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It's No Good! 

It's no good, the women are in eruption, 
and those that have been good so far 
now begin to steam ominously, 
and if they're over forty-five, hurl great stones into the air 
which are very like to hit you on the head as you sit 
on the very slopes of the matrimonial mountain 
where you've sat peacefully all these years. 

Vengeance is mine, saitn the Lord, 
but the women are my favorite vessels of wrath. 

D.H.Lawrence, An Introduction to Poetry (1885-1930) 
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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines selected contemporary feminist writings in 

Christianity, Islam and Hiliduism. The purpose of this study is to define 

the similarities and differences in these writings, in the scholars' 

concerns and in their methods, in order to demonstrate that contextual 

diversity is often considered a strength within the feminist movement, and 

to illustrate that feminism creates a common ground for ecumenical 

dialogue. In order to contextualize the issues which Christian, Muslim 

and Hindu feminists consider to be primary, an overview of traditional, 

patriarchal views of the feminine in each of these religions is provided, 

followed by an examination of the impact such views have had on women 

living within these patriarchally-defined religions and cultures. It is 

shown that each religion has historically legitimized its patriarchal view 

of the feminine by claiming divine sanction for the hierarchical social 

and ecclesiastical ordering of the sexes. This religious claim of a 

natural order has made it historically difficult for women to perceive the 

patriarchal paradigm as unjust, much less challenge its validity. 

The third section of each chapter depicts the variety of concerns 

expressed and methods employed by feminists from these three religions. 

These issues and methods are compared in the conclusion, and it is here 

that we see that diversity as well as similarity can contribute in a 

positive way to ecumenical dialogue amongst feminists. From this thesis, 

feminism emerges as an analytical tool which is being eagerly applied to 

contemporary cross-cultural, trans-religious studies. 

ii 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Contemporary women from different religious backgrounds express 

their spirituality in a number of ways. This diversity of spiritual 

expressions arises in part because of particular faith paradigms, cultural 

experiences and historical perspectives. At the same time, affinities are 

to be found in women's religious experiences as, for example, in their 

common questions and struggles, in their critiques of religious 

traditions, and in their aspirations for change. Commonality arises 

particularly in the emergence of feminist criticism as a tool of analysis 

applied to religion, in the formulation of specific questions regarding 

how a religion has tended to view the feminine and in assessing the 

implications of these views for women. 

This thesis examines a selection of contemporary feminist writings 

found within Christianity, Islam and Hinduism and identifies some parallel 

concerns within these three religions that can be defined as feminist. An 

examination of select religious issues pertaining to women and found in 

these writings is followed by a comparison of feminist analyses applied to 

these issues. Very quickly, we note the need to examine what is 

distinctive as well as what is similar in feminist theories and 

methodologies, both within a single religion and between religions. A 

descriptive and comparative style has thus been employed, and questions 

which have informed the contents of this thesis have revolved around the 

similarities and differences of religious feminist thought, given the 

contextual differences in culture, history and religious sensitivities; 

whether the diversity in feminist methodologies and concerns is considered 

a strength, rather than a weakness of feminism; and most importantly, 

whether there is a common basis for dialogue amongst feminists of 

different faith backgrounds. This thesis will define some of the 

1 
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2 

similarities and differences in contemporary feminist thought within 

Christianity, Islam and Hinduism in order to claim that diversity in 

issues and methodologies can be considered a strength of feminism which 

facilitates ecumenical dialogue. 

For this study to succeed, we must first define feminism. This term 

is found in several contexts and in each case it is imbued with various 

shades of meaning. The basic component upon which all feminists would 

seem to agree is a rejection of the patriarchal assertion that the 

feminine nature is inherently inferior to the masculine nature. 

Feminists may not be able to agree on much more than this initial 

rejection of patriarchy, and even then they often disagree on both the 

origin of, and the alternatives to, patriarchy. 

The ideology of patriarchy denies women the same degree of social 

power that men enjoy. This denial is legitimized by the hierarchical 

assumption that there is a natural order to the world and to society which 

places men in a role superior to that of women. One of the tasks of being 

male is to control females and all other inferior beings (children, 

animals, the environment) in order for society to run smoothly. Feminists 

claim that organized religions have tended to support a patriarchal 

ideology by declaring that this natural order is divinely ordained. Not 

only have religions legitimized patriarchy, they argue, but political 

structures have tended to be patriarchal as well. Some feminists have 

attempted to make connections between ancient political structures, such 

as the Latin pater families and contemporary patriarchal politics.' These 

feminists will also claim that although there have always been strong 

women who have been able to escape these sorts of religious and political 

control mechanisms, women as a whole have generally not been able to 

assert their equal human potential. 
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3 

Having identifed patriarchy as the source of women's oppression, 

feminists move on to criticize all areas of life in light of tills 

discovery: philosophy, political theory and action, biology, psychology, 

history, and so on. Feminism thereby emerges as an analytical tool 

applicable to all academic disciplines. 

While there may be a consensus that identifies patriarchy as an 

oppressive force against women, there are diverse analyses of patriarchy. 

Numerous streams of feminism are found throughout the modern world and 

this multiplicity is paralleled in each of our selected religions. For 

example, Marxist-socialist feminists emphasize the economic aspects of 

women's oppression and trace it to the capitalistic class system which, in 

the arena of gender, considers women to be the private property of men and 

a commodity of the capitalist system. Marx's theories of exploitation and 

alienation are applied to women as a class based on gender rather than 

economics.2 This analysis offers an explanation for women's lack of 

social power in patriarchal societies, since power is directly linked to 

one's ability to control the circumstances of one's life3 or, in Marx's 

terms, the means of production. In the context of religion and in the 

body of this thesis, we see a form of Marxist feminism in the writings of 

Muslim activist, Nawal el Saadawi, who has clearly been influenced by a 

Marxist understanding of the connections between economics, religion, 

power and gender. 

The majority of feminists would be likely to classify themselves as 

liberal feminists, our second category of theorists. Liberal feminists 

work within the system for change. The countless women's movements found 

throughout the world are comprised of mainly liberal feminists because the 

agenda of such movements is usually aimed at changing specific social 

conditions for women rather than subverting the structural paradigm of 

patriarchy. Because this type of feminism attempts to change the system 

from within, its adherents are able to work alongside those who may not 

consider themselves feminists. To be part of a women's movement does not 
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necessarily pinpoint one as a particular type of feminist, or even as a 

feminist at all. Numerous women's movements found in different countries 

are often not informed by a definitive social analysis or a particular 

feminist philosophy. Sometimes, one central issue which women of all 

walks of life rally around, such as public education or universal daycare, 

may motivate political action. A striking example is the variety of 

women's organizations in India, led predominantly by middle class women 

who do not necessarily agree with each other philosophically or even 

politically. Similarly, the Canadian National Action Committee on the 

Status of Women attracts a variety of women with dissimilar viewpoints. 

In the context of religion, those feminists who continue to work 

within the parameters of their faith tradition may also be considered 

liberal feminists. Generally, religious liberal feminists seek to show 

the compatibility between their religion and their feminist thought, and 

to justify their efforts by attempting to rediscover the original intent 

of their faith tradition. Their methods include a re-evaluation of sacred 

texts, myths, religious laws and female religious personnas in an effort 

to re-establish what they believe are essential religious truths of 

equality. Their arguments thus rely on interpreting the spirit of their 

faith and challenging traditional doctrines, laws or mythology. The 

perceived necessity for reform reveals a personal investment in their 

faith traditions. In this sense, they attempt to legitimize their 

ideology just as the patriarchs did before them. 

A third stream of feminist philosophy is found in radical feminism 

which considers the privilege of power to be determined by one's 

biological sex. Patriarchy here is seen to have evolved long before any 

modern economic or social system, issuing from the biological differences 

between the sexes. It is women's reproductive role which has limited 

their choices in lifestyle as well as related them to the world of nature, 

considered inferior to the male world of civilization and society.' 

Viewing biology rather than economics as a determining factor in sexual 
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oppression has resulted in some feminist attempts to reclaim women's 

natural functions, and to elevate the perceived feminine connect:,:m to 

nature (between, for example, a woman's menstrual cycle and the cycles of 

the moon, the ocean, etc.).5 In this way, radical feminists tend to 

reverse the traditional stereotyping of men and women, and may even place 

greater value on women. Women's actions are sometimes viewed as 

inherently communal, cooperative and non-competitive, while men are 

naturally competitive and aggressive. According to this field of thought, 

any reclamation of society must therefore be initiated by women in terms 

of the feminine nature, however that might be defined. 

While the majority of scholars examined in this thesis fall under 

the category of liberal, reformist feminists, it is helpful for us to note 

that not all feminists remain within their faith traditions. The 

rejection of religion has an impact on those who remain within the faith. 

This may be because their actions can be viewed either positively, as an 

alternative to remaining loyal to their tradition when the struggle seems 

impossible, or negatively, as examples of those who have abandoned their 

faith. For this reason (and only in the case of Christianity), we briefly 

examine the works of scholars who have shifted to what could be called a 

radical or counter-cultural perspective. Some feminist scholars from 

Christianity have abandoned their religion because its doctrinal structure 

declares certain orthodox doctrines, which they perceive as problematic, 

to be essential.6 The frequent and lively debates between Christian 

feminists and radical, post-Christian feminists is often not possible 

between Muslim reform feminists and those who demand radical reform. 

While post-Christian Mary Daly has the political freedom to renounce 

Christianity by creating a "new time/new space"' based on women's ability 

to rescue the human psyche, a Muslim feminist attempting a similar 

paradigm shift may fear for her life. Nawal el Saadawi, for example, has 

declared her intolerance of Islamic patriarchy and has experimented with 

what might develop into a Muslim counter-cultural movement, i.e. pre-
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Islamic goddess worship, with the consequence that Saadawi has been exiled 

from Egypt. Similarly, Muslim feminist scholars like Dr. Leila Ahmed 

admit that their sharp criticisms of Islam are only possible because they 

live in a North American country, in a sense exiled from their native 

lands because of the rising popularity of extremist fundamentalism. 

The term counter-cultural may be somewhat misleading in the context 

of Hinduism because of its mythological rather than doctrinal base and the 

tradition of adaptation and integration which allows for religious 

variances within rather loosely defined boundaries. Because of this, some 

Hindu feminists find it possible to focus on a new universal viewpoint 

classified as 'women's ethics." This is evident, for example in the works 

of Devaki Jain, who continues to use the Hindu symbology while advocating 

a universal feminism. 

This thesis primarily focusses on feminists who apply one of these 

three forms of analysis to their religion -- Marxist, liberal and radical. 

It should be noted, however, that other forms of analyses are often 

applied to religion and to feminism as well. Labels such as Marxist, 

liberal or radical are not always useful, and because diverse disciplines 

are employed in feminist analyses, may even be misleading in the study of 

religious feminism. Indeed, labelling and stereotyping is discouraged by 

most feminists. Further, the selection of scholars within these three 

interpretive categories is in no way intended to definitively demarcate 

feminism as either Marxist or liberal or radical. 

Whether religious feminist scholars decide to remain within their 

religious tradition or abandon its teachings depends to a large extent on 

what they identify as their central concern -- recaiming the importance 

of women's experiences, the reformation of their faith, or some 

combination of the two. This sort of struggle is evident in all of the 

feminist writings included in this thesis. 
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As we will see, then, there is a living and moving connection 

between feminist theories, religious feminism and women's movements. A 

Christian East Indian woman explains: 

The energy that has shaped feminist theology and the politics that has 
determined its hermeneutical principles are defined by the secular 
women's movement.' 

