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Religious fundamentalism and women
Extract from "The State, Religious Fundamentalism and Women: Trends in South Asia” by Amrita Chhachhi
The terms fundamentalism, revivalism, obscurantism, are often used interchangeably and loosely. There is considerable controversy over the use of these terms. In this paper, religious fundamentalism is used rather than revivalism. Revivalism implies a "renewed attention to" or "interest in" while fundamentalism implies an adherence - often a strict and literal adherence of a set of basic principles. Thus there could be a movement of religious revivalism which could over time become fundamentalist i.e. focusing on only one set of principles can vary, as studies on Islamic fundamentalism have pointed out. Commenting on the tendency to club together heterogeneous phenomena under the rubric of "fundamentalism", O. Roy makes distinctions between fundamentalism in Islam which should be "A return to strict religious practice, as we observe in many emigre milieux; return to the observance of the text (study of the Koran and the hadiths), which is the fundamentalism of the madrasa; and return to the religious law, to the practice of the Shariat, which is the fundamentalism of the "ulama" (Oliver Roy, p122, 1985).

Fundamentalism is the "return to.... the re reading, the quest for origins". The rereading, return to the origins can take many different forms and therefore is not in itself a political position. A purely textual definition would equate the proponents of liberation theology in Latin America, who base their work on the original Christian communities of Christ, with the ravings of right-wing tele-evangelists like Jerry Falwell and Oral Roberts in the United States. Movements inspired by religion - revivalist or fundamentalist - have played a revolutionary anti-imperialist role in the national movements of the 19th and 20th centuries, and have also expressed the needs and aspirations of working people. Religious movements therefore are not necessarily conservative.

Similarly, religious fundamentalism does not always refer to the past - in fact, what is being asserted as a basic tenet is often a totally modem practice. This is why it is problematic to call the recent occurrence of "sati" as a revival. In addition, the meanings that people give to these principles can also vary. For example, Iranian women who supported Khomeini, and marched in thousands, as organised militant contingents turning the veil into a symbol of solidarity and struggle, were not simply retreating to the past, but were asserting a certain positive conception of the future. Islam offered an alternative to the "consumerism and the modem consumer woman" projected by the Shah's economic and social polities (Azar Tabari and Nahid Yeganeh, 1982). Similarly, attempts by disadvantaged groups to rise in ritual status by strict adherence to "tradition" or the Shariat are not seen by them as a return to medievalism, but in fact as symbols of achievement (Gyan Pandey, 1983).

Fundamentalism then, can only be understood in relation to a specific historical context. It is crucial to identify when it emerges, which are the social groups initiating as well as constituting the support base of this phenomenon, and what exactly is being projected as the basic principles of adherence.

One feature of fundamentalism is its selectivity in choosing what is the true and original teaching, in the sense that fundamentalism constructs a particular version of Islam/ Hinduism/Shiksm/Christianity as the only valid representation of that religion. This construction makes little distinction between what is textual and what may be local specific cultural practices. Most significantly it abstracts from history and projects the particular amalgam of belief, ritual and practice with a transcendental validity. In Pakistan for instance, the islamisation process selects elements from 19 schools of jurisprudence as well as customs and practices which existed in the 8th and 9th centuries in what is Saudi Arabia, Iran and Syria of today. Similarly, the "Hinduism" being projected by various Hindu organisations as the only true Hinduism denies the historical existence of two separate and antagonistic religious traditions amongst people designated as Hindus. One tradition was Brahmanism, which was based on Vedic texts and the Dharmashastras, restricted to the upper castes, buttressed by royal patronage and the creation of a priestly caste. The Shramanic tradition (the Bakliti movements were seen as inheritors of this tradition) was popular amongst lower castes, had a universalistic ethic and exhibited a wide diversity in ritual and belief. Historically one cannot speak of Hinduism as such but a variety of "Hindu" religions (Romila Thapar, 1985).The Hinduism being claimed by fundamentalist organisations draws on the first tradition but here too it incorporates elements from caste customs, particularly Kashatriya notions of honour, as well. Social scientists have labelled this very modem Hinduism as "syndicated Hinduism" (Romila Thapar, 1985).

