TALKING THE WALK, The Grassroots Language of Feminism © Marilyn Cassiman 2008
Except Pat Two, Chapter 6; The New Backwardness pp.71-74

MARILYN CASSELMAN

TALK ING
THE
WALK

THE
GRASSROOTS LANGUAGE
OF
FEMINISM

FREEBORN RJUBLISHING
NEW YORK MONTREAL



TALKING THE WALK, The Grassroots Language of Feminism © Marilyn Cassiman 2008
Except Pat Two, Chapter 6; The New Backwardness pp.71-74

THE NEW BACKW ARDNESS

In 2004, thegovernment of theProvince of Ontario, Canada, sough to recognizelslamic
law, “sharia,” as pat of the Arbitration Act, for the purposes d resdving family disputes.
In theory, decisions based on principles of thelslamic religion would have to confom to the
CaradanCharter of Rights ard Freedoms. (The Charter entrenches and protects bast rights
guaranteedto all Canadians andis part of the Constitution Act, 1982.) Tribunal (sharia)
decisions would then berecognized by the regular Ontario courts.

Shariais an inflexible body of medieval rules of law which Muslim scholars claim were
laid down by the RophetMohamed. It is basedonthe Koran and Muslimsbelieve t provides
divine rules for behavior. It is misagynistic, disaiminates against women and for many is a
brutal form of totalitarianism. Promoters of Islam in Western countries have been working
toward integrating sharia into democratic legislation for years. To furthe thdr Ontario
agenda, they st up the Islamic Ingtitute of Civil Justice, training arbitrators in sharia and
Canadian avil law.

This is afundamentalist drive. There areover 1250 mosques in the U.S. ard Carada.
Most of ther financial sypport cames from Saudi Arabia, Libya, and other regimes which
assert Islam and Islamic law in its traditiond form. This has led to a right-wing, social-
conservative movement that does not recognize tolerart versions of Islam

While the sharia debate was playing itself out, | was preser at a speet givenby Homa
Arjomand, Coordinator of thelnternationa Campaign against Sharia Court in Canada, and
oneof themog vocd opponents of theplan. Bornin Iran, sheknows about theconditons of
living under sharia firsthand. She endured it until she esapel her home courtry ard fled to
Canada Shenow lives in Toronto, where she works with immigrant Muslim women and
children in distress.

In her presentation, Ms. Arjomandtold theaudienewhy this sharia plan must be detaed
and recited a shameful litany of the abuse, imprisonment, violence, deprivation and
unthinkable subjugation suffered by women ard girlsin Toronto. The nosharia.com webste
describes what life is like for women living unde this system. It also describes theactionsthe
organizationistakingagaing sharia, honor killings, polygamy andotherlife and dedh issues
that Muslim women suffer around the world and here at hame. (In 2006, Homa Arjomand
washonored asOntario’s Humarist of the Year.)

As for theCanadian Charter of Rightsand Freedoms protecing these women, that is pie
inthe sky. It doesn't now ard will not, unless these women escape the tyramy of Islanic law
being practiced in ther families and communities. And after tha? The Charter has no
prectical applcation which prevents incidents d repressn, oppressn ard violence against
women, whatevertheir religion or sodety may be.

Shariawas tirown out in thefall 2005ard in early 2006, Onario repesled all rdigious-
based tribunds fromtheArbitration Act. Said Attorney Genaral Michad Bryant,” When it
comes to fanily law arhitrations in this province, thereis only onelaward thatis Caradan
law."
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The cakamamie idea to graft Islamic law onto the Canadian jugtice sysem owes
itsdf to the Canadian habit of bowing down to the trinity of diversity, tolerance and
multiculturalism, which is government cutural policy. In the sharia case, it goes like
this: “cultural diversity requiresthat Muslim law be accordedthe same reged as other
legal systems.” This, in ademocracy. Theideais & bakward as slaria itsdlf.