The scholars of religion represented in this thesis are naturally 

influenced by ongoing debates in the secular world, and often will apply 

a Marxist, liberal, radical or some other form of interpretation of their 

religion. Any analysis of religious feminism must therefore acknowledge 

this dynamic exchange within contemporary feminist thought. 

Having identified the basic premise of feminism as the rejection of 

male superiority, we move to the next common feature of religious 

feminism: the assertion that certain religious teachings have encouraged 

followers to accept gender-defined roles for men and women, instilling in 

them notions of proper or improper social conduct. While these roles have 

been traditionally legitimated through certain religious doctrines, 

feminist scholars have challenged both the usefulness and the accuracy of 

these interpretations in revealing essential religious truths. Just such 

a challenge was issued by existentialist philosopher Simone de Beauvoir 

who rejected the view of woman as the other and who in 1952 wrote: 

The drama of woman lies in this conflict between the fundamental 
aspirations of every subject (ego) -- who always regards the self as 
the essential -- and the compulsions of a situation in which she is 
the inessential.' 

Most religious feminists recognize the development of gender as a social 

construct and all are committed to viewing women as active subjects rather 

than objectified beings within society. 

Feminist scholars of religion move on to reject, in varying degrees, 

the patriarchal social and ecclesiastical power structures 

institutions, scriptures, traditions which have supported sexual 

inequalities in their cultures. Just as gender was given divine sanction, 
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so too are the patriarchal structures of many organized religions viewed 

as socially constructed rationalizations rather than divine plans. For 

example, feminists view the theological chain of command that 

traditionally begins with the divine and apparently is conveyed primarily 

through men as an imposed patriarchal reading of scripture. The exclusive 

right which men have claimed to enter the priesthood, to become imams or 

to live as temple priests is seen to arise from an application of cultural 

rather than essential religious truths. 

A comparison of the historical development of patriarchal religions 

to an egalitarian interpretation of scripture and myth will result, 

religious feminists hope, in a paradigm shift that includes women in the 

on-going development of their religion. There is a need, they claim, to 

re-evaluate the "symbolic generalizations...models...and exemplars"' of 

their faith tradition. Religious feminists shift the emphasis to what 

they perceive as more empowering principles and values that may 

simultaneously exist within that same religion. In this context, faith 

provides a utopic hope for such scholars. 

The comparative nature of this thesis shows that feminists from 

Christianity, Islam and Hinduism often must respond to similar issues, for 

example the traditional creation stories of Christianity and Islam, or the 

complex issue of the complementarily of the sexes in Islam and Hinduism. 

We will also see that issues unique to particular religious contexts are 

prominent, for example the Christian emphasis on defining God in feminine 

terms as well as masculine, or the struggles of Muslim women in separating 

the authority of the shari'a from the ethical teachings of Muhammad, or 

the polar expression of the feminine, abala-sakti in Hinduism. While 

searching for common ground which might aid ecumenical dialogue amongst 

feminists, we must be careful to recognize cultural, historical, and 

religious reasons for difference. Similarity in issues or methods does 

not always mean sameness, particularly when dealing with such vast 

cultural diversity as occur across the histories of these three 
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religions." It is for this reason that we spend some time at the 

beginning of each chapter in examining the traditional views of women and 

the feminine within these respective cultures. We accomplish this by 

citing scholars, both contemporary and historical, who represent 

traditional patriarchal thought. Knowing the religious milieu to which 

our feminist scholars respond assists us in understanding both the issues 

and the contextual differences within religious feminism. 

While the focus of feminist scholars may differ, all share a 

commitment to feminism that goes beyond its use as a tool of academia. 

Commitment to and passion for the feminist movement itself, to the 

liberation of women and men from the constraints of role defining is a 

crucial element in all of their works. Christian feminist Rosemary 

Radford Ruether points out that 

All liberation scholarship is advocacy scholarship... 
(this) should not make it any less objective in 
analyzing what has actually been the case... neutrality 
hides a commitment to the status quo.'2

Pretending complete objectivity is academically misleading, while 

admitting one's own agenda clarifies the study. Feminists are no more 

self-serving than other scholars; rather, they may promote honest 

scholarship by encouraging the naming of biases and goals. 

The intention of this thesis is to answer the three questions with 

which we started, i.e., whether the similarities and differences of 

religious feminist thought and methodologies, given the contextual 

differences in culture, history and religious sensitivities can be 

considered a strength rather than a weakness of feminism, and whether 

there is a common basis for dialogue amongst feminists of different faith 

backgrounds. In its comparative nature, this thesis will define 

similarities and differences between feminists in Christianity, Islam and 

Hinduism. Such efforts will highlight the diversity of feminism, but far 
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from having a negative impact, it will be seen that diversity itself is a 

goal articulated within feminism, particularly when juxtaposed against the 

goal of order and hierarchy in patriarchally-defined religions. We may 

infer from these discoveries that ecumenical dialogue amongst feminists is 

possible and perhaps most desirable. 
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CHAPTER NOTES 

1.Some feminists argue that Greek politics continue to influence modern 
perceptions of authority, the household being a mini-state with autocratic 
leadership being naturally held by the husband by virtue of his maleness. 
Aristotle wrote, "Every household is a part of a polis. The society of husband 

and wife...are part of the household." See The Politics  of Aristotle,_ Book 1, 

Chapter 13, trans. Ernest Barker (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1948), 46. 

2.As an example of a socialist feminist, see Zillah Eisenstein's comments 

on Marx in "Developing a Theory of Capitalist Patriarchy and Socialist Feminism," 
in Capitalist Patriarchy and the Case for Socialist Feminism, ed. Zillah 
Eisenstein (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1979), 7. 

3.Ibid., 8. 

4.For an example of radical feminism, see Mary O'Brien, The Politics of 
Reproduction (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981). 

5.For a discussion on the connection between women's bodies and nature, 
see Naomi Goldenberg's "Feminist Witchcraft: Controlling Our Own Inner Space" 
in The Politics of Women's Spirituality_ Essays on the Rise of Spiritual Power 
within the Feminist Movement, ed. Charlene Spretnak (New York: Anchor Books, 
1982), 213-218. 

6.Examples of doctrines are the Christian belief that Jesus Christ is the 
Saviour, or the Muslim creed, 'There is no God but God, and Muhammad is the 
prophet of God.' 

7.Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985). 

8.Aruna Gnanadason, "Towards an Indian Feminist Theology," in We Dare to 
Dream: Doing Theology as Asian Women, ed. Virginia Fabella M.M. and Sun Ai Lee 
Park, (Hong Kong: Asian Women's Resource Centre for Culture and Theology, 1989), 
121. 

9.Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. & ed. H.M. Parshley (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1952), xxix. 

10.Sallie McFague, Metaphorical Theology: Models of God in Religious 
Language, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982), 80, citing Thomas S. Kuhn, 
"Second Thoughts on Paradigms," The Structure of Scientific Theories, ed. 
Frederick Suppe (Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois Press), 459-82. McFague 
extrapolates Kuhn's use of paradigms to Christian theology. 

11.David Lochhead, The Dialogical Imperative: A Christian Reflection on 
Interfaith Encounter, Faith Meets Faith Series (New York: Orbis Books, 1988), 
3. 

12.Rosemary Radford Ruether, New Woman New Earth: Sexist Ideologies and 
Human Liberation (New York: The Seabury Press, 1975), xii. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

FEMINISM IN CHRISTIANITY 

I Some Historical Christian Views of the Feminine 

Christianity is composed of a variety of traditions, the largest two 

being the Eastern Orthodox and Western Christian churches. Western 

Christianity is delineated by the Roman Catholic and Protestant churches, 

the latter being further divided into various denominations. This thesis 

restricts itself to the study of common perceptions of the feminine in 

Western Christianity only, with specific attention paid to the development 

of early Christian doctrines, the twentieth century phenomenon of 

fundamentalist Protestantism and selected issues in the ongoing debates 

between the Catholic magisterium and feminists. 

Christians believe that God has disclosed certain truths to their 

community. A primary source in which and through which God's revelations 

can be found is the Bible. Any theology or development of doctrine thus 

usually relates to a specific reading of the Bible, influenced by the 

reader's cultural and historical context. Influence of this type is 

particularly evident in scripture relating to women. Because of this 

primacy of scripture, Christian feminists often contend that "western 

civilization draws many of its leading metaphors and definitions of gender 

and morality from the Bible"' and from certain contextual interpretations 

of this text. 

This chapter begins with an overview of select theological 

reflections on scripture which have contributed to Christian 

understandings of the feminine gender, particularly within the Catholic 

and fundamentalist Protestant churches. Important doctrines of, for 

example, original sin, the sacramental mystery of the priesthood and the 

12 
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inerrancy of scripture are examined in this context. A description and 

comparison of particular concerns and methodologies of Christian 

feminists, most notably Mollenkott, Russell, Ruether, Fiorenza and Daly 

are then offered. 

A. Scripture and the Feminine Gender 

"One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman."2 With these words, 

Simone de Beauvoir refers to the patriarchal construction of the feminine 

gender, and her sentiments are substantiated when one studies the impact 

of certain Christian doctrines on women. In particular, Augustine's 

doctrine of original sin based on the Garden of Eden story, Paul's 

instructions to women of the early Christian communities and the 

Protestant Victorian ideals of womanhood all contribute to the 

construction of a particular feminine gender, one which leads to some 

harsh Christian indictments against women. The above is by no means 

inclusive of all theology which has contributed to the formation of 

patriarchal thought, but'all are considered by Christian feminists to be 

major factors in its development. In particular, the mythology 

surrounding the Garden of Eden story has illicited considerable attention 

from feminist scholars. 

The Biblical origin story, often referred to as the tale of the 

Garden of Eden (Genesis 1-3) emerged in Christianity as the etiological 

tale of how sin entered the world. Historically, sin came to be equated 

with women generally, and Eve specifically in this myth. Although there 

are numerous theologians who support this equation, poet John Milton 

supplies us with a representative classical re-telling of this story. In 

his poem, Paradise Lost,3 Milton places the focus of sin on Eve in her 

paramount role of tempting Adam away from God. In Milton's imagination, 

Eve was a "nymph-like...fair virgin," the epitome of innocence, fair game 

for the charms of the Serpent who saw "the sweet recess of Eve... thus 

alone," and wreaked his evil intent. Eve's "rash hand" picked the fruit 
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and she ate, and the whole of creation was different forevermore: "Earth 

felt the wound, and Nature from her seat/Sighing through all her works 

gave signs of woe,/That all was lost." Eve, however continues to gorge on 

the fruit, anticipating that now she could have what Milton apparently 

believed all women desired, "so to add what wants/In female sex, ...(to) 

render me more equal, and perhaps,/A thing not undesirable, 

sometime/Superior: for, inferior, who is free?"' 

In contrast, Milton mentions Adam's primary sin to be his love for 

Eve. Having invested one rib, Adam is reluctant to risk another, and if 

he turned his back on her now, God might "create another Evg, and 

I/Another rib afford." Not wishing this loss, nor the loss of his love, 

"He scrupl'd not to eat, Against his better knowledge, not deceiv'd, But 

fondly overcome with female charm."5 Eve looked on while he ate and, 

although "Nature gave a second groan," Eve would not recant, but only 

soothed "Him with her lov'd society." Soon, the evil passions of "anger, 

hate,/Mistrust, suspicion, discord" ruled in Eden, "both in subjection 

now/To sensual appetite," apparently the ultimate evil. 

