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Women Against Fundamentalism and the Jewish community
by Julia Bard
The Ayatollah’s fatwa against Salman Rushdie issued in February 1989 broke the left and liberal consensus on anti-racism. As a militant section of Britain’s Asian community took to the streets, demonstrating, burning copies of The Satanic Verses, “marching under the banner of Islam rather than of anti-racism”(1), the traditional defenders of freedom of speech were faced with a problem. Should they support the book-burners’ right to express their own culture as they defined it, even if that meant validating death threats? Or should they side with the racists, all too evident throughout the media, who had leapt at the chance to characterise black people as barbarian adherents of primitive religions? Some jumped one way, some the other, and as the argument raged a group of women from a variety of backgrounds started to organise against fundamentalism both in Britain and internationally, at the same time taking a clear position against racism.

Women Against Fundamentalism (WAF) was launched by women who had experience as political dissidents within their own communities: Asian women whose exposure of domestic violence had put them in conflict with their religious and community leaders; Iranian women driven out of their country after the Ayatollahs hijacked the revolution they had helped to win; Irish women who would not stop campaigning for women’s right to control their own fertility; Jewish women who refused to see their prime duty as fulfilling a breeding programme to solve an alleged demographic problem. These women’s experience of conflict within, as well as between, communities, has stimulated a debate about the nature of fundamentalism and has also enabled them to start developing strategies to challenge the increasing influence of fundamentalist religious leaders.

WAF’s work from the start has been based on the conviction that while fundamentalism appears in different forms in different religions and in different political contexts, all of them have at the heart of their agendas the control of the lives, minds and bodies of women. This is expressed in terms of “family values”: a constellation of supposedly immutable ideas which place men at the head of the family, bestowing on it its status as well as its income, and which define women as the conveyors of morality and tradition to the next generation. A non-conformist or rebellious woman, according to this view, will endanger the future of the community as a whole which is thus entitled to coerce her to “do her duty” or throw her out.

The growth of fundamentalism can be analysed at several levels. Internationally, as empires collapse and economic forces shift, new versions of half forgotten forms of nationalism, chauvinism, ethnic, religious and territorial identities are being forged with unpredictable and sometimes terrifying results. An ideology which appears to derive its validity from timeless texts, which overrides rifts of class, gender and national identity, and which unites disparate (and often desperate) peoples, offers a frame of reference within which people can understand their lives and envisage their futures. In the west, progressive gains such as changes in the law on divorce, and on racial and sexual discrimination and so on have not been backed up by economic changes and are now being undercut by a reactionary “market place” saving public money by replacing paid professionals with unpaid, usually female, relatives to look after ill, disabled or frail dependants; and changes in local authority finance have resulted in drastic cuts in childcare and nursery provision, leaving mothers without any choice but to give up their (often poorly) paid jobs.

Many women and members of ethnic minorities feel isolated and disillusioned (as well as impoverished) in this threatening political atmosphere. In particular, those who have been part of the struggle for social justice are now being drawn towards fundamentalist groups, where rights, responsibilities and the relationship of the individual, the family and the social group to the community are clearly defined (2), where they are offered “a warm, secure setting where a troubled, lonely search for understanding can be replaced by a set of moral certainties” (3).

Religious fundamentalists have taken on the language of the left, of liberation struggles and civil rights campaigns, of feminism and socialism, to recruit from a progressive constituency and split or co-opt progressive movements. Thus Muslim fundamentalists in the Asian community appeal to young people to assert their identity in the struggle against racism, while encouraging an underground network of Muslim men to track down and bring home women and girls who try to escape from a straitjacketed life within their families. Where the sexes are segregated, as in ultra-orthodox Jewish and Muslim communities, this is portrayed as no different from the separate spaces feminists have claimed for women. Miriam Metz, a born again Jewish woman, expressed it like this: “I love that tradition in Judaism which separates men and women, because I’m a radical feminist and a separatist and so therefore Jewish practice which separates women and men I think absolutely wonderful” (4). This description makes no distinction between separatism, autonomy and apartheid. The first two are demands or choices which spring from an oppressed group’s collective struggle for its political rights in opposition to an established power structure. Apartheid is separation imposed by an unassailable authority from above in order to maintain its control over the lives of those it governs. To paper over the source of the segregation – male religious leaders – and describe it as a feminist phenomenon is deeply suspect.

