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Pragna Patel 
Much of what I have to say is based on the submission that Women Against Fundamentalism (WAF) and Southall black Sisters (SBS) made to the Commission on Integration and Cohesion. But I speak here on behalf of SBS.
We have considerable concerns about the issues of ‘Cohesion’ and ‘Faith’ and how it relates to the concept of equality. This is a very, very large area to cover so can only highlight some key points highlighted by SBS’ recent victory and its significance.

Introduction

What concerns us is the problematic cohesion and fighting extremism agenda  which appears to colour the state’s response to social issues and this has a profound impact on the rights of minority women in particular.

Before I talk specifically about gender equality, I would like to say that the entire cohesion debate is based on misconceptions and assumptions about cohesion, integration and notions of ‘community’. But this debate doesn’t address issues of racism or even human rights.

· Community is a term that is loaded . Which community and who decides who is included and who is excluded?
· Cohesion is a vacuous term: Why are minority communities seen as the problem and blamed for the lack of cohesion? 

· Integration as a term fell into disuse in the late 80s but has been revived again as part of the backlash against multiculturalism but it has become a euphemism for assimilation. Multiculturalism was not wonderful but at least as an approach to racism it had some progressive aspects to it. 
It is vital that we don’t just talk about cohesion but also talk about the ‘faith based approach. On the one hand, cohesion is promoted because the state does not wish to see segregation but what is really ironical is that what is being rejected in the name of cohesion is grass roots self organisation along ethnic and gender  and class lines. At the same time, segregation around religion and faith is positively encouraged – yet religious identities are even more exclusive and have the potential for communalising (encouraging organisation on the basis of religious identity) us completely – especially within the BME sector – even though many issues faced by different South Asian women for instance, are the same and have been addressed as part of a pan Asian identity. 

If someone was to ask me what is the greatest threat that you face today – I would have to argue that without a shadow of doubt it is the faith based approach and cohesion agenda in respect of social relations. 

SBS’ concerns stems directly from our day to day casework experience and our struggle to maintain a service for all black and minority women in a context where the rise in racism and the increasing politicisation of religion (a deeply reactionary and discriminatory) development worldwide, has resulted in the shrinking of secular spaces – a necessary precondition in our struggle for women’s human rights.   

Just a comment on human rights – it is a common myth to assume that human rights are western concepts – they may have origins in the enlightenment period but they have been fought for by progressive movements of men and women around the world. Universal human rights have evolved as a result of struggles around the world and are not ‘western’ concepts. 

Southall Black Sisters (SBS) is black and minority women’s organisation that has been in existence since 1979. In 1983, we set up a not for profit, advice, campaigning, resource and advocacy centre for black and minority women, with a particular focus on the needs of South Asian women. Whilst based in west London, an area with a large South Asian population, it has a national reach. The casework of SBS has highlighted flaws in community and state responses to the needs of black and minority communities, which has often ignored the plight of the most vulnerable within, especially women and children. Our casework focuses on issues of gender based violence and this includes specific forms of violence including honour based crimes and forced marriage and related problems such as religious and cultural pressures to conform, racism, homelessness, housing, matrimonial, child custody and immigration matters. Our work by its very nature has to address issues of multiple discrimination, involving the simultaneous experience of race, gender and other forms of discrimination. In our day to day casework, we are increasingly compelled to address as a matter of urgency, the rise of religious fundamentalism in minority communities in the UK and its impact on the curtailment of women and children’s human rights. For example, on a daily basis, we are witness to the impact that religion and religious fundamentalism has on amongst other things, the right to life, the right to be free from inhuman and degrading treatment, the right to choice in marriage, the right to private life, the right to freedom of expression, the right to an education and the right to a fair trial.

The cohesion and faith agenda 
On 18th July 2008 at the High Court, Southall Black Sisters (SBS) won an important legal challenge affirming its right to exist and continue its work.  Ealing Council had decided to withdraw funding from SBS – the only specialist provider of domestic violence services to black and minority women in Ealing – under the guise of developing a single generic service for all women in the borough.  The Council sought to justify its decision on the grounds of ‘equality’, ‘cohesion’ and ‘diversity’. 
Ealing Council’s cynical use of the government’s confused and contradictory ‘cohesion’ agenda to cut our funding has profound implications for the human rights of black and minority women in particular. 