Feminist scholars claim that recounting the _all in this manner 

poses Adam (and consequently all men) with the dilemma of having to choose 

between Eve (and thus all women) and the divine.' This is the case, in 

part, because Adam and Eve were seen to symbolize all men and women in 

certain theological works which became central to Christian thought. 

Feminists credit Augustine as the scholar most influential in developing 

doctrines which define the sexes in this way. 

In her book, Adam, Eve, and the Serpent, Elaine Pagels carefully 

documents how Augustine's theory of original sin which emanates from the 

Fall became a central doctrine of western Christian thought, one which she 

argues has consequently contributed to some pejorative western ideas 

regarding women: 

Augustine's theory of original sin not only proved politically 
expedient....but also offered an analysis of human nature that became, 
for better and worse, the heritage of all subsequent generatt;ns of 
western Christians and the major influence on their psychcaogical and 
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political thinking. Even today, many people, Catholics and 
Protestants alike, regard the story of Adam and Eve as virtually 
synonymous with original sin.a

Borrowing from earlier philosophies (such as the neo-Platonic 

philosophy9 of dualism and ideal, static natures), Augustine defined the 

corporate personalities of Adam and Eve as dispensationally transmitting 

original sin to all future humanity through the wilful disobedience of 

human libido. Humanity is incapable of escaping original sin because it 

is shackled by this uncontrollable sexual desire. Augustine defines the 

struggle of humanity to reach the divine in terms of a war between 'the 

flesh' and 'the law of the mind,'" a division which he equates 

respectively to the female and the male. It is in this context that a 

philosophical statement regarding the appropriateness of male domination 

is devised, as Augustine points to the (perceived) relationship between 

Adam and Eve as a model for both familial and civil order: 

Recognizing that Adam and Eve originally were created to live together 
in a harmonious order of authority and obedience, superiority and 
subordination, like soul and body, "we, must conclude," says Augustine, 

"that a husband is meant to rule over his wife as the spirit rules the 
flesh."....Although originally created equal with man in regard to her 
rational soul, woman's formation from Adam's rib established her as 
the "weaker part of the human couple." Being closely connected with 
bodily passion, woman, although created to be man's helper, became his 
temptress and led him intc disaster. The Genesis account describes 
the result: God himself reinforced the husband's authority over his 
wife, placing divine sanction upon the social, legal, and 
economic machinery of male domination." 

Because humanity is propelled by an insatiable libido and because 

wilful disobedience leads us away from submission to God's will, Augustine 

endorses the need for certain groups of people to exert power over others, 

an acknowledged necessity for both social and familial order.I2 In light 

of this, a husband's domination over his wife was considered a just 

relationship of power desirable by both women and men afraid of their own 

carnal lusts. 

Pagels explains that the political struggle for power between church 

and state at the time of Augustine's writings pushed his assertions to the 

"center of western history."" As a consequence, the doctrine of original 
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sin, which includes an aversion for women as temptresset: in particular and 

for sex in general, was incorporated into patriarchal Christian doctrine. 

From a feminist perspective, clearly one of the most damaging legacies of 

Augustinian doctrine is the construction of the feminine gender within the 

etiological parameters of "the Fall." 

Further, Augustine objectified Eve and the Virgin Mary as the 

quintessential paradox of femininity: "Through the woman, death; through 

the woman, life,"" he wrote. Eve sealed the fate of humanity with her 

wilful disobedience against God and man, while Mary delivered Jesus, the 

salvation of eternal life. To Augustine, women are either Eve-like 

temptresses to men trying to live as God wills or, paradoxically, 

idealized as moral exemplars like the Virgin Mother. Such static options 

have nothing to do with the reality of being a woman and everything to do 

with being objectified as the other, a being of whom history speaks but 

who, feminists claim, have had little involvement in the process of 

speaking or telling of history. 

It is not only in later interpretations of scripture that such a 

bias is to be found. Patriarchy was part of the cultural mythos of Jesus' 

time and, although many feminists would say that Jesus attempted to sweep 

aside all prejudices, androcentrism seems to have been accepted, even 

unquestioned, by certain early teachers. The words of Paul, an early 

convert to Christianity, give us a glimpse of the patriarchal social 

ordering in early Christianity. Paul clearly believed in the ontological 

differences of the sexes. In his instructional letters to the newly 

founded Christian communities, he outlined the different responsibilities, 

expectations and roles for Christian men and women: 

I desire then that in every place the men should pray, lifting holy 
hands without anger or quarrelling; also that women should adorn 
themselves modestly and sensibly in seemly apparel, not with braided 
hair or gold or pearls or costly attire but by good deeds, as befits 
women who profess religion. Let a woman learn in silence with all 
submissiveness. I permit no woman to teact. or to have authority over 
men; she is to keep silent. 

(I Timothy 1:8-12)" 
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Yet another passage attributed to Paul gives even harsher 

instructions for religious control over women: 

As in all the churches of the saints, the women should keep silence in 
the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be 
subordinate, as even the law says. If there is anything they desire 
to know, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for 
a woman to speak in church. (I Corinthians 14:34-36)16

These passages remain popular in those Christian communities which 

continue to advocate an androcentric worldview. 

At the time of the Protestant Reformation, Catholic and Protestant 

leaders both approached the Bible and the issue of women from an 

androcentric point of view. Reformation men, believing on the one hand in 

the "priesthood of all believers," yet concurred with their Catholic 

contemporaries that the most appropriate place for women was in wedlock, 

since as women they represented a sexual temptation that could only be 

controlled through marriage. " As Martin Luther, Zwingli and other 

Protestant leaders renounced monkhood and the need for celibacy, marriage 

came to sanction moral sexual activity. While Catholic women had the 

alternative of living celibate lives within convents (and thus, often 

independent of male authority)," Protestant women were essentially 

presented with one option only: to fulfill the domestic responsibilities 

of keeping house and producing children. In the words of Elise Boulding, 

"Protestantism was in its origin a very familistic religion and the 

homemaker wife was always acting on behalf of a husband, present or 

absent."" 

While Protestant theologians added companionship to the composite of 

an ideal wife, this attribute was based not so much on equality as cn 

obedience in a hierarchy of authority, issuing from God to the husband to 

the wife, virtually unchanged since Augustine's words. Luther wrote: 

The rule remains with the husband, and the wife is compelled to obey 
him by God's command. He rules the home and the state, wages war, 
defends his possessions, tills the soil, builds, plants, etc. The 
woman on the other hand is like a nail driven into the wall...so the 
wife should stay at home and look after the affairs of the household, 
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as one who has been deprived of the ability of administering those 
affairs that are outside and that concern the state. She does not go 
beyond her most personal duties. 20

Since the salvation of both husband and wife depended on obeying this 

ordered authority, if a wife did not comply with her husband's wishes, he 

was justified in beating her into submission.21 In this way, the ordered 

relation was maintained. 

Generally, Catholicism and Protestantism treated the subject of 

women in much the same way. There are clear anti-women sentiments in 

writings which depict women as flesh, temptation and carnality. At the 

same time, a typology which seems to contradict this model, that of 

feminine virtuous service to the church, God and the husband, became 

popular.22 While the focus of this thesis limits our ability to fully 

explore the stereotype of womanly servitude, particularly in the role of 

wife, we point briefly to research which illustrates how, by "vindicating 

marriage against celibacy, Puritanism began the romanticization of 

marriage."23 In this way, female servitude became identified as an ideal 

of marriage. 

As an influential Protestant writer of the seventeenth century, John 

Milton was one of the most vocal advocates of spiritual companionship and 

womanly servitude. In addition to his romantic rendition of Adam and Eve 

in Paradise Lost, Milton spoke of the relationship between husband and 

wife in his own era. Because men and women were of a different nature, 

equality, even in marriage, was still not possible in Milton's thinking. 

As Denise Lardner Carmody observes, Milton believed that 

where men had been created for God only, women had been created for 
the divinity in their men. For a wife to have a will different from 
her husband's would be a wrong greater than adultery.24 

This sort of immobilizing understanding of women as servile 

companion reached its peak in the nineteenth century with the Victorian 

feminine ideals of delicacy, fragility, passivity and innocence and 

women's aversion to anything connoting sexuality.25 Protestantism, with 

its love of the bourgeois family, embraced women's role as a "feminine 
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domestic support system"26 for the husband who concurrently toiled in the 

materialistic, rationalistic world. This effectively divided the spheres 

of men and women by relegating women to the privacy of family and 

household, to matters of morality and values, and men to the public sphere 

of earning an income in the outside world. 

Mainstream27 Protestantism came to typify women as watchdogs of 

morality and saw marriage as a sacred battle against carnal lust, while 

Catholic theologians were equally captivated with the static model of the 

Virgin Mary and her "antisexual purity. " 8 This, coupled with an aversion 

to the feminine and the flesh, dichotomized women into male-defined 

objects to be either adulated or scorned. In either case, women were 

symbolically and often socially immobilized as objectified beings 

considered incapable of fully participating in either their religion or 

their society. 

II. The Consequences of Patriarchal Interpretations of the Feminine 

A. Examples of Modern Androcentrism in Roman Catholicism and 
Fundamentalist Protestantism 

Ancient arguments such as those outlined above continue to influence 

modern views regarding women, particularly in traditional Roman Catholic 

and fundamentalist Protestant thought. Both groups seem intent on 

maintaining the sort of hierarchical society advocated by Augustine, 

Luther, Calvin, Milton and others, and stubbornly adhere to an exclusively 

androcentric interpretation of Christianity. Today, these churches teach 

morals that revolve predominantly around appropriate behaviour for 

Christian women, centering on body and sexuality: birth control, 

abortion, chastity, etc. 

The discussion which follows focusses on examples from the Roman 

Catholic and fundamentalist churches, but it would be amiss to single 

these institutions out as unique in their approach to women. Traditional 

or fundamentalist sympathies can be found in all airiztJAn denominations, 
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whether such views are held by only a few individuals or by a vocal 

minority. For example, while the Roman Catholic church continues to 

refuse women the right to be ordained priests, such misogyny is not 

exclusively Catholic. The intense hatred displayed by some conservative 

Church of England priests when their church accepted women ordinands in 

199329 reveals a deep-seated religious and social paranoia of the 

feminine. The usefulness in citing specific examples such as the Catholic 

priesthood lies in representation alone; those in other denominations who 

might agree with traditional Roman Catholic or fundamentalist positions 

would be likely to refer to the same Biblical sources to support their 

arguments for the natural order, i.e. male supremacy and female 

inferiority. 

As we examine the views on women held by traditional Roman Catholics 

and Protestant fundamentalists, we will note that one of the primary 

reasons for these churches clinging to these positions is, respectively, 

their emphases on the infallibility of the church and the inerrancy of 

scripture. This approach to faith is especially dangerous for women 

because it is informed, as we shall presently see, by what Rosemary 

Radford Ruether refers to as sexophobia. 