Academics argue long and hard about the definition of fundamentalism (5). In common usage it portrays itself and is widely accepted as a religious identity based on ancient, unchanged and unchangeable texts from which it derives its “authenticity”. WAF uses a very specific definition of religious fundamentalism as a modem political movement which uses the state or community institutions and resources to further its religious ideology. It takes a variety of forms depending on the context, but “what is common to all fundamentalist movements is that they claim their version of religion to be the true one” (6). 

In Iran fundamentalists co-opted the challenge to American imperialism, and colonised the institutions of state to impose a vicious and misogynistic totalitarian regime. Dissenters were imprisoned, executed or driven out. In Ireland, the Catholics had been persecuted as Catholics under British colonial rule, which imposed on them special taxes and restraints on land ownership, and barred them from public office, many professions and the vote. There the church’s historic role in defending Catholics’ civil rights, along with the partitioning of the island in 1921, enabled it to “set about constructing a new Catholic social order” (7) which included passing many censorship and other restrictive laws.

In minority communities, fundamentalists have had to look outwards and inwards at the same time. Within the Jewish community, for instance, the Lubavitch have made a concerted effort to infiltrate key institutions, as described by Jack Shamash in the New Statesman & Society (15 May 1992): “The most serious accusation is that they are attempting to take over leading British Orthodox synagogues by stealth. One reform Rabbi, Jonathan Romain [says] : “They do jobs that no one else will do - as caretakers or teachers - and take over the synagogues through the back door. This is very worrying. They have no interest in the wider Jewish community or in society at large.”

Taking over mainstream synagogues not only gives them a power base within the community, it enables them to represent the community to the outside world, both in the form of the Chief Rabbi who is heavily influenced by the Lubavitch, and via the Board of Deputies, the political channel through which Jews speak to the British state.

This might not matter if there were a genuine debate within the community about its internal structure, its relationship with the surrounding communities and its strategies for ensuring a creative future. But what is occurring instead is that the community’s view of itself, and the wider society’s view of it, is being skewed to the religious right. The Jewish community is increasingly being seen as a homogeneous group defined solely by religion. This, in turn, obliterates a long history of contention between secular and religious forces, and silences or excludes views that challenge the religious leadership.

A number of progressive groups within what they had believed to be a tolerant, pluralist community have run into this brick wall. The most recent is the Jewish Lesbian and Gay Helpline who were told that they could not join the Chief Rabbi’s high profile Jewish Walkabout in London’s Hyde Park because they are not an organisation that “promotes family values”. “Family values” are central to fundamentalist ideology across the religious spectrum. Ireland is a particularly clear example, being the only country in Europe where the church has succeeded in enshrining in the constitution that the family, not the individual, is the basic unit of the state: “... the State recognises that by her life within the home, woman gives to the State a support without which the common good cannot be achieved” (8). In the Jewish community, too, this has particular implications for women, whose primary role, it is clearly stated, is to bear and raise children, and transmit the culture of the group to future generations. If their individual choices about sexuality and reproduction conflict with that stated communal need – in other words if they are not heterosexual or do not want children or, indeed, offer their children a different version of Jewish identity – they are told that they have no place in the community.

