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Washing our linen: one year of 
Women Against Fundamentalism

By Clara Connolly

Origins

The Ayatollah’s fatwa against Salman Rushdie, in February 1989, has had equally unsettling effects on the left as on the mainstream of British politics. The campaign against the “Satanic Verses” has revealed an increasingly confident and militant section of the Asian community, marching under the banner of Islam rather than of anti-racism. Socialists – long unused to the passions aroused by religion – were taken by surprise. Feminists, beginning to absorb the emphasis that Black feminists were placing on cultural autonomy in the face of racism, were equally puzzled by the metamorphosis of “culture” into a celebration of masculinity on the streets. Though uneasy in the knowledge that the defence of free speech has traditionally been the onus of radicals, both movements left the defence of Rushdie largely to his peers in the liberal literary establishment. 


On International Women’s Day however, at the height of the post-fatwa furore, Southall Black Sisters (SBS) and Ealing Labour Party Women’s Section held a public meeting in defence of Rushdie which was to help dissipate such confusion. SBS, now a mainly Asian advice and campaigning centre in West London, was formed ten years ago in the heat of Black and anti-racist political ferment. Its decennial report “Against the Grain” (SBS, 1990) gives an eloquent account of its evolution and present concerns. Organizing against domestic violence has brought them into conflict with local community leaders and the anti-racist left. Accused, in common with other Black and ethnic minority feminists, of “washing our dirty linen” at the expense of anti-racist unity, they have countered with a spirited attack on the politics of multi-culturalism, which views minority communities as homogenous entities at the expense of class and particularly of gender conflict (Sahgal, 1989). 


One of the factors that has allowed SBS some degree of toleration is the character of Southall, a Sikh (not a Muslim) stronghold, with a strong tradition of political organising along secular lines. Nevertheless, the climate of the times gave the meeting they organized a dramatic quality. It was well-attended, and a defiant statement was issued in Rushdie’s defence. insisting that women’s voices be heard over the fundamentalist clamour. “Our lives will not be defined by community leaders” (WAF, 1989) – the tone issued a strong challenge to anti-racist orthodoxy. 


Encouraged by the response to this meeting, SBS decided to establish a network of women opposed to religious fundamentalism. The first meeting, at the London Women’s Centre in May 1989, drew feminists from other Asian groups and from a variety of ethnic minorities who because of their struggle against powerful religious establishments abroad could grasp the threat posed to the self-organisation of Asian women. Women Against Fundamentalism (WAF) was formed, with a founding statement calling for “the separation of state and religion in Britain as a precondition for defeating fundamentalism” (WAF, 1989). The initial impetus of WAF was the concern of Asian feminists to distance themselves from religious leaders – why then this emphasis on relations between state and religion in Britain? It is worth pausing to unpick the logic here, since it is the key to WAF’s political purposes. 


Religion, education, fundamentalism 


Britain is in the peculiar historical position of being largely indifferent to religion in its civil life, progressive in its statutes on such key issues as abortion and divorce and yet constitutionally professing and privileging a form of Christianity whose origins are notoriously political. There is an established church, closely connected to parliamentary institutions; a set of blasphemy laws which protect only the Christian denominations; and a state education system profoundly influenced by Christianity. Anglican churches are full of tourists and empty of worshippers, but Anglicanism remains a central component of genteel Englishness. (The more ebullient forms of Christianity are the preserve of the UK’s outer regions or lower orders.) 


WAF’s emphasis on the domain of politics flows from our understanding of modern fundamentalism as the moblilizalion of religious affIliation for political ends. The fundamentalist project has two interlinked goals. First comes the phase of politico-religious self-definition, by a process of re-discovery (or invention) of the “fundamentals” of religious belonging. This invariably happens at the expense of women’s and children’s autonomy – they are regarded as communal property in need of protection, particularly in the sexual sphere, from unholy outsiders. This both enhances and reduces the status of women and children – hence the sometimes fragile nature of their gratitude to their protectors. 