The Roman Catholic magisterium is an authoritative body responsible 

for formulating moral injunctions binding on all devout Catholics. While 

it has to uphold the viewpoints of its patriarchs because it cannot admit 

the temporality of their human condition, the Church, faced with modern 

demands for change, must rationalize those outmoded ways of thinking with 

an increasingly convoluted logic.3° For example, Augustine's reasoning 

that only men can be admitted into the priesthood has been retained but 

modified. Augustine wrote: 

When she (woman) is referred to separately in her quality as a 
helpmeet, which regards the woman alone, then she is not the image of 
God, but as regards the male alone, he is the image of God as fully 
and completely as when the woman is joined with him in one.31

Hence, possessing this complete and natural right to represent God in 

'His' dominion over everything, men alone could be priests. 
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Today's Catholic church retains the essence of this argument. 

Difficulty arises when this same church affirms women's civil equality 

while at the same time maintaining that the exclusively male priesthood is 

based on a "sacramental mystery" which cannot be explained or disputed. 

While theologian Thomas Aquinas could argue that women could not be 

priests because they were defective males,32 this sort of argument is 

difficult to defend in an era of humanism and individual rights. Now, the 

Catholic church appears to have developed a different tenor to its 

argument, one which admits the equality of the sexes but which adds a 

"but" when it debates gender differences. "The sexes are equal, but..." 

is an argument which we will note appears in both the Muslim and Hindu 

contexts in a debate on the complementary nature of the sexes. Not 

disputing the civil equality of women, this argument yet continues to 

focus on perceived biological differences or, as the Catholic church puts 

it, the sacramental mystery of the male priesthood. This shift in 

emphasis is noted by Rosemary Radford Ruether as the change from 

the patriarchal doctrine of women's passive subordination to male 
domination...to the new doctrine of women's equal but complementary 
relationship to man in society." 

The shift separates our civil sensibilities and our religious convictions, 

removing the latter to a protected realm of traditional faith. Fighting 

faith is more difficult than fighting laws, and it appears that the 

Catholic Church is only too well aware of this fact. 

Ruether identifies this situation as sexophobic.34 She points out 

that it is not only the church's infallibility that is in question, since 

they were able to reform, for example, their understanding of slavery. 

What is involved is more complex and includes three elements: an "ascetic 

clerical system," the question of ownership and control over women's 

bodies (rather than an emphasis on relationality between people), and a 

sexophobia that equates sexual activity with pollution.35 Ruether believes 
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that the patriarchs' fear of losing control finds voice in an aversion to 

female sexuality, and results in detailed morality that justifies male 

power. 

Similar arguments are found within Protestant fundamentalist camps, 

whether they are part of such churches as, for example, the Southern 

Baptists, Missouri Synod Lutherans or the Christian Reformed Church. In 

all of these churches, certain groups of people are to be found who have 

adopted the rhetoric and goals of fundamentalism, its "powerful language 

of alienation and its critique of moral laxity in the wider culture" 

resonating with many traditional thinking people." Because of its broad 

spectrum and its diversity, defining fundamentalism is as important and in 

many ways as difficult as defining feminism. Margaret Lamberts Bendroth, 

in her book Fundamentalism and Gender, 1875 to the Present, writes: 

In its proper historical sense, the term 'fundamentalist' describes a 
coalition of conservative, predominantly Calvinist, Protestants that 
emerged from within a broader, more ecumenical evangelical culture in 
the late nineteenth century." 

Fundamentalists from all religions adhere to the belief in an 

"inerrant scripture, without factual or scientific error,"" and thus, 

like the Catholic church, are unable to admit to the historicity of 

scripture or the specific cultural times of Jesus' life. For them, what 

is even more impossible is the task of envisioning a logical progression 

of scripture into modernity (a task more easily accomodated in mainline, 

liberal churches). 

Fundamentalists have an aversion to worldliness," an aversion 

ironically shared by feminists. Both fundamentalists and feminists hold 

utopic visions that have been developed in reaction to societal values. 

For feminists, it is a matter of rejecting stereotypes upheld by 

patriarchy, as they see society clinging too strongly to its traditional 

nuclear family values, referred to by Simone de Beauvoir as the "cult of 
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domesticity.rr0 Fundamentalists would agree that the world is degenerate 

and in need of salvation, but for them salvation is to be found in 

embracing the 1950's "Leave it to Beaver"' family ideal. The two 

positions seem destined to clash. 

Such a case can be cited during the nineteenth century in the 

fundamentalist attack upon Elizaix;:th Cady Stanton's Woman's Bible, as well 

as in the attack upon the early twentieth century arguments for women's 

civil liberties.42 The consegue;:xe was a fundamentalist retreat to the 

Bible, particularly to the Garden of Eden story and to the words of Paul, 

to prove that women's role was to be one of secondary submissiveness. It 

is no surprise that the feminist movement has agitated fundamentalist 

fears, resulting in a parallel rise in their popularity as well. 

The conviction in a prescribed social and familial order is 

typically descriptive of fundamentalism. Like the Catholic church, 

Protestant fundamentalism insists on maintaining a sexual hierarchy. Sin 

is "'disorder' and rebellion against God's rule as a latter-day sign of 

religious apostasy and social anarchy.' This dispensational 

premillennialism" gives as its Biblical source the supremacy of Adam over 

Eve. Just as Eve was created as a secondary creature, a companion for 

Adam, so women, as the weaker sex, are expected to be the supporters and 

homemakers for their stronger and more authoritarian husbands. Women's 

role is that of a Christian homemaker: "A true Christian woman...has her 

first duty under God to her husband; her second duty is to her children. 

Only in the third place does she have any duty to Christian work"45 and, 

if involved in such work, "The instant her teaching is in a sphere where 

she exercises authority over the man in defining church doctrine or 

administering church discipline...she has stepped outside of the realm of 

her legitimate teaching of the word."" In contrast, men's role in the 

family is "...to be like a god in his home, verily a high priest and 

prophet of God...exercise(ing) 'absolute authority' over their wives and 

children."' 
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To maintain this order, fundamentalists have in the past attempted 

to prevent undue contact between the sexes apart from marriage. A puritan 

zeal can pervade fundamentalist preachers' messages, as witnessed in one 

man's cautioning words to adolescents: "some of the happiest couples 

have known never even kissed each other until after marriage."" Instead 

of paying attention to girls and women, good Christian men should search 

for brotherly camaraderie amidst other Christian men.49 The suspicion 

that women are still Eve-like temptresses is clearly illustrated by such 

sentiments. 

What, then, do these teachings mean to women involved in 

fundamentalist churches? Christianity defined androcentrically leaves no 

room for the feminine perspective, either as ordained clergy or as named 

participants in the 'Christian crusade.' While women continue to work 

within these churches, their efforts are often not given equal value. The 

role of an ideal Christian involves a masculine personna only, the male 

warrior fighting against the evils of secularity.5° Within the 

fundamentalist framework of beliefs, the supremacy of males is guaranteed 

in family life, church life and social life. 

Women living under the Catholic church or under stringent 

fundamentalist fears are served religious rhetoric that cites them as 

harbingers of sin. As long as women are not permitted to take roles of 

authority or witness in these churches, it appears that the androcentrism 

of Roman Catholicism and Protestant fundamentalism will flourish. 

III. The Changing Face of Christianity 

A. The Path to Change 

Western women's feminist awareness grew in an evolutionary manner, 

culminating in specific moments of solidarity_ The circumstances 

surrounding different women -- the accessibility to social reform, legal 

rights or even the freedom from household and childcare responsibilities 

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 

24

To maintain this order, fundamentalists have in the past attempted 
to prevent undue contact between the sexes apart from marriage. A puritan 
zeal can pervade fundamentalist preachers' messages, as witnessed in one 
man's cautioning words to adolescents: "some of the happiest couples I
have known never even kissed each other until after marriage."48 Instead 
of paying attention to girls and women, good Christian men should search 
for brotherly camaraderie amidst other Christian men.49 The suspicion 
that women are still Eve-like temptresses is clearly illustrated by such 
sentiments.

What, then, do these teachings mean to women involved in 
fundamentalist churches? Christianity defined androcentrically leaves no 
room for the feminine perspective, either as ordained clergy or as named 
participants in the 'Christian crusade.' while women continue to work 
within these churches, their efforts are often not given equal value. The 
role of an ideal Christian involves a masculine personna only, the male 
warrior fighting against the evils of secularity.50 Within the 
fundamentalist framework of beliefs, the supremacy of males is guaranteed 
in family life, church life and social life.

Women living under the Catholic church or under stringent 

fundamentalist fears are served religious rhetoric that cites them as 
harbingers of sin. As long as women are not permitted to take roles of 
authority or witness in these churches, it appears that the androcentrism 
of Roman Catholicism and Protestant fundamentalism will flourish.

III. The Changing Face of Christianity
A. The Path to Change

Western women's feminist awareness grew in an evolutionary manner, 
culminating in specific moments of solidarity. The circumstances 
surrounding different women —  the accessibility to social reform, legal 
rights or even the freedom from household and childcare responsibilities

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



25 

to participate in the public realm --determined when, where and how groups 

of women were able to rise up to demand equality. What differentiates the 

contemporary feminist movement from early feminist actions is an analysis 

of structural oppression which then informs organized resistance. 

However, those isolated actions or moments of early feminism were integral 

in shaping present-day Christian feminism. Knowledge of the general 

climate in which Christian feminism has arisen and noting some of the key 

moments in modern western feminist history contextualizes the 

methodologies and the arguments of contemporary feminist theologians. 

Early feminist efforts tended to be issue-specific, 

improving certain social problems such as the abolition 

prohibition, women's education, suffrage, child labour, etc. 

oriented to 

of slavery, 

Concepts of 

sisterhood or unified efforts towards the overall improvement of women's 

lives were initiated in what is known as the first wave of the women's 

movement, prior to 1900; this concept of solidarity gained further 

momentum in the second wave which developed after World War Two.51 Even 

though women actually engaged in men's work 

expected to return to domestic life when the 

requiring employment. The resulting cult of 

during the war, they were 

men came back from the 

domesticity throughout 

1950s clearly agitated many women, and by the 1960s the revolution 

equal opportunities was full-blown. The publication of two books --

war 

the 

for 

The 

Second Sex by Simone de Beauvoir in 1953, and The Feminine Mystique by 

Betty Freidan in 1963 -- reflected a growing conviction in the need for 

social changes. Human rights activists and civil rights advocates turned 

their attention to women's rights. Existentialists began questioning the 

"natural order of things" and theologians like Rosemary Radford Ruether 

started to apply the principles of liberation theology to women's 

concerns. 

In The Second Sex, De Beauvoir carefully explains why 'woman' was 

relegated to 'the Other:' 

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 

25

to participate in the public realm — determined when, where and how groups 
of women were able to rise up to demand equality. What differentiates the 
contemporary feminist movement from early feminist actions is an analysis 
of structural oppression which then informs organized resistance. 
However, those isolated actions or moments of early feminism were integral 

in shaping present-day Christian feminism. Knowledge of the general 
climate in which Christian feminism has arisen and noting some of the key 
moments in modern western feminist history contextualizes the 
methodologies and the arguments of contemporary feminist theologians.