While successful in forcing the Council to withdraw its decision and to re-think its policy These developments threaten our very right to organise and challenge abuses of power by state and community leaders. Secular spaces are literally being squeezed out of minority communities. 
The current drive towards ‘cohesion’ represents the softer side of the ‘war on terror’.  At its heart lies the promotion of a notion of integration based on the assumption that organising around race and ethnicity encourages segregation. At the same time, in the quest for allies, it seeks to reach out to a male religious (largely Muslim) leadership, and it thereby encourages a ‘faith’ based approach to social relations and social issues. This approach rejects the need for grassroots self organisation on the basis of race and gender inequality but institutionalises the undemocratic power of so called ‘moderate’ (authoritarian if not fundamentalist) religious leaders at all levels of society. The result is a shift from a ‘multicultural’ to a ‘multi-faith’ society : one in which civil society is actively encouraged to organise around exclusive religious identities, and religious bodies are encouraged to take over spaces once occupied by progressive secular groups and, indeed, by a secular welfare state. In the process, a complex web of social, political and cultural processes are reduced by both state and community leaders into purely religious values, while concepts of human rights, equality and discrimination are turned on their head. 

The problem with the state accommodation of religion – even so called moderate religious leaderships – is that they work against and not for equality and justice. Since 9/11, we have witnessed the rise of religious intolerance in all religions, which has in turn fostered a culture of fear and censorship. The failure of the British state to de-link the state from the Christian church – coupled with its anti-civil liberties agenda and disastrous foreign policies – has fuelled a faith based politics of resistance amongst Muslims. In the event, many have become ever more vigilant in the protection of their religious identity, as borne out by increasingly loud demands from religious and even fundamentalist leaders within black and minority communities. Such demands – for blasphemy laws, for state funding for separate religious schools, for female dress codes, and for customary laws for family affairs to name but a few – have nothing to do with challenging racism or poverty, but everything to do with ensuring that all state institutions accommodate ‘authentic’ religious identity: an identity which depends on the control of female sexuality. Such demands, by their very nature, deny the numerous progressive religious and even secular or feminist traditions that exist within minority communities. 

In this context, the sentiments recently expressed by the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Lord Chief Justice concerning Sharia law are very telling: in the rush to be tolerant or sensitive to religious difference, they create the space for the most reactionary and even fundamentalist religious leaders to take control of minority communities, and they enable a climate which allows religion to define our roles in both private and public spaces. Their sentiments appear contingent on the false assumption that black and minority cultures are intrinsically opposed to universal human rights principles, and that they do not contribute to the body of law based on such principles that now inform the English legal system. In doing so, they allow religious and cultural contexts to become the overriding framework within which those from ethnic and religious minorities are perceived, inevitably drawing on very narrow assumptions about religion and the role of women. 

[ I don’t have time to discuss the very worrying but growing attempts to institutionalise Sharia laws via the religious tribunals that are being set up in accordance with the Arbitration Act. But this has to be stopped in its tracks. Already anecdotal evidence suggests that they are used to prevent women from seeking accountability from community or state in relation to abuses that they experience within their marriage or families.]
It is these political developments that have compelled groups like SBS to defend vigorously the secular black anti-racist and feminist spaces that we created in the late 70s and which, until the 90s, we were able to take for granted. This is now our most important struggle in addressing gender-based violence, in the face of attempts by the state and religious leaders to corral us into specific reactionary religious identities in the name of ‘coehsion’,  The underlying assumption is that we live in a post racist, post feminist and classless society in which religion has been marginalised. This is the significance of our successful challenge to Ealing Council: it highlighted the urgent need to develop a politics of solidarity within and between communities which recognises that what is at stake is no less than the fight for secular, progressive, feminist and anti-racist values – a fight which is embodied in our name . 

Religion as an equality strand? 

I don’t know about Scotland but in England there is now a single Equality bill which may become law but whilst aspects of it are welcome, there are some very worrying parts to it. 

1. The current proposal fails to appreciate the fact that religion cannot be considered an ‘equality’ strand in the way that for instance race or gender can. In our view, the main distinction lies in the fact that race and gender or for that matter, disability or sexual orientation or age involves discrimination that is structural in nature. The inclusion and exclusion of social groups in any society is determined by the dominant but interrelated political, social, cultural and religious processes in which groups exist and over which they have no little or no choice. On the other hand, religion is a value system which in spite of reformist and liberal traditions, is practiced in many communities according to dominant interpretations which seek to institutionalise and legitimise an unequal political and social order based on race, caste, class, age and gender inequality For this reason, the state should play no part in promoting religion or belief or promoting the interests of religious or faith groups, many of which are right wing and hold extremist views. Religion is a private matter of choice and should remain that way in respect of public bodies and the exercise of their functions. 