This exclusion has two related purposes. It attempts to invalidate the arguments of dissenters who challenge the unelected, unrepresentative and often dictatorial male leadership, by arguing that those dissenters are not real Jews. It also creates the impression that Jews who don’t live their lives according to the Halakha (as handed down by the same leadership) are choosing to “leave the community”. Thus, regularly in the Jewish press we are set to worrying about the number of Jews marrying out, the increasing average age of the community, the low birth rate and so on. The problem facing the Jewish community, we are told, is demographic. The solution lies in nurturing “the family” where women’s divine and unquestionable task is to bear more Jewish babies and transmit to them the “authentic” word of the Torah. Those who question either the problem or the solution are silenced by the claim that they are giving Hitler a posthumous victory. This was graphically expressed in the television film Volvo City (Roy Ackerman, 1991) by Lubavitcher, Ya’akov Wise: “We need to recreate families because the chain of Jewish life that was snapped in the Nazi period survived only a thin thread.” In other words, a failure to take our proper place in the home as breeders and nurturers will mean that by default we are finishing off the job Hitler started. (A gasp went up when I described this argument recently at a conference in Berlin to a group of German feminists and anti-fascists from a range of communities, including Jews and Iranians, who are painfully struggling against Nazism old and new. They simply could not accept this cynical use of the memory of those who died to hammer home a particular world view.)

For Women Against Fundamentalism and other dissenters such as the Jewish Socialists’ Group, along with more mainstream elements like the Reform Synagogues, this looks like a series of devices to impose one leadership on a broad-based, pluralistic community; to suppress a dialectical tradition in which progress comes through resolving, not suppressing, conflict. These progressive groups work from the belief that a Jewish future rests on the community being inclusive rather than exclusive. In other words, a Jew who marries “out” has not jumped off a cliff to assimilate into a sea of non-Jews (though they may feel they have been pushed off a cliff by a coercive religious leadership). Their Jewish lives may not fall into a pattern dictated by the rabbis, but there’s nothing new in that.

The Jewish community has an honourable history of struggle by secular forces against religious domination. This dates back at least to the French revolutionary demand for the separation of church and state. Detaching the dominant religious institution from the political process would, it was argued, put religion in its rightful place, in the private sphere, giving individuals the freedom to practise their own faith, according to their conscience. This is impossible where state institutions, which affect the lives of every citizen, are imbued with the ethos and practice of a particular religious group. Today this is a liberal, rather than a revolutionary demand, and hardly out of the ordinary, though in Britain the Anglican church still has constitutional privilege which continues to downgrade people’s freedom to follow their own religion, or none. The compulsory act of Christian worship which the Education Reform Act has imposed on all state schools is a particularly blatant example. But while many people are happy to argue that the Church of England should have to defend its corner along with other religious beliefs, and not force-feed society through the education system, Sunday trading laws and daily airspace on Radio 4, they are prepared to deliver minority communities into the hands of whoever pitches up at the top of the community. Multi-culturalists are not interested in internal conflict or whether the leaders really speak for those they claim to represent. They’re happy to accept their view that the community is united behind a single authority, and close their eyes to who is being sacrificed to maintain that image of unity. A rare exception was the case of child sexual abuse in the orthodox Jewish community in Stamford Hill in London which came to court last year, where police, social workers and doctors helped the parents break ranks with their religious leaders in order to defend their children. The family were punished by their community for “informing” – a crime evidently more serious than abusing children. The Chief Rabbi, in an attempt at damage limitation, merely said that these events were “very untypical indeed”. Unfortunately we are unlikely to find out whether or not this is the case when families are physically attacked and socially ostracised for speaking out.

Women Against Fundamentalism, though, insists on cracking the facade, not only because such a spurious unity is threatening to the most vulnerable members of communities dominated by religious elites, but because it is a liability to the communities themselves. The new rise in racism, fascism and national chauvinism demands that we make alliances between communities, cutting across traditional divisions to challenge oppressive practices and dictatorial regimes. Religious fundamentalists do just the opposite, giving members of their community a stark choice between lining up behind a monolithic leadership or being cast adrift without support or even a legitimate identity. The only future here is for the leaders themselves who are merely ensuring their own place in the corridors of power, if not in heaven.

First published in The Jewish Quarterly, Autumn 1992.
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