Early feminist efforts tended to be issue-specific, oriented to 
improving certain social problems such as the abolition of slavery, 
prohibition, women's education, suffrage, child labour, etc. Concepts of 
sisterhood or unified efforts towards the overall improvement of women's 
lives were initiated in what is known as the first wave of the women's 
movement, prior to 1900; this concept of solidarity gained further 
momentum in the second wave which developed after World War Two.51 Even 
though women actually engaged in men's work during the war, they were 

expected to return to domestic life when the men came back from the war 
requiring employment. The resulting cult of domesticity throughout the 

1950s clearly agitated many women, and by the 1960s the revolution for 
equal opportunities was full-blown. The publication of two books —  The 
Second Sex by Simone de Beauvoir in 1953, and The Feminine Mystique by 
Betty Freidan in 1963 —  reflected a growing conviction in the need for 

social changes. Human rights activists and civil rights advocates turned 
their attention to women's rights. Existentialists began questioning the 
"natural order of things" and theologians like Rosemary Radford Ruether 
started to apply the principles of liberation theology to women's 
concerns.

In The Second Sex, De Beauvoir carefully explains why 'woman' was 
relegated to 'the Other:'

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



26 

...she is simply what man decrees; thus she is called "the sex," by 
which is meant that she appears essentially to the male as a sexual 
being. For him she is sex -- absolute sex, no less. She is defined 
and differentiated with reference to man and not he with reference to 
her; she is the incidental, the inessential as opposed to the 
essential. He is the Subject, he is the Absolute -- she is the 
Other.52

Part of women's difficulty in recognizing and combating this 

Otherness rests, de Beauvoir claimed, in a lack of solidarity. Women are 

not ghettoized as, for example, Jews or blacks, but rather live amongst 

the oppressors, i.e_ patriarchal men. Women share differing loyalties and 

may have very different concerns depending on issues of race or class. 

According to de Beauvoir, these differences contributed to the fact that 

"they (women) have no past, no history, no religion of their own,"53

making feminism a difficult rallying cry. 

De Beauvoir continued by discrediting the ideology of essential, 

fixed natures upon which gender assumptions have been based. Growing up 

with one parent an atheist, the other a Roman Catholic, she criticized 

church traditions with an existentialist view that there are no static 

natures, either for a God or for men or women." She openly criticised 

the Catholic church for its implicit as well as explicit oppression of 

women.55 This philosophical catalyst challenged views of biological 

determinism and encouraged women to identify cultural and social 

ideologies, instead of God, as responsible for creating the natural 

feminine. 

Thus, twentieth century feminist consciousness was informed by 

philosophies largely outside of, and even in reaction to, the traditional 

Christian context. These liminal challenges to church doctrines were 

impossible to ignore, but were also difficult to integrate within 

Christian theology. A good example of the tension many scholars 

experienced in trying to incorporate these new ideas into their 

traditional theology is the contradictions in Margaret Brackenbury Crook's 

words of 1964. Disclaiming a feminist agenda, her work can yet be 

described as nothing but feminist: "(In) Judaism, Christianity and Islam 
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- men have formulated doctrine and established systems of worship offering 

only meager opportunity for expression of the religious genius of 

womankind.' 

Conversely, other philosophers and theologians were eager to expose 

the church's sins to the world. In 1968, Mary Daly published her first 

edition of The Church and the Second Sex, adopting de Beauvoir's analyses 

and combining them with her own observations on systemic oppression in the 

church. 

The works of Rosemary Radford Ruether followed. Early on in her 

studies, Ruether connected the oppression of collective groups of people 

(i.e. liberation theology) with the oppression of the earth, initiating 

what has come to be known as eco-feminism. Daly's and Ruether's early 

works exemplify facets of pioneer Christian feminist theology, and will be 

more thoroughly examined later in this chapter. 

Since the early days of feminist consciousness-raising, the impact 

of feminist research and women's studies on all areas of academia mark it 

as a fast-growing, influential field of research, translating into a wide 

diversity of thought and method. Such diversity has at times made the 

task of feminist education difficult. It will become evident that this 

diversity is an acceptable and desirable component of feminist 

methodology. 

The recognition of diversity as a positive component of dialectics 

marks a change in western feminism. While in 1895 Elizabeth Cady Stanton 

edited The Woman's Bible," today we see the most recent collection of 

feminist hermeneutics entitled The Women's Bible Commentary. The 

intentional use of the plural pronoun indicates that contributors and 

readers alike bring different but equally valid experiences to the 

interpretation of scripture. The introductory remarks by the editors of 

The Women's Bible Commentary sums up this appreciation of diversity in 

personal experience as a strong hermeneutical tool: 

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 

27

- men have formulated doctrine and established systems of worship offering 
only meager opportunity for expression of the religious genius of 
womankind."56

Conversely, other philosophers and theologians were eager to expose 
the church's sins to the world. In 1968, Mary Daly published her first 
edition of The Church and the Second Sex, adopting de Beauvoir's analyses 
and combining them with her own observations on systemic oppression in the 

church.
The works of Rosemary Radford Ruether followed. Early on in her 

studies, Ruether connected the oppression of collective groups of people 
(i.e. liberation theology) with the oppression of the earth, initiating 
what has come to be known as eco-feminism. Daly's and Ruether's early 
works exemplify facets of pioneer Christian feminist theology, and will be 
more thoroughly examined later in this chapter.

Since the early days of feminist consciousness-raising, the impact 
of feminist research and women's studies on all areas of academia mark it 
as a fast-growing, influential field of research, translating into a wide 
diversity of thought and method. Such diversity has at times made the 
task of feminist education difficult. It will become evident that this 
diversity is an acceptable and desirable component of feminist 
methodology.

The recognition of diversity as a positive component of dialectics 
marks a change in western feminism, while in 1 895 Elizabeth Cady Stanton 
edited The Woman's Bible.57 today we see the most recent collection of 
feminist hermeneutics entitled The Women's Bible Commentary. The 
intentional use of the plural pronoun indicates that contributors and 
readers alike bring different but equally valid experiences to the 
interpretation of scripture. The introductory remarks by the editors of 
The Women's Bible Commentary sums up this appreciation of diversity in 
personal experience as a strong hermeneutical tool:

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



28 

There is no single 'woman's perspective' but a rich variety of 
insight that comes from the different ways in which women's experience 
is shaped by culture, class, ethnicity, religious community, and other 
aspects of social identity...one of the insights of feminism has been 
the recognition of the extent to which knowledge is perspectival." 

Such an acceptance of diversity is a distinct characteristic of feminism, 

separating it from the patriarchal insistence on order, objectification 

and sameness. The remainder of this chapter describes the mélange of 

interests and methods of Christian feminists. 

B. The Variety of Thought and Methodology in Christian Feminism 

Christian feminists primarily focus on the following: women's 

history, the authority and interpretation of scripture, the imagery and 

metaphors used to describe the divine, and utopic efforts to envision a 

new paradigm in which women, men and the environment can co-habit more 

equitably. In the first of these categories, scholars involved in 

rediscovering the roles of women in the history of Christendom maintain 

that women have always been active agents in creating history, but that 

their influence, their contributions or their resistance have not been 

part of the traditional history of wars, conquests or intellectual 

acumen." One method of establishing women as part of the Christian 

heritage has been to recapture their contributions in such areas as 

theology, politics, the arts, and economics_ Women in fact emerge as very 

active participants in Christian history. Feminist historian Elise 

Boulding" theorises that the misogynist doctrinal diatribes of prominent 

male theologians were offset by other religious opportunities such as the 

Virgin Mary Cult,6' intense involvement in worshipping certain saints, 

Beguine convents and other self-sufficient movements, mystical writings" 

-- in other words, alternative styles and places for worship." Reviving 

the stories of these women is a monumental contribution to the anals of 

history. It is clearly a task done with the hope that women will no 

longer be viewed, as de Beauvoir feared, as ahistorical creatures. 
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Scholars such as Boulding research the forgotten history of women; 

o-her scholars reclaim essential religious truths in an effort to empower 

wor:sn. While scholarship in the former category is important, we focus 

our study on scholars representing the latter, those who can be 

characterized as reformist. 

i; Reform Feminists in Christianity 

The scholars examined in this thesis were chosen because they 

represent different facets of the Christian feminist movement. Our first 

scholar, Virginia Ramey Mollenkott, should be considered a rarity in her 

field, as her strongest motivation appears to be to build a bridge between 

the kinds of fundamentalist fears discussed above and her feminist 

principles. Our next scholar, Letty Russell, is more typical of 

mainstream liberal or reformist feminists, as she works to demonstrate 

that feminism and Christianity are compatible and even symbiotic. To 

Russell, freedom and dignity cannot be attained for anyone unless God's 

wishes for humanity are understood and obeyed. To accomplish this, 

Russell offers a new metaphor for the Christian community which she refers 

to as the household of freedom. 

Our third reformist feminist is Rosemary Radford Ruether, selected 

for this thesis because she is a pioneer in the feminist search for 

women's empowerment. In this search for empowerment, Ruether begins with 

what she calls "feminist ecumenism,i6' an historical examination of both 

the dominant and heretical writings of early Christian movements, with an 

eye to recapturing women's lost experiences. She looks to scripture 

focussing on the feminine perspective as "lost critical principles"“ and 

to Jesus Christ, though in this latter case her views are markedly 

different from traditional Christology. Perhaps more so than any other 

feminist, Ruether emphasises the need to learn from and develop future 

paradigms which are firmly rooted in the Hebrew and Christian traditions. 
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Ruether advocates a redeemed creation, one in which the relationships 

between the sexes as well as between humans and the earth are re-

evaluated. In addition, Ruether issues a special invitation to women to 

reform the church with their own unique ethics. She envisions the 

resulting women-church to be a place of safety where women can express 

their spirituality. 

Finally, we examine Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, a scholar who also 

speaks of liberation through her ekklesia-crynaikon (women-church) and who 

identifies the feminist movement as one of the great Biblical revolutions. 

Fiorenza is representative of those who are fundamentally concerned with 

reclaiming women's lost experiences and honouring unique feminine 

perspectives: she perceives more of a conflict between Christianity and 

feminism. Fiorenza, in her effort to compensate for women's absent voices 

over centuries of patriarchy, is more confrontational in her political 

terminology and in her claim that Christians have entered a time which 

should be exclusively feminine. 

These four scholars struggle towards the common goal of reforming 

Christianity, the core of which they believe is an essential truth of 

equality. The commonality in goal, however, does not preclude the variety 

in methodologies which we shall now explore. 

Virginia Ramey Mollenkott considers herself a Biblical feminist." 

Coming from a fundamentalist background and pursuing a career in English 

literature, Mollenkott attempts to bridge misunderstanding between 

conservative Christians and feminists. Mollenkott's methodology relies 

heavily on the belief that she is a "co-redeemer with God."" Interpreting 

current issues with a contextual reading of scripture, Mollenkott proceeds 

with a silent attentiveness and reflection of what God may be saying to 

her through the scripture, and then proceeds with appropriate action." 

She refers to this approach as the hermeneutical cycle of speech, silence 

and action. While this method is not uniquely .7-minist, the application 
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of her experiences as an obese woman in a culture which rejects both has 

helped shape her acceptance of diversity in lifestyles, faiths and 

physical characteristics.° 

Mollenkott remains within the traditional paradigm of Christianity. 

Her models for action remain the scripture and Jesus, both of which she 

believes teach mutuality.' Her primary point of reference, the norm by 

which all else is compared, and the sources with which she understands 

life remains solidly Christian. She believes that the true teachings of 

scripture have been perverted by and for the benefit of the powerful, i.e. 

men, but that if scripture is interpreted as God intended, the Bible could 

be a consistent advocate of sexual equality. To be true to God, 

Mollenkott works at rediscovering the original message of Christianity. 