That this contemporary construction of Hinduism (the same process could be seen in other religions) has no need of either textual or historical verification was brought out very clearly in an interview with Ramanand Sagar, the producer of a recent television serial on the Ramayan. When asked about the historical sources of the film, he mentioned how during that period women did not cover their torsos but it was impossible for him to allow that on the screen since the image of Sita as a pure, chaste and ideal wife was so strong and important that showing her without a blouse would violate the moral message of the serial! Similarly, when the Council of Islamic Ideology in Pakistan was discussing whether women should have the right to vote, whether blood money or compensation aid to a female victim should be half that of a male and whether women's evidence should be half that of a man's evidence in court, there was no discussion of "khula" - the Quranic equivalent available to women of men's right to the "talaq" form of divorce.

Since then, the Hadood Ordinance and the Law of Evidence have been passed and there is now the proposal for a Shariat Bill which will extend the jurisdiction of the Shariat Court to all areas of life. However, even here there is the process of selectivity - while the Federal Shariat Court is seen as having only an advisory role regarding fiscal matters, in matters of Muslim personal law, any judgement passed by the court will be binding. Almost all the issues concerning women's rights fall under personal law. It seems that the criteria for selection and implementation of true Islam is the crucial area of man-woman relations rather than more general theological issues.

A similar process of selectivity can be seen in the codification and implementation of personal laws in India. While a common criminal code exists for every Indian citizen, areas of marriage, inheritance, divorce etc. are governed by separate personal laws for Muslims, Christians, and Hindus. More studies need to be done on the process by which these personal laws were codified, involving not only a specific interpretation of each religion but also the incorporation of the assumptions of colonial administrators and native representatives (Lata Mani, 1986, 1988). Hindu personal law for instance, was interpreted initially in 1772 when Warren Hastings appointed ten Brahmin pandits from Bengal to compile a digest of Hindu scriptural law in civil matters - marriage, divorce, inheritance, succession. These interpretations, however were only codified into one uniform law in 1941. Prior to this, there had been separate laws for different castes and communities - separate customary laws existed for Nairs, Nambudris, Kulins, lats etc. 

The Draft Hindu Code was thus based on specifically Brahmanical interpretations of Hinduism. Changes were introduced into this as a result of the struggles of women and men in the early women's movement and hence contained some rights for Hindu women. It is significant, however, that the Hindu Code Bill was only passed after independence after a great deal of opposition. A process of secular reform to abolish all personal laws for a uniform civil code prior to independence was scuttled on the grounds of political expediency and although the ideal of a uniform civil code is enshrined in the Directive Principles of the Constitution, till today, separate personal laws continue to operate.

It is not accidental that issues of religious identity are tied so closely with the regulation of relations between men and women. All personal laws, including the reformed Hindu law, have certain common features which reinforce the patrilineal and patriarchal family. This is the main family form in India, especially in the north, central and eastern parts of the country. Even where matrilineal forms have existed, as in the taravad of Kerala, economic changes and colonial policy have invested de facto rights over property in the hands of men. Government intervention through changes, for example in laws on inheritance, have tended to maintain this patriarchal authority. In situations of the breakdown and emergence of new class/caste/ communal identities it is these elements of man-woman relations which become crucial markers of identity. It is significant that during the agitation in Punjab, a demand was put forward for a separate personal law for Sikhs as well. This customary law deprives women of the right to property, and to divorce and contains the provision for a widow to marry her husband's brother. All these features link patriarchal control to newly emerging class interests, particularly the need to maintain and keep control over landed property by sections of the Punjab peasantry. It is also not accidental that while the ruling party ignored the other secular demands - for water, territory and Chandigarh as the capital city - this communal demand was being considered.

It is this linkage which needs to be explored to understand why religious fundamentalism has very specific implications for women. In the next section we will look at two areas which illustrate this linkage - the emergence of fundamentalism as the result of a challenge to and breakdown of traditional patriarchal structures and the process of identity creation in situations of social and economic crisis.
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