhile leader of Iran’s 
“Islamic revolution” — has been similarly prominent among supportive communities on Twitter 
and Telegram.  

- Lastly, the idea of retaliation has been a particular focus across resistance axis social media, 
with some of its most vocal proponents framing this episode as a justified retaliation against 
Western interests (i.e., not “just” an attempt on Rushdie’s life) and, consequently, a harbinger 
for future violence.  

 

Overview 

This report sets out the main contours of how communities associated with and supportive of the Iranian 
government’s “axis of resistance” have been responding to the 12 August attack on Indian-born British-
American novelist Salman Rushdie. Focusing in particular on supporter- and member-level perceptions of the 
attack, which ExTrac’s systems have been monitoring in real time since Friday, it shows that news of the New 
York stabbing was enthusiastically welcomed by these audiences, whose reactions centred around one of four 
core discourses — rationalisation, reverence, relevance, and retaliation — each of which is discussed in detail 
below. 
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Background 

On 12 August, Rushdie was stabbed at a public lecture in New York City. The perpetrator, it emerged, was a 
24-year-old Lebanese-American who appears to identify ideologically with Iran and the “resistance axis” it 
purports to lead. Rushdie, an Indian-born writer who holds British and American nationalities, is best known 
for his 1988 novel The Satanic Verses. The novel was (and is) perceived by many Muslims to be blasphemous 
against Islam, something which led to the issuing of a fatwa by Iran’s then Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini, in 1989 calling for the killing of both Rushdie and anyone who helped in the distribution of the 
novel. Until last week at least, the fatwa had neither been actioned nor retracted, with Rushdie, having lived 
unscathed for some 33 years since its publication, recently expressing that he now felt safer and that his life 
had become relatively normal. 

Rationalisation 

Much Iranian and Iran-backed resistance axis media and social media coverage of the stabbing has sought to 
justify the act, either implicitly or explicitly, in the days since.  

Figure 1. “Resistance axis” chatter On Telegram, January 2021 to present. 
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One of the main ways in which this has manifested is through casual references to Rushdie as an “apostate” 
(Arabic: murtadd), the implication being that he has wilfully left the religion of Islam (for context: Rushdie was 
born into a Muslim family but he does not identify as a believer in Islam). In Iran, apostasy is considered a 
crime punishable by death, and so as Iranian and pro-Iranian Arabic-language media have repeatedly highlighted 
that Rushdie is an “apostate,” the implication has been that his apostasy and purported blasphemy against Islam 
mean he deserves to be killed. Importantly, this position can be held independently of any open celebration of 
the attack, enabling many pseudo-mainstream news organisations and axis-affiliated influencers to hold it 
“uncontroversially.”  

An example of this type of coverage can be found in, for example, articles and videos issued by al-Aalem TV 
(“World TV”), an Iranian state-owned Arabic-language TV channel that also has a presence on social media 
outlets like Telegram. Consider the headline of an “objective” report issued on 12 August by al-Aalem, “Here 
you have the details of the attack on the apostate Salman Rushdie in New York.” The same article also notes 
that “Imam Khomeini (may his secret be sanctified)” issued a fatwa permitting for his blood to be shed in 1988. 
For context, that honorific, “may his secret be sanctified,” is a way to signal approval for a religious authority. 

Unsurprisingly, given the veiled tenor of this and other coverage like it, proponents of Iran’s “resistance” 
agenda from Lebanon to Afghanistan have been expressing their approval for the stabbing as a “proper 
implementation” of Khomeini’s edict. One comment thread responding to an uncritical article about the attack 
read: 

Figure 2. Network map showing the three most prominent Twitter influencers that posted the words “the apostate Salman Rushdie” 
in Arabic between 12 and 14 August. Note that two of them are explicitly aligned with (and possibly operated on behalf of) the 
Iranian government, and the third is a key influencer for Lebanese Hizbullah. 
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“May God have mercy on the great Imam Khomeini: your fatwa against this apostate is being 
implemented, so congratulations to the one who implements it.” 

“Yes, by God, you have done well.” 

“Give me glad tidings the scumbag has been done away with after this.” 

Hezbollah’s al-Manar similarly highlighted Rushdie’s status as an “apostate” after the attack, as well as his 
perceived offences against Islam and “Imam” Khomeini’s fatwa to kill him. In its 13 August intervention on the 
matter, al-Manar referred to Rushdie as “the British apostate writer” who is “among the most prominent 
writers who have insulted Islam and the Prophet Muhammad (God’s peace and blessings be upon him and his 
family),” noting that “his book The Satanic Verses resulted in a campaign of widespread demonstrations in the 
Arabic and Islamic worlds.” 