To Mollenkott, God is a Spirit separate from but also part of 

herself, in a subject-object relationship. While she is not afraid to 

explore a myriad of images and names for God, she is firm in declaring 

that God is none of these names, but that this practice of naming is 

simply a human attempt to understand the incomprehensible." One 

contribution that Mollenkott offers to feminist theology is her 

experimentation with kennings or word pictures, such as Life-Restorer, 

Whirlwind-Speaker, and Sin-Forgiver.' In this way, Mollenkott sidesteps 

the controversial issue of using feminine or masculine imagery to describe 

the divine. To Mollenkott, God cannot be defined narrowly as either male 

or female, primarily because God is spirit, but also because these words 

bear preconceived notions of gender. For Mollenkott, picture-words 

provide more expansive, inclusive possibilities. 

Mollenkott's focus on the inclusiveness of the Christian God and her 

acceptance of diversity seems to naturally support feminist principles. 

However, she warns against feminism becoming a goal unto itself, an act 

which she believes would limit the possibilities of how and where 

Christians can hear or see God's plans. Mollenkott's middle-of-the-road 

approach and central concern in spreading an understanding of God's word 
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is hampered by both radical feminists and fundamentalists because both 

groups agree, albeit for different reasons, that the Bible and social 

justice issues are antithetical.' This resistance merely confirms her 

choice in bridge-building, mutuality and inclusiveness as the correct way 

to reform Christianity. 

Letty Russell, a United States Presbyterian minister and Professor 

of Theology, has developed a unique eschatology which combines both 

Christian and feminist utopic hopes.' Her alternative to patriarchal 

Christianity is to re-work traditional concepts of the authority and 

interpretation of scripture to create a dialectical world of partnership, 

resulting in her choice of a new metaphor for the Christian community, a 

household of freedom. 

Russell began her feminist work by first rejecting the traditional 

use of the Bible as a model of authority through domination to a model of 

authority through partnership.75 According to Russell, authority as 

domination endorses oppression, while authority as partnership is 

dialectical, affording room for differing thoughts and methodologies. 

Communal, shared insights may encourage further theologising. Then, 

"authority is exercised in community and tends to reinforce ideas of 

cooperation, with contributions from a wide diversity of persons enriching 

the whole." 76

This transition to a non-competitive worldview is Biblically 

endorsed if the sacred text is viewed normatively as an "interpretive 

framework or paradigm.' To Russell, the future of Christianity lies in 

the inspiration from "the Word," but this Word is not the Bible in its 

entirety. Only those portions clearly inspired by the Holy Spirit, based 

on inclusive principles and witnessed in the actions of Jesus Christ 

(rather than patriarchal interpretations from specific historical times) 
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are authoritative. By "liberat(ing) the Word from its patriarchal 

bondage"" and by believing that the Holy Spirit empowers the text, the 

Bible remains alive, a "memory of the future.j7' 

By 1985, Russell extended these motifs to a larger vision of 

community, what she calls the household of freedom. This household is an 

"already, but not yet" of the New Creation," an anticipatory lifestyle 

bringing forward the Gospel hope for human dignity. The household's 

purpose is to join God in working towards the "mending of creation." 

It is comprised of all people willing to adhere to the principles of 

inclusivity, mutuality and partnership. 

For Russell, Christians enter into a mutual responsibility to 

continually search for alternative 

and God's relationship to humans. 

language and metaphor employed in 

in accordance with our theology. 

metaphors which can express God's depth 

Russell's work highlights the fact that 

expressing our ideas about God develop 

As we have noted earlier, Augustine's 

whole premise for order and male authority rested on his understanding of 

a God that required obedience and wreaked vengeance when displeased. A 

shift in the meaning of authority as partnership requires a similarly 

supportive language and set of metaphors. However, rather than simply 

replace the exclusive metaphor of domination, Russell once again looks for 

diversity, partnership and sharing in developing a plethora of images and 

names for God. In fact, Russell endorses Sallie McFague's premise that 

the exclusive use of one image in depicting God connotes idolatry." 

Metaphorically, Russell describes God as housekeeper, the one who 

issues her call 
and low for the 
house...for all 
rejoic(es) when 

to the banquet...and like the woman searching high 
lost coin...continues to search throughout her world 
the outcasts and lost persons of society and 
they are found." 

This image of God as a caring housekeeper aware of the minutest details 

seems far removed from the patriarchal God of power and judgement. 

Russell's housekeeper is merely the beginning and she encourages scholars 

to explore the Bible for other divine metaphors." The Sophia or Wisdom 
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literature of the Hebrew scriptures, for example, complements Russell's 

household metaphor for the relationship between humans and God: "Wisdom 

has built her house, she has set up her seven pillars...Whoever is simple, 

let (them) turn in here! "8s 

To Letty Russell, women and men must work within Christianity, 

joining in partnership with God, to mend the rifts that patriarchy has 

perpetrated upon creation. Only through such a symbiotic relationship is 

there hope for God's will to be realized. 

Like Russell, Roman Catholic liberation feminist Rosemary Radford 

Ruether is also concerned with examining Christian and feminist 

alternatives to patriarchal orthodoxy. Ruether attempts to discard all 

notions of hierarchy in her interpretations of scripture and seeks 

empowerment for women by emphasising alternative elements from the Hebrew 

and Christian heritage. Ruether believes that women's liberation and 

empowerment will come when women understand the essential truths of their 

religion. Thus, her aim is to discover the "original base of meaning and 

truth before corruption...to find an authoritative base of revealed 

truth."" Her hope is to "appropriate the past, not to remain in its 

limits, but to point to new futures.' 

It is because of her conviction that history must inform the future 

that Ruether continually works at discovering her spiritual roots. This 

task requires discernment and careful historical analysis. It is her 

claim that the writings from the time of early Christendom were informed 

by a patriarchal bias. To see beyond this bias, Ruether compares 

heretical writings, such as those from the gnostic communities, with 

established Christian scripture, maintaining that what was left out of the 

Bible reveals at least as much, if not more about the historical reality 

of early Christian women and men. Such revelations may be useful in not 

only helping Christians understand their past, but also in 

transforming/re-forming future Christianity." 
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Ruether also seeks the self-assessing prophetic vision found within 

scripture, a central agent of liberal Biblical scholastics." The 

Christian tradition would fade away, she argues if it was not re-

interpreted anew, generation after generation, allowing "the redemptive 

paradigm" to speak to contemporary experience. Ruether proceeds, for 

example, by reclaiming the Garden of Eden myth as a positive and 

empowering story for both men and women. She rejects the traditionally 

divisive interpretations of Augustine and John Milton, and interprets the 

myth as depicting sin as systemic alienation between God, nature and one 

another." For Ruether, the story does not pit the sexes against one 

another, nor is Eve alone responsible for sin. Rather, sin occurs when 

the unified community with God was replaced by an androcentric 

hierarchy.9' Her solution is to replace domination with egalitarianism 

and empowerment. 

In Ruether's reinterpretation of scripture, we find the first works 

on eco-feminism, which asserts that the alienation, fear and consequent 

control of nature and of the feminine are intertwined. Both nature and 

the feminine must be liberated from notions of domination. Hierarchy is 

no more useful and every bit as dangerous when extended from humans to 

nature. Christians have rejected their responsibil y to be in right 

relation with everything surrounding them and have tended to believe that 

they are superior to all other life forms. Ruether rejects both the 

Biblical teaching of man subduing the animals (Gen.1:28)92 and the 

Platonic "quest for salvation" which sets humans apart from other life on 

earth." If earth is seen as alien, it quickly becomes something to be 

feared and subsequently dominated, as we noted has been the case between 

men and women. When men extol themselves as more spiritual than women, 

this denigrates both women and the physical world. To eliminate the 

otherness of the physical, one must re-image human relationships to 

animals, plants and the earth." 
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True to form, Ruether searches through her religious heritage for 

metaphors to describe the relationship between God, nature and humans. 

She endorses the Jewish belief that nature assists God in conveying divine 

wishes to their community as a potentially helpful, relational metaphor 

for the current ecological crisis." Here, nature and God are partners 

in assisting humanity in its spiritual journey. Just as it is impossible 

to control the divine, so it may also be impossible, even undesirable to 

dominate nature. 

This new model of a redemptive relationship might also include some 

lessons from pre-Christian religions. Ruether writes: 

Mother and nature religion traditionally have seen heaven and earth, 
gods and humans, as dialectical components within the primal matrix of 
being. Its spirituality was built on the cyclical ecology of nature, 
of death and rebirth. Patriarchal religion split apart the 
dialectical unities of mother religion into absolute dualism, 
elevating a male-identified consciousness to transcendent apriority." 

To borrow from the past is not enough, however. Ruether provides 

several concrete examples of how an ecological revolution might be 

advanced: communalization of transportation, re-evaluation of personal 

cumulative wealth and democratization of the decision-making processes in 

technology are only three of her suggestions." Social and ecological 

revolution must be conjunctive with women's liberation, since the same 

patriarchal philosophy of domination plays upon concepts of nature, family 

and women. 

This liberation from domination must also be elicited from within 

the church. Ruether believes that women can play a unique role in 

reforming the church and that they must not be co-opted into its existing 

structures.98 Women should not be satisfied with the extended sexism of 

hierarchical relations between priest and congregation, but must seek a 

new system of empowerment: 

The exorcism of...sexism in the church touches off a revolution which 
must transform all the relations of alienation and domination...which 
have been modelled on the sexist schizophrenia." 
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This liberation from domination must also be elicited from within

the church. Ruether believes that women can play a unique role in
reforming the church and that they must not be co-opted into its existing
structures.98 Women should not be satisfied with the extended sexism of
hierarchical relations between priest and congregation, but must seek a
new system of empowerment:
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must transform all the relations of alienation and domination...which 
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Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



37 

Women are uniquely suited for empowerment, she claims, because they have 

traditionally developed a "communal personhood" that can be used as a 

paradigm for the sharing of other's successes, "a new communal social 

ethic" without hierarchy or competition."°

While some Catholic women may struggle for ordination, others like 

Ruether and another feminist from the United States, Mary Hunt, work at 

creating "Women-Church," an alternative modelled on feminist principles 

and reinterpretations of both scripture and the Christian tradition. Such 

groups are, they say, "communities of nurture (which will) guide one 

through death to the old symbolic order of patriarchy to rebirth into a 

new community of being and living. filw Women-church accomplishes three 

things: it provides a place for the historical development of women's 

justice-seeking spirituality; it secures women an explicitly safe 

religious arena which is based on the "discipleship of equals," where 

women and feminist men can express themselves equally; and it places 

responsibility on the individual as well as the corporate body for every 

aspect of the church's life and well-being.102 These aspects are 

particularly attractive to those Catholic women who feel excluded from 

traditional churches. 

Another Roman Catholic supporter of women-church or ekklesia-

qYnaikon and the last in our category of reformist feminists is Elisabeth 

Schussler Fiorenza. Fiorenza's primary focus is to reclaim the value of 

women's experiences, both historically and in the present. This involves 

a scriptural and historical realization that women's liberation movements 

are divinely and scripturally sanctioned, which in turn gives credence to 

her further demand that the church now include the voices of women, even 

to the exclusion of men. 