2. By seeking to include religion in the promotion of equality, our concern is that the state will be signalling the view that the promotion of equality involves supporting organisations of a particular faith or belief even if they have beliefs that are profoundly exclusionary and discriminatory. By extending the equality duty to cover religion, the state will be implicated in promoting indirect discrimination and inequality and indeed in human rights violations, leading to a watering down of human rights standards where minority communities are concerned. 

The rise of religion as the main marker of identity and the consequent re-ordering of minority groups into religious or ‘faith communities’ has already shifted the relationship between state and minority communities. Local authorities and public bodies are promoting ‘equality’ and the related concept of ‘cohesion’ by encouraging and funding religious or faith based groups to shape public policy and run public services. Considerable government funds at the local and national level have been allocated precisely for this purpose: to build the capacity of ‘faith groups’ in order to encourage greater public participation. Yet the experiences of organisations such as ours show that religious institutions have colluded in the very discriminatory practices that women in particular have sought to challenge, including all forms of gender based violence (honour based violence, dowry related violence, forced marriage), child abuse, caste based practices, and other forms of harmful cultural and religious practices which lead to a denial of rights in areas such as marriage, divorce, child custody and inheritance. Our daily experience also shows that the needs of minority communities are increasingly articulated and mediated by self styled religious leaders and the state. Our fear is that ultimately local authorities will increasingly equate the right to religion with the promotion of equality. 

When I raised these concerns with the Government Equalities Office, I was met with the following response: What is the harm if say, a Muslim or Sikh or any other religious group sets up an organisation that receives funding by a local authority as part of its duty to promote equality? There is no harm in any group organising in accordance with its identity as long as it is lawful. Religious organisations do make contributions to society by helping to combat poverty and homelessness for instance, but they do this whilst remaining in the private sector, raising funds through their own membership and from other sources such as charities. Most importantly, their users are free to exercise choice in whether or not they wish to use their services. But what is harmful is the fact that in the name of equality, religious groups are being brought into the public domain through public funding to provide services on the basis of their religious ethos and belief systems. The danger is that through need and individual circumstances coupled with a lack of alternatives, users will have no choice but to use the services offered by religious organisations. Needless to say, those who do not share the ethos and values of such organisations will find themselves discriminated and excluded. For minority women who face abuse and violence, the response may be a matter of life and death. For example, religious institutions within minority communities believe in keeping the family or marriage together at any cost. The result is that they will try and mediate between couples and compel women to stay in a marriage or risk being ostracised and harmed, if they do not conform to strict religious and social codes of conduct. This is one reason why suicide rates amongst South Asian women are up to three times the national average in the UK. In such circumstances, public bodies are unlikely to intervene in the religious affairs of a community for fear of causing ‘offence’. It is more likely that the public body will consider itself as having discharged its duty to promote ‘equality’ by recognising the right of the group to manifest its religion and provide services accordingly. In the process secular groups like ours who seek to organise within a secular framework will be deemed to be ‘inauthentic’ and ‘unrepresentative’ of minority communities and thus receive a less than favourable response when applying for public funding. The result is that there will be little or no human rights protection and a lowering standard of service for the most vulnerable in our communities who will become even more powerless.

SBS has had experience of precisely this in Ealing in July this year, when at the same time as seeking to withdraw the funding of SBS, on the grounds that we undermined ‘equality’ and ‘cohesion’, Ealing Council, paradoxically, also sought to encourage the creation of Muslim women’s groups on the grounds of promoting ‘equality’ and ‘cohesion’. We cannot therefore expect or trust local authorities or other public bodies to ensure that their understanding and implementation of religion as an equality duty will not lead to other forms of oppression and discrimination. 
SBS’ recent experience is an invaluable example of what can go wrong. (See the judgement from Lord Justice Moses enclosed). What is particularly significant about our legal challenge is that it took a High Court judge to ensure that the notions of race and gender equality remained progressive and were not completely turned on their head. Our fear is that if this is occurring with a group like ours that enjoys a relatively high profile, the situation will be much worse in areas where groups like ours do not exist and where the dominant religious leadership is all powerful. In areas where religious and faith based institutions are dominant players in the community, the threat of a community backlash and allegations of ‘Islamaphobia’ or ‘religious discrimination’, will ensure that local authorities cave into demands especially if votes banks are threatened. 

