
Women Aga i n s t F u n d a m e n t a l i s m s
Gita Sahgal is a writer, a ct i v i s t and bro a d c a s t e r,
originally from India and now settled in England. S h e
has been an act i ve member of Southall Black Sisters a n d
Women aga i n s t Fu n d a m e nt a l i s m s. This year she came to
speak at G l a s gow University in the Series on Gender and
G l o b a l i s at i o n o rganised by the Int e r n ational Ce nt re fo r
Gender & Wo m e n’s Studies. Robin Sen spoke to her t h e re.

Robin Sen: Can you tell me about your wo rk with
Southall Black Sisters?

Gita Sahgal: I’m not a member of Southall Black
S i s t e r s n ow but I was a ve ry active member for a
good ten ye a rs .Th ey ’ re ve ry important as they ’ re a
s e c u l a r, l a rg e ly A s i a n ,o rganisation which have
s e rved the community in Southall on issues of
domestic violence and all the related issues:
p ove r t y, i m m i gra t i o n , policing etc. w h i ch come out
a round that. Wh a t ’s particularly important ab o u t
the group is that while we we re secular, we drew
people from Sikh, Hindu and Muslim back-
gro u n d s , and that’s one of the joys of being in
B r i t a i n , that you can make these cross connec-
t i o n s .N ow new refugees have come into the are a ,
so for example you have Somali women coming in
using the centre .

The organisation has also wo rked a lot with the
local estates where there are a lot of mixed ra c e
k i d s . For instance, t h e re are white wo rking class
m o t h e rs of black sons who we re getting into tro u-
ble with the police, and Southall Black Sisters h ave
wo rked with them on a number of issues.

We we re also invo l ved in the founding of a
group called Women Against Fundamentalisms
a round the time of the Rushdie A f fair in 1989. We
felt it was important to stress that the group we re
wo rking in the context of Britain as a Christian
s t a t e . So the problem is not just of fundamen-
talisms within minority religions but that the actu-
al structure of the state is Christian—it has a
b l a s p h e my law, it protects Christianity, it enfo rc e s
acts of Christian wo rship in sch o o l s . So we we re
a rguing with other women about the way mu l t i c u l-
t u ralism in Britain was used to police and silence
m i n o r i t i e s , rather than produce a genuine mixing
of people who could challenge the orthodox i e s
within their own commu n i t i e s .

RS: As an Asian wo m a n , wo rking within a secular
feminist tra d i t i o n , is it hard to find an identity
within the Asian community as an atheist?

GS: I don’t think so because there are plenty of
people like me within it. I t ’s been buried now, b u t
when people came to this country they had poli-
tics with them. People that came into the fa c t o r i e s
in areas like Southall came from the left.Th ey
came from nationalist tra d i t i o n s ,t h ey came fro m
C o m munist tra d i t i o n s , eve ry single variety of
Marxism was re p resented in the early I n d i a n
Workers’ Associat i o n s.

We clashed with the Indian Wo r k e r s ’
A s s o c i at i o n s because they didn’t want to re c og n i s e
domestic violence—they we re ve ry socially conser-
va t ive in terms of fa m i ly life—but they we re politi-
c a l ly radical in other way s , so there we re things
we could relate to.

During the Rushdie A f fair we defended
R u s h d i e ’s right to write as part of our right to cri-
tique our own traditions and in defence of our sec-
ular tra d i t i o n s — we ’ ve come out of ra d i c a l
t raditions that we bring with us. People told us
that the stand we took would put us outside the

c o m mu n i t y, but it actually meant more Muslim
women came to us, and we didn’t lose any Muslim
c l i e n t s .

RS: Do you think religious identity is becoming
m o re fix e d ?

GS: I think it is.When I was at unive rsity in the
70s there we re national gro u p s , Indian Student
A s s o c i at i o n s and Pakistani Student Associations a n d
stuff like that, and we actually we re from India
and Pakistan rather than British A s i a n s .N ow
t h e re are many more British Asians at the unive r-
sities and you’ll find many more Muslim groups of
d i f f e rent kinds, t h e re will be a Hindu Students’
Fe d e rat i o n w h i ch is ve ry active on the campuses—I
cannot imagine these existing in the ‘70s or eve n
e a rly ‘ 8 0 s .

