WAF Journal No.4 1992/1993 12 & 14
The priests have it
Anti-racists are failing to challenge the iron grip of religion on minority cultures, says Julia Bard
In Bradford, underground networks of Muslim men try to track down women and girls who have run away from their families, and many of the Asian taxi drivers there carry pictures of missing girls so they can take them home. Where the options and escape routes for girls are limited, the religious leaders of minority communities often work with the police to control “deviant” behaviour, with benefits for both. The police can claim that they are responding to the needs of a multicultural society, and the religious leaders become the channel of communication between their community and the state.

Britain’s minorities, once described in terms of national, cultural and socio-economic, as well as religious, characteristics, are now increasingly viewed as homogeneous groups defined solely by religion. Priests are using the mosque, the synagogue, the gurdwara, the temple, the evangelical church to edge themselves into positions of political as well as spiritual leadership, defining the community’s agenda and power structure, and negotiating with the state for resources.

Most people neither know nor care about tensions and conflicts within minorities, so when a recognisable spokesman (and it is always a man) emerges, they unquestioningly accept him as a legitimate representative. Multiculturalists, probably with the best intentions, adjust their view according to what the leaders tell them. More dangerous, though, is the ease with which anti-racists have largely fallen in behind this new religious definition of community, despite its damaging implications for the most vulnerable groups, particularly women. Hannana Siddiqui is a member of both Southall Black Sisters (SBS), an organisation which supports Asian women facing domestic violence, and of Women Against Fundamentalism. She says: “Women are being forced into arranged marriages, homelessness and denial of education. The multiculturalists fail to intervene and support these women. For them it is all part of a culture and religion which must be tolerated. And the anti-racists allow this to continue because they see the fight against racism as the central struggle.”

In a hostile society, disunity seems to play into the hands of the racists. But the clerics cynically exploit this fear. The case of sexual abuse in the ultra-orthodox Jewish community which came to court last year is an extreme example. Parents who believed that their children were being abused, were attacked, defamed and driven out of the community for talking to police and social workers rather than accepting the verdict of the rabbinical court. They were condemned for “informing” and accused of opening the whole community to anti-semitism.

Faced with an apparent contradiction between the needs of individuals and the needs of the community as defined by its leaders, people engaged in challenging racism are increasingly opting to collude with the clerical agenda. The Runnymede Trust has for many years been a reliable and valuable resource for anti-racists. Its March 1992 bulletin, though, took a surprisingly simplistic approach to ethnicity and religion, justifying the setting up of the Muslim Parliament by pointing to the racist press coverage it had received. Runnymede fails to assess the mechanisms through which competing elements in the Islamic establishment claim to represent their constituencies, though Bhikhu Parekh, a liberal, does argue for “a properly elected national deliberative body for Muslims” on a par with other communities: “The Church of England has its synod, the Jews have their Board of Deputies and some Hindu sects have their national councils of temples.” With an extraordinary leap he adds: “At a different level the TUC and the CBI too represent national deliberative bodies of their relevant constituencies.”

This jumble of religious and secular, democratic and dictatorial institutions illustrates the dangerous muddle that the anti-racist movement finds itself in. It stems partly from a failure to understand fundamentalism as a modern political force right across the world. Co-opting radical rhetoric to gain influence, and existing institutions to gain power, fundamentalists are pushing communities and individuals to redefine their identity in religious terms. Once recognised, they can claim, as they did in response to The Satanic Verses, that their world view and their power are divine and therefore unassailable.

In Britain’s Jewish community, the fundamentalist Lubavitch sect has taken over many rabbinical posts in the mainstream United Synagogue. The Chief Rabbi himself, (mistakenly) regarded as the community’s official voice, is heavily influenced by this group, whose view of an appropriate response to anti-semitism and assimilation is that Jewish women should have as many babies as possible.

Few Jewish people will condemn Lubavitch publicly, partly because they have convinced even many secular Jews that they are the torchbearers of Jewish tradition. An activist with a long anti-racist record says: “They are the real Jews ... I admire them for being so upfront about their religious activity because it puts them right in the front line against anti-semitism.” Like Runnymede’s implicit assertion that being the target of racists is a qualification for leadership, this view licenses oppressive, even tyrannical, groups to take charge of minority communities.

People who understand that the separation of church and state in the majority community is a prerequisite of religious freedom, are nevertheless happy to override principles of equality and human rights in minority communities by handing their political control over to religious leaders. In the name of keeping the community secure in a hostile world, those leaders gag dissidents, suppress what they define as “deviant” behaviour, and commandeer community resources.

This quest for control of resources caused a row in the London Borough of Newham last week when a council recommendation to fund a refugee centre was (in the end unsuccessfully) opposed by Muslim councillors who argued for a Muslim centre instead. They ignored the possibility that tomorrow’s refugees might be from China or Yugoslavia; or that even if they are Muslim, their needs may be material or cultural and not religious. Newham council has managed to maintain a consensus that equal opportunities override the claims of minority religious leaders despite pressures from religious lobbies, including regular claims from a group of Christian parents that local schools are breaking the law by not having a daily act of Christian worship. This illustrates precisely the danger of religious definitions which, as well as handing over responsibility for minority communities to whoever floats to the top, also enable a Christian establishment, already privileged ideologically and constitutionally, to extend its domination over secular life. This is underway in state schools, and the prospect of more to come was frighteningly articulated in Education Secretary John Patten’s prescription of hellfire and damnation as a cure for crime (The Spectator, 18 April 1992).

Gita Sahgal of SBS is concerned about the way needs are misunderstood and resources misdirected as a result of defining minorities in terms of religion. “Groups providing services increasingly refer to ‘the Muslim and Asian community’,” she says. “This doesn’t really mean all Muslims; that’s clear from the languages they use. They don’t give information in Turkish, Hausa, Somali or Arabic, for example, if they’re offering advice on some practical issue affecting people from South Asia. It would be ludicrous if they did.”

Pragna Patel, also a member of SBS, says: “Muslims aren’t bound to a single identity given to them by Kalim Siddiqui and the Muslim Parliament.” Forcing pluralistic, multi-faceted groups to march behind a single banner may protect the self-proclaimed leaders but it’s likely to endanger the community as a whole, as well as compounding the difficulties of its most vulnerable members. In the name of creating a solid defence against a hostile outside world, dissidents or “deviants” are thrown out like sacrifices to the god racism. But since racism is caused by racists and not by their targets, it doesn’t matter how well behaved or united they are: the god turns out to be insatiable.

A version of this article appeared in New Statesman & Society, 1 May 1992
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