Even though Fiorenza clearly identifies her fundamental purpose to 

be the historical recapturing of women's experiences (rather than 

scriptural legitimation of Christianity), she continues to find some 
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inherent worth in scripture." Women must implement an historical, 

sociological and political analysis of Christianity: "...the task of the 

historian is not the theological justification...but the rediscovery of 

the life and practice of the early Christian community" and, as a 

feminist, to "introduce 'sexual differentiation' as an interpretive 

category. 1004

The central question throughout all of Fiorenza's hermeneutics is, 

"What does it mean to interpret Scripture as a feminist, and what 

constitutes a feminist reading?"' She concurs with other feminists who 

say that the Bible has functioned as a political tool legitimizing male 

domination, and she specifically cites the exclusive use of what she 

refers to as male, power-over imagery in describing God (e.g. Judge, King) 

as evidence that Christian and even Western perceptions are informed by 

patriarchy. To reincorporate feminine imagery is to overturn the politics 

of our world, and hence feminist theology is, to Fiorenza, a political 

task.'" 

Fiorenza searches through scripture for passages that support rather 

than oppress women. It is women's corporate experiences as an oppressed 

group that informs her hermeneutics. If a passage cannot be redeemed, if 

its intent is not to "end relations of domination and exploitationil ' 

then it must be discarded as not representative of the "theological-

prophetic challenge"' which she names as God's central concern. This 

central concern is witnessed, Fiorenza believes, in God's advocacy for all 

oppressed groups, so amply proven in Hebrew and Christian texts that she 

confidently names these divine actions of solidarity with th oppressed as 

the core essence of the Judaeo-Christian God. 

Fiorenza has been criticized for creating a process which is 

selective in its Biblical reading,"9 yet clearly the Bible is far from 

peripheral to her process of reclaiming women's experiences. She argues 

that feminism takes its place alongside the myriad of historical struggles 

against domination and has a legitimate role in Christianity because 
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similar struggles against oppression are a dcminant theme of the Judaeo-

Christian heritage. It is through the Bible that Christians can see that 

God supports such movements. In this way, the Bible is useful to women's 

spiritual journeys if, Fiorenza maintains, it is regarded as a prototype. 

Herein is one of her unique contributions to Christian feminism. 

The title of her 1984 book Bread Not Stone: The Challence of 

Biblical Interpretation is Fiorenza's way of describing the Bible as a 

transformative, "open-ended paradigm" that encourages explorations of 

alternative models for communities or churches:1p Traditionally, the 

Bible has been held in reverence as an archetype, a norm against which all 

of life is measured or explained. This view, she warns, encapsulates 

scripture rendering it immovable as stone; it is particularly dangerous 

because it was written in the "language of men.""' If, however, the 

Bible can be interpreted as an "experiential authority," as bread that 

grows and nurtures, it can include the evolutionary experiences of all 

people, but particularly of women. This approach encourages 

identification with the foresisters of scripture as those who were 

victims, those who were oppressors, and as those who overcame oppression 

through their understanding of scripture.12 To Fiorenza, it is 

imperative that women learn their heritage and reclaim their religious 

roots because, as she quotes Judy Chicago, "our heritage is our power.""3

With this historical knowledge of scripture, she argues, the goal of 

"women's (religious) self-affirmation, power and liberation from all 

patriarchal alienation, marginalization and exploitation"14 can be 

achieved. 

Because Fiorenza's central concern is women and women's experiences, 

men may feel excluded from her women-church."5 She responds that women 

must be at the centre of attention for some time in order to compensate 

for their long absence and to give them time and space to reclaim women's 

inherent goodness and worth.116 In her eyes, it is time for women's 

monologue: 
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It is not over and against men that we gather together but in order to 
become ekklesia before God, deciding matters affecting our own 
spiritual welfare and struggle. Because the spiritual colonization of 
women by men has entailed our internalization of the male as divine, 
men have to relinquish their spiritual and religious control over 
women...if mutuality should become a real possibility. " 7

In summary, Fiorenza is primarily concerned that women have a medium 

through which their experiences can be heard and developed. Her 

conviction that a re-structured church is the proper place for this 

development is based on the reading of scripture as the story of God in 

advocacy with all oppressed peoples. Such advocacy cannot possibly be 

experienced through the institutionalized church as it presently stands, 

but can only be witnessed in the "struggles of all women.' To her, the 

hope for women-church encapsulates an entire restructuring of the 

Christian tradition, accomplished by and for the oppressed, namely women. 

This ekklesia-avnaikon is a movement away from patriarchy, but continues 

to be based upon scripture. It is an alternative or "counter-space" to 

the "interlocking dominations" of patriarchy. " 9 It receives legitimation 

from the fact that women (the silenced, the oppressed) are involved in its 

origin and evolution, and receives validation from similar historical 

struggles against domination in Hebrew, Christian, Greek and other 

societies.'° 

These four scholars, Mollenkott, Russell, Ruether and Fiorenza 

struggle for the common goal of reforming Christianity on the basis of 

what they believe is its core essential truths. Mollenkott struggles at 

dialogue between more conservative Christians and feminists, encouraging 

the possibility of alternative Biblical interpretations. Russell seeks 

reform through new metaphors for authority in partnership, such as her 

household of freedom. Ruether's goal of empowering the oppressed leads 

her both to her Christian heritage and to a future in women's-church. 

While our first three scholars clearly name the reformation of 

Christianity as their central concern, Fiorenza is fundamentally concerned 
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with reclaiming women's power, finding the Biblical tradition a helpful 

medium through which to accomplish this goal. 

The struggle of reformist feminists to interpret scripture and 

Christian doctrine with a feminist perspective is clearly challenging. 

Can the two philosophies support and sustain one another? Where do they 

diverge and what aspects of Christianity are simply irretrievable? In the 

last analysis, will all this research change anything? While the above 

noted feminists reply affirmatively, others respond with a resounding no. 

For these latter scholars, Christianity has been far too instrumental in 

the oppression of women; if women are truly to become self-identified, 

they must step outside of Christianity altogether and explore alternative 

models of spirituality. The challenge of the counter-cultural feminists 

is clear. Remaining attentive to the queries and boundary-pushing of 

counter-cultural or radical feminists can elicit some positive changes 

from Christian feminists as well, either by reaffirming the choice to 

remain Christian, or by bringing to light questions previously unnoted. 

It is because of the potential impact of counter-cultural feminists on 

Christian feminists that we now briefly turn to these scholars' efforts. 

ii) Counter-Cultural Feminists 

Feminists who define themselves as radical or counter-cultural have 

tended to move away from the Christian paradigm in order to create a 

woman-oriented religious culture and mythos. They may borrow ideas, 

symbols and even structural philosophies1r1 from an assortment of sources, 

including Christianity. However, they attempt to rename or re-image these 

endeavours with new terminology. Mary Daly is prominent among those who 

attempt this renaming as, for example, in her advancement of imaging God 

as a verb rather than a noun. At the same time, however, it is clear that 

she continues to respond to Christianity's mythological and symbolic 

structures.' Some counter-cultural feminists do not borrow so heavily 
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from the Christian paradigm, but are more concerned with recreating the 

perceived Golden Age of matriarchal religions.' The resurgence of 

goddess imagery, borrowed from a wide variety of ancient and new sources 

provides women with spiritual alternatives and the freedom to experiment 

with new and more feminine forms of worship. Women like Carol P. Christ, 

Charlene Spretnak, Starhawk, and others,124 in a resounding rejection of 

patriarchal (and) institutional religions such as Christianity, work at 

creating a feminine spirituality based on goddess and nature worship 

(wicca). 

Most prominent, perhaps, in the category of counter-cultural 

feminists is Mary Daly. Daly began her feminist work with de Beauvoir's 

observations on the traditional Christian blame ascribed to woman as the 

other. Unlike the reformist feminists studied above, Daly concluded that 

not only the church but scripture itself is guilty of repressing women. 

Her views are most clearly illustrated in her claim that the Garden of 

Eden story irrevocably teaches women childish dependence, humility and 

internal guilt." While reform feminists would differentiate between 

passages that oppress and passages that support women, Daly asserts that 

because the Bible has for the most part been used to legitimate the status 

quo, i.e. patriarchy, it is not useful in any form for the liberation of 

women. To Daly, "the medium is the message,u126 and if the scripture has 

been interpreted in an oppressive fashion, it can be perverted again; as 

such, scripture is a dangerous block to the liberation of women." 

Mary Daly's vision for a new time/new space begins with her 

rejection of the male, static "Other" of the Father God. Interestingly, 

Daly and Mollenkott agree that any single image of God, whether feminine, 

masculine or asexual is idolatrous, but while Mollenkott attempts to 

resolve this by finding new Christian images, Daly attempts to reject the 

whole paradigm of God as the "Thou." She replaces the traditional Thou 

with an experiencing of God, a Be-coming of a Be-ing by women who have 

been on the periphery of male-reality. The Be-coming of God, she argues, 
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is part of our own becoming, a process of integration and transformation 

which includes personalist (self) and communal (revolutionary) 

components- 128 This self-actualizing, which is also an experiencing and 

actualizing of the Ultimate Experience, describes God as a verb, action, 

movement, a perception which no longer separates one's being and one's 

experiences. If women enter this new time/new space of experiencing the 

Other as ourselves, they leave behind the non-being -- the 

"inauthenticity, alienation, (and) non-identity"129 -- they once were. 

Whether it is Daly's thought-provoking re-interpretations of 

language or the very visual, tactile expressions of goddess worship, these 

alternatives reverberate throughout modern Christianity. To some, all of 

these movements are heretical and serve as proof that to stray from 

tradition will lead to the demise of Christianity. Others find scriptural 

or traditional sources to corroborate their counter-cultural assertions, 

as Ruether demonstrates in her examination of pre-Christian goddess 

worship. Clearly, radical or counter-cultural feminists continue to play 

a rather dominant role within Christianity, whether or not they themselves 

acknowledge this phenomenon. 

IV. Summary 

Mary Daly speaks of the spinning, cosmic chaos1" generated by the 

feminist movement. In contrast to the patriarchal insistence on normalcy 

and order, it is quite clear that one must expect a medley of voices and 

styles within the Christian feminist circles. This diversity, this 

acceptance of interaction between voices, is consistently viewed as 

helpful to both Christianity and feminism. To these feminists, 

Christianity is flexible, not static. The exchange between theories is 

evident in Mollenkott's dialogue in mutuality, in Russell's sharing of 

ideas in a household of freedom, in Ruether's connection between 

oppression of the feminine and oppression of the earth, and in Fiorenza's 

belief that God supports feminism in its solidarity with great movements 
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opposing injustice. The rejection of the notion of an androcentric 

Christian heritage by feminist historians indicates a similar renunciation 

of tradition for tradition's sake. Amidst this affirmation of diversity 

rise questions of how far Christianity can be changed before it is no 

longer Christianity; such questions continue to be explored by feminists 

and non-feminists alike. 

It appears that Christian feminists focus primarily on the 

interpretation of scripture and specifically pinpoint patriarchal 

mythology as a principle agent of Christian misogyny. Christian feminists 

view the construction of the feminine gender and the consequent 

objectification of women in light of the philosophical juxtaposition of 

male spirit to female flesh. We have noted that they point to specific 

sources which encouraged this androcentrism, such as Paul of the New 

Testament or the works of Augustine, Luther, Calvin, Milton and others. 