“Thisisan abuse of multiculturalism. . .. Thereisalack of courage [on the
part of governments], and al® a fear of offending Mudim sensitivities.” Alia
Hogben, Presdent, Canadian Council of Muslim Women

“1 chose to come to Canada because of multiculturalism. . . . But when |
camehee, | realized how much damage multiculturalism isdoingto women.
I'm againgt it grongly now. It hasbecome a barrier to women's rights.”
Homa Arjomand

Source: Our Own Correspondence, BBC Radio 4, 26 August 2004

During their push, the Islamic power brdkers wsel arother titillating tadic to
persuade the politically correct Canadian congiousness. They proposed that Canada
would be a good place to work on fourteen hundred years of underdevelopment, as
de<ribed ly afermele Muslim acaderic, anonymously quotedin the ame BBC4 news
report menfioned dove.

Thisis a chance for usto develop a progressive and tolerant form of
sharia .. . consistent with 21°' century notions of gender equality. . . .
Thiswill force Canadian Muslimsto define wio theyare. It could even
be a Canadian contibution to an Idamic reformation.

No thanks, babe. Go find some othe place willing to destroy itself so you can dig
your way up out of the pre-medieval hole you've found yoursdf in. And goodluck.

Thepant of telling this sbry is tocame back to the paint of feminist knowledge. It
is rot only important that we recagnize this isste, as it patains tothe oppressian of a
specific group of women living here ard abrad Or that acepting theocracy into
Canadawould erode our common democtatic values,such asthey are. What is equdly
important is urderstanding the implications d sud a venture, which run far ard deep.
First d all, sucess h Ontario would beusel as a precedent for pditical Islam to push
its agendato gain a foothold in the justice systems in the rest of Canada and inded,
around the Westan world. Next, ishow Canadian women see themsédves in the context
of this entireissue. | broughtup thesharia subject with avariety of mainstream women.
They had vague or no interest in it: the it-doesn’t-affect-us or it-can’t-happen-here
syndrome. In fact, they usualy seemed perplexed about why | was even brought it up.

Femirist knowledge recognizesthat all religions oppresswomen adtha theccracies
have theright to cortrol women by law and according to male dictates. Tha, done is
sufficient to make anyone fight to keep religion out of government and protectthe basic
democratic principle of the separation o church and state from collapsing.
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Thee are furthe implications hee. The standard of women’s equdity tha apply
here areones that women have fought for and still do. The levels of oppression that
women bring with them from other countries ard perpetuatein North Americansociety
are na acceptable. Somewhere between the democratic principles of equality and
women and girls who stay in the hause because they are told they can't go ou, give
everythingthey earn to thar husbands marry beforethey’ve even developed physcally,
or walk ten paass, head bowed, behind their husbarnd on the American ard Caradan
streetsisaproblem. Regardless of how, why andwhencethese women have cometo live
in sud circumstances bes rot change the fact that they live here ard reflect upm us.
Theyre “we” Theyarena only symbolsof misogyny and discriminationin the alture,
but thereal thing. They have a civic responsibility to uphdd women’s equdity and if
they don’t know this, it’s time they learned.

Whenl first head about the llamist power play in the simmer of 2004, | wrote a
letter to the editors d several newspapes:

. . . Every foreign woman who enters this country with theintention of
settling here shoud be given a primer on citizenship the moment she
arrives. Sheshoud be informed that freedomand justice already have
a nmearing here ard it didn't just arrivein somebody's suitcase. It was
fought for and evolved over centuries on this soil.

That heein this democracy, freedomis adifferent venture for women:
that our podtion in society has notbeen, noris it now, equal to that of
men becaus of gender prgudce. That we have had to commit to
struggleto dotain and maintain our rights and as a result of doingso,
have transformed this scciety and its laws in ways that could hardly be
imagined anly fifty years ago.

That submissive roles are not admired and perpetuate a backdide in
womeris equality that causes damage D our sodety and the alded
burden of redefining batles we were already winning. That
submissiveress excavatesmisogyny from depthsthat this society should
long ago have buried and left dead. That obliviousness and denial of
thisredity and womens sovereignty are notan option hereand that we
detest the encroachment of any repressiveideologies into our persoral,
pubic ard pditical lives.

Then shecango to themotd with her old manard have a vely debate
about what it meansto live in a free country.

End Excerpt The New Backvardness