Next comes the marching phase, when the newly conscious politico~religious movement flexes its muscles against the state. In countries like the US, Egypt or India, where a popular strand of nationalism has been either anti- or multi-denominational, their demands have been either anti-secular or mono-religious – in either case a serious challenge to the status quo. But in Britain they are for more of the same rather than less of it. So, for example, Christians can insist that Christian-in-form become Christian-in-fact (as is happening in education) and Muslims, have, apparently, only to ask that majority privileges be extended to mmorities. This gives the demands of Muslim fundamentalists a reasonable air, which self-confessed moderates can support. The Rushdie Affair has been the crucial catalyst of a seemingly seamless (and supra-racial) Muslim consensus in Britain. It is this kind of politico-religious afliliation, a threat to more progressive  political identities, that WAF opposes. It should go without saying. but it doesn’t, that WAF supports the principle of freedom of worship – it is not an anti-religious organisation. 


WAF’s public profIle 


Our counter-demonstration against the Muslim march of May 27 last year gave WAF the opportunity to state our case in the media, within limits. Researchers always asked for “Muslim” speakers, and were far more interested to hear arguments against Muslim religious leaders than against the privileging of Christianity within Britain. We had to fight hard for recognition as a “non-Muslim organisation” (the BBC’s words), equally opposed to all religious fundamentalism. This was perhaps inevitable, given our origins and initial focus, and the media’s reluctance to question the predominance of Western liberal and secular values, but it did mean that many Black and ethnic minority women. sympathetic to our aims, were discouraged from openly joining the organisation by the anti-Islamic character of our media image. 


We received a less patronizing audience among sections of the Left, on such occasions as the Socialist Movement Conference in Sheffield, and at a large fringe meeting organised by “Voices for Rushdie” at the Labour Party national conference. Local women’s sections of the Labour Party and teachers’ union groups invited us to numerous meetings to state our case. During the year the focus changed from the right of Black and ethnic minority women to dissent from religious and “multicultural” orthodoxy, to the more particular issues of Muslim schools. 


Education campaign 


In the wake of the Rushdie Affair. Muslim demands for separate state-subsidized religious schooling have grown more confident. This has thrown the delicate “partnership” between Church and state in Britain into crisis. As many as one third of state schools in Britain are part of the “voluntary” or religious sector; the overwhelming majority of these are Church of England or Roman Catholic, and a few Jewish (CRE, 1990, p4). Legally. there is no reason why Muslims, Seventh Day Adventists or any other minority religious group should not establish their schools also, but there has been considerable reluctance by the Secretary of State for Education to grant their requests. For example, the Islamia School in Brent (North West London) has twice been rejected. The grounds have not been made public. 


A further cause of grievance is the clause in the 1988 Education Reform Act which reintroduced a compulsory act of daily public worship in all county (or secular) schools. This must be “broadly or mainly Christian” in character – a provocation to all non-Christians, including those of no religious persuasion. 


Against this background, it would have been impossible for WAF to adopt a position of opposition only to Muslim schools, though our interest in the education debate stemmed from this opposition. Our concern was that Muslim schools were being set up for girls, in an effort to police their sexuality and to reinforce their religiously defined roles as future wives and mothers. It is our contention that “at the heart of fundamenta1ist agendas is the control of women’s minds and bodies” (WAF, 1989). This was the basis of our objection to the idea of separate Muslim schools. 


Another objection is to the creation of racially segregated schools, which runs counter to the ideal of a culturally dynamic, pluralist society which is the (possibly Utopian) apiration of many of us. But we recognize that the Christian school sector is open to that accusation, with far more justice. The Catholic Commission for Racial Justice has argued that some Catholic schools pander to white parents’ desire to send their children to a white school” (Catholic Media Office, 1984). Melanie Phillips eferred to a particularly embarrassing example in a recent article: 


“In Tower Hamlets, in London’s East End, some 400-500 Bangladeshi children languish without education because there are not enough school places for them. Yet the Roman Catholic state-aided schools in the borough have dozens of empty places because they will only offer 10 per cent of them to non-Catholic children” (Guardian, 1/6/1990). 