In other areas, we have already witnessed the spectacle of those who hold religious beliefs refusing to promote gay rights or provide goods or services on the basis of their religious beliefs. For example, we recently witnessed the case of the Christian Registrar in Islington who refused to marry same sex couples under the Civil Partnership Act because it amounted to religious discrimination against her. When religion is blindly regarded as an ‘equality’ strand, it will in the present political climate, dominate the ways in which social issues are addressed and lead to the promotion of different standards of equality and rights. The judgement in this case showed how religion is being allowed to trump other rights, in this case the rights of gay and lesbian people to equal treatment and dignity. 

The political climate is such that at present, there is little room for dissent within minority communities but it is women who will fare the worst since they have only their voices as tools of dissent. For an account of how religion is used to effectively to clamp down on dissent and create an atmosphere of fear and intimidation, see the long list of attempts to clamp down on women and dissenters within minority communities, although these events are by no means just limited to minority communities. This is why we also opposed the Incitement to Religious Hatred Act because we knew that it would be used to clamp down on dissenters- especially women. If the equality duty is extended to include religion, the state will be empowering certain individuals and groups who wish to consolidate their own power base and push a particularly authoritarian and patriarchal if not fundamentalist agenda to clamp down on dissent within their own communities and this includes women and children’s demands to live free from abuse and violence. 

Embracing religion as an equality strand will therefore raise fundamental questions which in practice will, create more problems than it will solve. Who decides which religions or beliefs are to be recognised in the interest of promoting equality? The state, community leaders or groups that seek to use the religion in order to foster a particular identity? How will competing equality strands which will inevitably arise be dealt with? Our experience tells us that local authorities will more readily listen to self styled leaders who shout the loudest, and who claim to be the representatives of their communities and have no interest in promoting equality for all within their communities.

3. Nor is it sufficient for a public body to take a ‘tick boxed’ approach to equality since the inequality and discrimination that is practiced is not always transparent. Increasing transparency in relation to equality issues is the rationale offered by the Government: “to tackle inequality, we must be able to see it”. Our concern is that extending the equality duty to cover religion and beliefs will not increase transparency but decrease it. We are more likely to witness a growth of inequality which will not be transparent.  

4. Another problem that will be extremely difficult for public bodies to manage is the need to distinguish between religious and racial discrimination. Often what is taken to be religious discrimination is not religious but racial. The two are often indistinguishable. A very good example of this is the TUC report Poverty, Exclusion and British People of Pakistani and Bangladeshi Origin published in 2005 which tried to show that that many people from substantial parts of the Muslim community suffer massive disadvantage and

discrimination: 69 per cent classified as poor compared with 22 per cent of the country as a whole. Overall British Muslims are three times more likely to be unemployed than the population as a whole.  However, as research from the Working Lives Institute demonstrates, the fact that large sections of Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities happen to be Muslim does not in itself explain their position within the labour market. They have a very particular experience of long term unemployment which is interlinked with the timing of their migration, their large scale employment in declining industrial sectors and areas such as textiles and nothing at all to do with their religious identity
. Similarly there is a widespread view that Bangladeshi and Pakistani women are discriminated against in the labour market and are therefore overrepresented in home working because they are Muslim. This is not borne out by the reality. Our experience shows that that class, regional economic conditions, patterns of ethnic migration, family structures involving unequal gender roles and the imperatives of the market all play a significant role in determining why some women are less likely to be in paid employment outside the home. 
Our view is that the main reason why racial discrimination is characterised as religious discrimination is because religion has become a central category of political mobilisation and has become the dominant means by which inequality and exclusion is expressed. Yet a proper interrogation of a particular act of discrimination is more likely than not to reveal discrimination of the grounds of race or ethnicity. The tendency to fuse racial and religious discrimination therefore often serves to mask the former. These difficulties and distortions will pose significant problems for policy makers charged with promoting religious equality.
I hope that this presentation will give us food for thought and look forward to our discussion.
� The Impact of Religion on Trade Unions. Mary Davies and Sukhwant Dhaliwal. Working Lives Institute. 2007
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