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Women of different faiths walk the rocky road to equality 

Kuala Lumpur, February 15 -- Laws are informed as much by the norms of modernity as they are by religion, said lawyer Madhu Mehra on the second day of the Musawah Global Meeting for Equality and Justice in the Muslim Family. 

Mehra, who is attached to the Asia Pacific Forum for Women, Law and Development, said that in the case of India, Hindu women had no access to divorce, were subject to polygamous marriages and could not inherit property until Hindu law was codified. This codification took place in 1955, just a few years after the nation’s independence. In the context of a new democracy, rights to divorce, monogamy and inheritance were safeguarded. 

Mehra also discussed the clout of community. Often, she said, the government would not institute change unless it was demanded by the community. She argued that this reasoning was faulty as it did not define who or what “community” was. Was it a majority of voices, or a small grouping with hefty political power? In determining this, it was important to remember that any “cultural context contains competing aspirations”. 
Hence, it is the state that must take on the role of arbiter in a situation of conflicting goals. The state, held accountable in a democratic system, plays a crucial role in initiating reform in society. 

This is one of the most valuable lessons of Musawah, she said. Acting from within the framework of religion, it challenges the notion that legitimacy only comes from those with the official stamp of authority. The movement suggests that men and women alike are vested with agency from God. Thus, community leadership, which the state is obliged to pay attention to, can come just as easily from women seeking equality and justice. 
Professor Deena Hurwitz, who teaches international human rights law at the University of Virginia, spoke about the central role that obligation or responsibility plays in Judaism. Following this line of argument, if fewer rights seem to be ostensibly vested in women, it is because, contextually, they had fewer responsibilities. 
On the modern Jewish marriage, she said that while it is officially accepted as a “covenant between two partners”, the union is also founded on Talmudic property law, which directly contradicts the essential aspect of equality. 

In fact, patriarchy still asserts a strong influence over most interpretations of the religion. Traditional Jewish law governs a woman’s modesty, her social and sexual relations and even her status after divorce. Without certain permissions from the husband, she is considered an adultress and her children bastards.
Hurwitz said that classical interpretations of Jewish family law is open to “enormous abuse” and can be “life-destroying”. 

In reaction to rabbinical tradition, which largely subscribes to “orthodoxy” (or “right belief”), Jewish feminism (which seeks “orthopraxis” or “right action”) is moving towards rule making as a shared process. 

Bhikkuni Dhammananda, the first Thai woman to be ordained a Theravadin nun, said that the Buddha himself gave ordination to both men and women, “because women were as capable of enlightenment as men.” 

The scholar of feminist perspectives in the Buddhist context, however, noted that this is hardly mentioned in contemporary teachings. 
Former president of Catholics for Choice, Frances Kissling, began her paper by drawing out the similarities between the global Catholic and Muslim communities. 

“There’s about a billion of you, a billion of us. That’s a lot of women if we were to get together and push for change,” said Kissling, who is currently a visiting scholar at the Center for Bioethics at the University of Pennsylvania.
Since an integral part of interfaith dialogue is utilising each group’s experience, Kissling also spoke about way-forward strategies. 
She shared two of the organisation’s goals: to represent a variety of views other than only those held by the Catholic Church hierarchy, and to change the positions of the Church on women’s sexuality and reproduction. 

Elaborating on the first, she said that though there are 65 million Catholics in the US and only 300 bishops, it is the second group in whose hands authority and political clout is concentrated. 
Ends/.
For more information, see the Musawah website: http://www.musawah.org.