After much internal discussion, WAF produced a model resolution on the religious schools issue. It calls for the phasing out of state subsidies to the voluntary (or religious) sector, and the abolition of the right to establish religious schools in the public sector; the withdrawal of the clause imposing “mainly Christian” worship on secular schools; and the development of a strong anti-racist education policy, which would grant rights of private worship, diet and dress for any religious group in a state school. Our aim in producing a model resolution for circulation to sympathizers was to attempt, primarily, to influence the policies of the main party in opposition, the Labour Party. (In the early 1980s, the Labour Party had moved sharply to the left, and although social democratic in character, still has many members who are radical socialists). We won support from local branches, and particularly their women’s sections, but our campaign ran into head-on collision with the party leadership’s (scandalously successful) efforts to squash local autonomy and de-radicalize its image before the next General Election. So, for example, our resolution, submitted by a London Branch to the Labour Party Women’s Conference (throughout the ‘80s a lively event), was ruled out of order on the absurd grounds that it was on “more than one issue”, and so was not debated. The party leadership were alert from an early stage to the challenge that a secularist position would pose to their refurbished respect for religious, as opposed to racial, minorities (Labour Party. 1989). This has been a serious blow to our campaign, and it is clear with hindsight that we devoted too much energy trying to shift the Labour Party internally. through its (now powerless and demoralized) left and socialist-feminist members. 


Other constituencies 


A dilemma for WAF over the past year – and particularly after the early euphoria wore off – has been to define where out potential allies are, and how to use them effectively. Our position on secularism and the state, though proceeding from socialist-feminism, is in fact a classic democratic demand of the kind that has been fought and won long ago in other Western countries such as France and the United States. On the left, there has been a lack of sympathy for secularism for many decades. An indication is that Charter 88, the centre-left group arguing for a Bill of Constitutional Rights in Britain, remains impervious to the need for a constitutional settlemment on the established Church and the right of religious minorities. One reason for this indifference is undoubtedly the mild character of established religion, which I referred to earlier. Anglicanism, the confident religion of rulers of empire, has put its “civilizing” mission before Evangelicalism. Another is the unfinished character of the bourgeois English Revolution – with its accommodation to the ancien regime at the expense of republicanism or secularism – and the subsequent distortions of English nationalism. 


One of the few organisations that have offered wholehearted support for our stand on secularism has been the South Place Ethical Society, a humanist group based at Conway Hall, London, and related organisations such as the Rationalist Press Association. Admirable as they are, and valuable the space they provide for “dissenters” of all kinds, they remain bemused by recent political developments in Britain such as the women’s and anti-racist movements. 


On the other hand, we have had support in our opposition to fundamentlism (“you brave girls”) from individuals and groups who would not yet consider opposing the dominance of Christianity in education – such as the Movement for the Ordination of Women, and other radical religious groupings. This kind of support, however well-intentioned, is difficult to respond to, because of the sheer volume of public noise about “Islamic extremism”. Fay Weldon is only the best-known example, in print, of the revitalized crusader attitude among Western liberals (see Connolly, 1990, and Desai, 1990). Some of the response we’ve had from teachers, also, is of the patronizing kind that “feels sorry” for Muslim girls, while ignoring their own discomfort about the re-introduction of Christian worship in schools (they simply skip assembly). The “middle ground” is treacherous for us, especially while some Black feminists remain ambivalent about, or hostile to, WAF’s anti-Islamic image, and some of the best known radical anti-racists (like Sivanandan, at the Institute of Race Relations) maintain a careful silence on the Rushdie issue. 


The Women’s Movement 


We have attempted, with some success, to situate ourselves within the broader women’s movement. For example, we organized a successful benefit for WAF in Conway Hall, an unusual venue for a women’s disco. The attendance included many lesbians, Black and  white – a fact which gave rise to adverse comment from some of the Conway Hall women (“Greenham was destroyed by them, don’t let it happen to you”). A subsequent WAF meeting expressed support for lesbians and declared that the struggle for a self-determined sexuality is an integral part of the fight against religious fundamentalism. 