RS: One of the things New Labour has done is to
support the creation of single faith sch o o l s . Do yo u
see anything positive in this?

GS: No, I think it’s a disaster. Again there is the
i n fluence of Christianity within the state system,
the existence of vo l u n t a ry controlled Christian
s chools who can pick and choose who they take in
has been one of the fundamental pro b l e m s . I
think one of the reports on Bra d fo rd [following the
‘ race’ riots in the north of England in the Summer of
2 0 0 1 ] pointed this out—that segregation has
o c c u r red because the Christian schools have
a t t racted white kids and A f ro - C a r i bbean kids to
them and left the local state schools being totally
A s i a n . So it leads to a sort of racial divide within
the school system.

Single faith schools are however also partly a
response to ve ry active Islamic, Hindu and Sikh
o rganisations that are arguing for these schools to
be set up.Th e re ’s an argument that you can cre a t e
a more positive identity from within those sch o o l s ,
but I don’t buy it. I think the kind of identity
d eveloped in, for ex a m p l e , a Muslim school cuts
out the lived Islam of the Subcontinent which is
a c t u a l ly a ve ry dive rse Islam.

RS: Th e re have been a number of issues concern-
ing religion and race relations since New Lab o u r
came to powe r — B l a i r ’s discourse on Christianity,
the treatment of asylum seeke rs , the ‘ race riots’
over the Summer of 2001—do you think those
things are connected in any way ?

GS: I think that Blair has moved the arg u m e n t
f rom race to re l i g i o n , so Blair looks at re l i g i o u s
minorities rather than racial minorities. I think
that movement has come about partly because the
minorities are asserting themselves in a re l i g i o u s
vo i c e . But that ties in with Blair’s own thinking.

I think that the general Christian ethic which is
being asserted, and the promotion of faith sch o o l s
along side that, is a disaster. At the same time that
the Government talks of adopting British norms
and so on, t h ey ’ re actually dividing Britain up
m o re and more into different religious gro u p i n g s .
I think it is hard for those of us who are atheists
and who want to live in a genu i n e ly mu l t i c u l t u ra l
society with interracial mixing, to find a space
within that.

RS: Th e re ’s a seeming contradiction between the
assertion of ‘Britishness’ on the one hand and the
way the economy is now dominated by mu l t i n a-
tional companies on the other. Do you think that
as the economy becomes more global people feel

the need to draw a sense of national identity clos-
er? 

GS: I think in England there re a l ly has been a
l o s s , with the founding of the Scottish Pa rl i a m e n t
and the Welsh A s s e m b ly. People don’t re a l ly know
what to be English means any m o re .Th e re have
been a lot of blind alleys that certain kinds of
rather sterile, state forms of anti-racism have
t a ke n .The people who originally opposed ra c i s m
we re not mere ly anti-racists but had a vision of
something else.

M i s t a kes have been made in failing to look at
white ex c l u s i o n .This is a Gove r n m e n t — for all its
talk—that is not interested in the white wo rk i n g
c l a s s , or the people who are not wo rking class any-
m o re as they ’ ve lost their jobs and don’t have a
place in the wo rl d . And I don’t think it cares ab o u t
Asian socially excluded people either, other than
rapping them over the knu ck l e s . It worries ab o u t
them because it doesn’t want riots and [ s o ] it will
put re s o u rces into them. But the forms thro u g h
w h i ch they try and mobilise around these
gro u p s — t h rough community leaders who are
a l re a dy discredited and through religious leader-
s h i p — a re not necessarily effective .

The offset of this is that there is going to be a
re s u rgence in forms of racial and religious identi-
t y.

RS: Yo u ’ ve talked about left-wing traditions in
both the Asian and A f ro - C a r i bbean commu n i t i e s .
Do you think there is a possibility of the re fo r m a-
tion of these communities around political issues? 

GS: I hope there is. We see signs, t h e re was some
attempt at having a Civil Rights Mov e m e n t t h a t
came out of the struggles of families for justice
over issues of policing and deaths in police cus-
t o dy.

But I think that if we don’t take on board some
of the difficult things within our own societies—
and one of the key issues is the religious rev iva l
and the growth of fundamentalist move m e n t s —
then we re a l ly wo n ’t be able to fo r mulate a new
m ove m e n t .
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