Reverence 

The above rhetoric, which is geared towards emphasising the “righteous” nature of the attack, has fed directly 
into the other three narrative clusters.  

The first of these revolves around celebrations of Hadi Matar, the perpetrator of the attack. Matar has been 
hailed as a “hero” who “stood up to Satan.” Others have framed him as an aspirational figure, someone who 
exemplifies what it is to be a “good” Muslim. They have written things like, “Congratulations to the person 
who carried out this heroic act and act of courage — history has immortalised you,” and “May God reward 
you on my behalf and on behalf of all believers in this cause; you will be rewarded for what you have done 
from now until the Day of Resurrection.” 

Figure 3. Memorialisation of Rushdie’s would-be assassin. 
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Relevance 

Other voices have focused less on Matar’s role as a perpetrator and more what his actions say about the 
persistent influence of Ayatollah Khomeini and his vision of “Islamic revolution.”  

Among other things, this has seen Khomeini’s 1988 fatwa being shared dozens if not hundreds of times across 
Telegram and Twitter. Some have summarised it, whereas others have printed it in full or presented it in 
meme form to maximise its spread and accessibility. In any case, the implicit message is the same: that 
Khomeini’s doctrine and ideology continue to hold sway and that the Iran-led resistance axis is not just an 
abstract idea.  

Some influencers were very explicit about this, noting, among other things, that “one of the best things to 
come out of this episode is that it has confirmed to world on all six continents that the words and will of our 
leaders mean something.”  

Others hailed the fact that, 33 years on from its original publication, this response to Khomeini’s injunction has 
once more confirmed Khomeini (and by implication his successors and supporters in both Iran and Iraq, Syria, 
and Lebanon) as representative of the collective will of the global Muslim community. As one activist wrote on 
Saturday, “Praise be to God, the fatwa was applied on behalf of more than one billion people.” 

 

Retaliation 

The last narrative around which resistance axis chatter has clustered may have more tangible implications than 
the above. Eschewing a more religious framing of the attack, the proponents of this narrative have held that 
the stabbing was “revenge” for decades (or even centuries) of the West’s purported kinetic and cultural war 

Figure 4. Summary of Khomeini’s 1989 directive. 
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on Islam. This framing has come hand in hand with calls for follow-up operations against the “enemies” of, 
simultaneously, the Iran regime, resistance axis movements and associated militias, and the global Muslim 
umma (community).  

Importantly, this discourse has been expressly popularised by firebrand Iranian and pro-Iranian media outlets in 
full view of the Iranian regime. The attack has, for example, been heralded as a “just” response to the “crimes” 
of former United States president, Donald Trump, not to mention the likes of John Bolton and Mike Pompeo. 
This rhetoric has cited in particular their role in hostile actions against Iran, especially the killing of Qasim 
Soleimani, the former leader of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps’ Quds Force.  

Among others, Soleimani’s successor, Esmail Qaani, has been widely quoted in Iranian and pro-Iranian media 
and social media coverage as threatening Trump and Pompeo, saying that they will have to learn to live just as 
Rushdie has done (i.e., in fear) and cannot expect to get away with killing Soleimani without consequence. 
Consider, for example, the following post from “al-Ghalibun Media Voice” (a typical pro-resistance axis 
Telegram channel): 

“The leader of the Quds Force in the Iranian Revolutionary Guard, Brigadier General Esmail 
Qaani: ‘Trump and Pompeo must learn to live as Salman Rushdie has lived, and they cannot carry 
out the crime of assassinating the martyred commander Qasim Soleimani and enjoy a calm life at 
the same time.”  

The same channel also quoted Qaani as saying, just hours after the attack on Rushdie, “Even your homes are 
not safe for you. Trump and Pompeo, [you] must learn to live like Salman Rushdie.” 

Other takes have framed the attack as a continuation of the military component of the still-ongoing Islamic 
revolutionary project. An influencer aligned with one of the main Shi’a militias operating in Iraq today wrote, 
for example, “Let this be a message that the revolution will remove what has so far been allowed to persist, 
that it will hang nooses around the necks of the corrupt in city squares, that it will drag them into the streets 
and burn their rotten corpses.” Another key intervention, this time from a Lebanese ideologue affiliated with 
Hizbullah, wrote that the attack was a direct and inevitable response to “a Western cultural operations room 
that undermines Islamic heritage with dangerous lies [and promotes] a culture of hatred and malice towards 
Muslims and their beliefs.” 

Notably, proponents of this last narrative were visibly energised when, on Sunday, some began to claim that 
“Western intelligence sources” were reporting that Rushdie’s would-be assassin had been “in direct contact 
with the Iranian Revolutionary Guards through social media.” 

 

 