It is a reflection on the present state of the women’s movement that we thought of launching ourselves with a social rather than a political event. but it did provide an opportunity for hundreds of feminists to express their solidarity with us. 


The turnout contrasted sharply with a different event we organised – a picket of the Irish Embassy in London to coincide with the opening of a case in the European Court of Human Rights, on the right of information on abortion for Irish women. Support for this came mainly from Southall Black Sisters itself and the Irish Women’s Abortion Support Group. Small as it was, it nevertheless was reported by the media (particularly the “Independent”) and helped to shift slightly our public image away from an exclusive concentration on Islam. 


For Intemational Women’s Day, 1990, we organised a public meeting on religious fundamentalism worldwide, with a platform of women activists from Bangladesh, Britain, Israel, Ghana, the US and the USSR, describing how women have been fighting fundamentalism in these countries. It was a speaker from the floor, however, Rabia Janjua, who provided the real focus for the evening. In a moving speech, she described her escape with her husband from Pakistan, where they were jailed under the laws against adultery, her subsequent ill-treatment by him, and her attempts to evade the Home Office’s determination to deport her to Pakistan, where she would be subject to harassment and jail. SBS have been fighting her case, but they outlined the need for a wider political campaign on the issue of refugee status for women suffering persecution on religious or sexual grounds. If won, this could create a vitally important legal precedent. 


Rabia Janjua’s case represents the kind of issue that WAF can and should raise within the wider women’s movement: women subject to racism and religious persecution should be our priority, drawing white women into campaigns tHat Black women have been fighting for years. 


One of WAF’s strengths has been the number of members with political experience from around the post-colonial world, including Indian anti-communalists, Iranian oppositionists, Israeli anti-Zionists, Irish anti-clerics. This has given us a determination to support feminist struggles on an international level, but it has also provided us with a dilemma. How can we help to fight the battles of women represented in WAF on their home ground? The Irish Embassy picket was one reflection of this concern, the large international platform at our public meeting another. We will continue to report the work of feminists worldwide, and involve ourselves in international networks such as Women Living Under Muslim Law. But it is difficult to envisage more concentrated work aimed at the governments of other countries. As WAF members, in my opinion, our primary task is to bring our international experience to bear on the situation in Britain. To do otherwise would deplete and defuse our resources. 


The future 


We have learned a painful but important lesson over the past year – that a radical analysis of religion has hardly begun in this country, and a secularist movement barely exists. We have won some support on the left (particularly those who come from strong religious backgrounds), among feminists, and among anti-racists, but this support is uneven and unfocused. We cannot rely on small groups, within or without the Labour Party, to fight our cause with any effectiveness. 


However, we also know that there is a public unease about the recent politicization of religion in this country. The Commission for Racial Equality’s recent pamphlet “Schools of Faith”, which poses the need for widespread debate on the subject of religious schools, without reaching a conclusion itself, is one reflection of this concern (CRE, 1990). 


So there is no escaping the conclusion that WAF will have to take the lead in forging a broad secular coalition, with its direct target the state rather than the fundamentalists of any religion. That is the only way to recognize the legitimate grievances of Muslims (“if they can have their schools, why can’t we?”), and at the same time contribute to driving a wedge between progressives and fundamentalists in the minority communities. It is also the only way to clarify the nature of our liberal support – is it merely anti-Islamic, or are our supporters prepared to move towards the dismantling of Christian privileges? 


We cannot afford to concentrate on any one constituency – feminists, socialists, radical religious groupings – but we have to draw on the strengths of them all. This sounds like an ambitious project, but our alternative is to watch from the margins of political life the further growth of religious bigotry, and racist bigotry sheltering under the name of religion. The complete separation of state and religion is not a guarantee of a pluralist society, but it is certainly a precondition. It also offers women, Black and white, a measure of legal and social protection against the efforts of fundamentalists to restrict our life-choices and sexualities. 
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