Claiming the validity of feminine imagery for the divine and developing 

visions of alternative futures are also principle considerations of 

Christian feminists. 

All of these scholars experiment with defining God in non-masculine 

ways, with Mollenkott choosing non-gender kennings, and the others 

researching Christian texts for existing feminine imagery such as 

housekeeper or Sophia. Ruether also seeks pre-Christian sources for 

goddess imagery that might be incorporated into Christian liturgies. The 

title of Fiorenza's most recent work, But She Said further emphasises a 

commitment to re-imaging the divine as feminine. Not only is there 

existing feminine imagery of God within the Bible, they argue, but 

Christians have the right to continually re-image God according to 

personal perceptions and experiences. As Russell and Sally McFague point 

out, Christians who indulge in the exclusive use of one image for God are 

indulging in idolatry, for She is so far beyond our comprehension that all 

kinds of metaphors must be employed in order to capture the immensity of 

Her nature. 
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The influence of secular events, such as the popularity of feminism 

in the 1960's and the writings from that era helped fashion contemporary 

Christian feminism. If women had not gained the experience of rallying 

around specific issues, could they have developed national organizations 

calling for reform or could they have recognized oppression as a systemic 

phenomenon? If de Beauvoir had not claimed, 'one is not born, but rather 

becomes, a woman,' would women have begun to understand that human 

ideology rather than divine will has relegated them to an inferior 

position to men? 

Christian feminist scholars consistently re-assert that social 

constructs of gender, not biological determinism are what direct women and 

men into socially acceptable roles. Clearly, the ontological equality as 

well as the civil equality of the sexes is of paramount concern to 

Christian feminists and, as we shall see, is one significant difference 

between them and, with some exceptions, feminists from the Muslim and 

Hindu traditions. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

FEMINISM IN ISLAM 

I. Components of Islamic Theoloay and 

Like Christianity, Islam is a 

Muslim belongs to one of the two major 

is part of the popular mystical 

Implications for Feminist Theology 

religion of the book. Whether a 

sects, the Sunnis or the Shia's, or 

movement, Sufism, her religious 

perceptions will be informed by the Qur'an. This text is considered to 

be Allah's literal words as conveyed to Muhammad (the last of the 

prophets) during his life in Mecca and Medina, and hence is of primary 

importance in a Muslim's life. 

The art of Qur'anic commentary is thus a significant component of 

Islamic theology. A principal source for Qur'anic commentators are the 

hadiths (traditions from Muhammad's life). These hadiths have been 

considered so important in the history of Islam that a complicated process 

of authenticating their sources has been developed (isnad). From the 

study of both the Qur'an and the hadiths, there issued the shari'a or 

Muslim law. The attention to detail in developing the shari'a from the 

time of the Abbasid dynasty onward indicates that Muslim scholars have 

trained themselves to think legalistically, relying upon the Qur'an and 

hadiths to fashion a social structure in accordance with the will of 

Allah. Historically, Qur'anic commentary has remained in the hands of 

male Muslim scholars who have read scripture not only from their own point 

of view, but also from within a structured, legalistic paradigm. 

The primacy of the Qur'an in Islam is further evidenced by the fact 

that philosophies and theological concepts must be weighed against it as 

the ultimate and final revelation of Allah. Muslim feminists have not 

tended to question the belief that the Qur'an is Allah's literal words; to 

do so would challenge the very essence of Islam. However, most Muslim 
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feminists claim that one can continue to view the Qur'an as Allah's 

literal words while at the same time criticizing the contextual, 

historical and linguistic interpretation of the text. One must, they 

argue, bring contemporary perspective to its reading. What is true of 

Christianity is hence also true of Islam; the perspective brought to 

exegetical work determines to a large extent the prescriptions discovered 

within the text. The critical queztions that Muslim feminists bring to 

the reading of the Qur'an, to the hadiths and to the shari'a in courts of 

law are hermeneutical and methodological. How does one interpret the 

Qur'an? What is actually being sought when reading the Qur'an? Is one to 

look for laws and proscriptions, or are ethical principles to be sought? 

Liberal Muslim scholars, through the traditim of independent inquiry 

(iitihad) look to scripture for inclusivity and affirmation of women. The 

monolithic nature of a religion, the legal system of which ensures that 

Islam is followed, a religion that does not differentiate between secular 

and religious law, and one which considers its fundamental purpose for 

existence to be tawhid (unity) under Allah and as a community, is a 

religion which may find the diversity of feminist analysis difficult to 

accommodate. Muslim feminists thus traverse a precarious methodological 

tightrope of interpreting Allah's words contextually in a religious milieu 

that often rejects diverse interpretation. 

A. Some Historical Muslim Views of the Feminine 

i) Patriarchal Interpretations of some Key Qur'anic Passages 

If one were to ask an orthodox Muslim about the status of women in 

Islam, one would likely be told that the inception of their religion 

brought about the end of the jahilivyat (the dark ages) in Arabia and 

consequently improved women's lot. Furthermore, it might be stated that 

of all the world religions, Islam clearly treats its women the best, 

granting them more freedom and rights than any other religion or culture. 
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For those accustomed to seeing the stereotyped image of a Muslim woman in 

full burkha (veiling) or peeking from behind nurdah (seclusion in home or 

behind curtains), this might be a surprising answer. Somewhere between 

these exaggerated and oppositional viewpoints lies a more historically 

accurate picture. We begin our comparison of these two views on Islam and 

women with the former. In this context, we look to the works of Maulana 

Mawdudi and his commentary on the Qur'an. 

In his Qur'anic commentary on the nafs or souls of women, Maulana 

Mawdudi, founder of the fundamentalist Jama'at Islami party in Pakistan, 

India and Bangladesh, presents a conservative, patriarchal Islamic view of 

women and the feminine. While Mawdudi and other conservative Muslims 

acknowledge the progressive changes in laws regarding women in Muhammad's 

time, even though such a reformation occurred centuries ago, speculation 

on how Muhammad's favorable views might be translated into the context of 

twentieth century gender issues does not occur. To those thinkers, that 

women's lot was improved once in history is sufficient, it seems, to mark 

Islam as a progressive religion forever. 

In accordance with this view of the faith, Mawdudi and others like 

him develop theological commentaries based on assumptions about male 

superiority and female inferiority, in a fashion reminiscent of Augustine 

and other Christian patriarchs. Like Augustine, Mawdudi's patriarchal 

assertions centre on the origin story and on the belief that Adam's 

primacy in the order of creation indicates a natural hierarchy between the 

sexes. Mawdudi's theology is clearly influenced by certain medieval 

Muslim commentators and their adoption of the Judeao-Christian origin 

story, for the Qur'an seems almost intentionally vague and abrupt in its 

depiction of creation. Surah 4, for example, clearly states that humanity 

was created from a single person: 

0 mankind! reverence 
Your Guardian-Lord, 
Who created you 
From a single Person, 
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Created, of like nature, 
His mate, and from them twain 
Scattered like (seeds) 
Countless men and women. (4:1)' 

In contrast, the hadiths and scholars like Mawdudi rely on the Adam 

and Eve story of creation to explain the differences between men and 

women. As we shall presently note, feminist scholars like Riffat Hassan 

have pointed out that patriarchal commentaries such as Mawdudi's rely more 

on hadiths of questionable isnad (line of transmitters) than on the 

specific words of the Qur'an. Interestingly, the origin story functions 

in both the Christian and the Islamic traditions to endorse a patriarchal 

social and religious order. However, while it is the etiological nature 

of the fall that captured the Christian imagination, it is the order of 

creation, that the woman was created after Adam and from his rib, which 

seemed to establish male dominion amongst Muslim patriarchs.2

Mawdudi interprets other Qur'anic passages to say, for example, that 

men govern all aspects of life because they are naturally equipped to do 

so, while women must be protected from outside dangers as well as from 

their own inherent weaknesses and depravities (Surah 4:34).3 Reminiscent 

of Luther's instructions that 'the rule remains with the husband,' Mawdudi 

writes that wives must listen at all times to their husband's demands, 

even so far as to subvert religious duties if that is what is ordered.' 

Mawdudi systematically correlates the superiority of men as vicegerents of 

Allah's will to the woman's duty to submit to her husband's (and 

consequently Allah's) will,5 in effect claiming the husband to be the 

voice of Allah for his wife/s. 

Female sexuality is of paramount concern in Islam as in 

Christianity. women must be controlled, and so Mawdudi considers specific 

Qur'anic injunctions on, for example, veiling (33:59 & 24:32) and adultery 

(4:15 & 24:2) to be Allah's form of control.6 Further, his comments on 

Surah 2:222 on menstruation indicate that he considers female sexuality to 

be dangerous to men. Aza (menstruation), he maintains, is a disease, not 

a state of health, and as such reflects a state of uncleanliness and 
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impurity. Intercourse should be avoided at this time.' At other times, 

sex should be seen more as a duty for procreation (just as tilling a 

field) than for physical enjoyment. In this patriarchally defined Islam, 

women are one-dimensional, sexual beings. If their sexuality is 

unchecked, the social structure and religious morals of Islam are in 

jeopardy. 

Clearly, a phenomenon similar to that in Christianity also occurs in 

Islam; de Beauvoir's words regarding the religious objectification of 

women echo equally loudly in patriarchal Muslim culture. Viewing the 

feminine as the corrupting force in the world, Mawdudi and other 

conservative commentators attempt to control women through religious 

commentaries and laws. 

ii) Sufism: Woman as the Mirror of Allah 

Despite the prominence of women in this tradition,a Sufi theology 

remains largely androcentric, written by and for male mystics. An old 

Indian Sufi saying best illustrates this position: 'He who seeks the Lord 

is male.'' Borrowing more from Augustinian theory than from Islamic 

scripture, the eminent mystic al-Ghazali rejected even the most gifted of 

women as inferior to the most ordinary of men.'°

Al-Hujwiri, Suhrawardi and al-Ghazali all believed that women 

represent the material, corrupt side of life which should be avoided, they 

advocated, through celibacy. At the least, women were to be considered a 

distraction of the "profane impinging upon the sacred."" Conversely, 

other Sufi scholars objectified women by idolizing them, even to the 

extent of equating the feminine nature with Allah. Similar to the 

Catholic adulation of the Virgin Mary and the Protestant Victorian ideal 

of the feminine, the writings of these Sufi mystics render the feminine 

romantic and ideal. 
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women echo equally loudly in patriarchal Muslim culture. Viewing the 
feminine as the corrupting force in the world, Mawdudi and other 

conservative commentators attempt to control women through religious 

commentaries and laws.

ii) Sufism: Woman as the Mirror of Allah

Despite the prominence of women in this tradition,® Sufi theology 
remains largely androcentric, written by and for male mystics. An old 

Indian Sufi saying best illustrates this position: 'He who seeks the Lord

is male.'* Borrowing more from Augustinian theory than from Islamic 

scripture, the eminent mystic al-Ghazali rejected even the most gifted of 
women as inferior to the most ordinary of men.10

Al-Hujwiri, Suhrawardi and al-Ghazali all believed that women 
represent the material, corrupt side of life which should be avoided, they 
advocated, through celibacy. At the least, women were to be considered a 
distraction of the "profane impinging upon the sacred."11 Conversely, 

other Sufi scholars objectified women by idolizing them, even to the 
extent of equating the feminine nature with Allah- Similar to the 

Catholic adulation of the virgin Mary and the Protestant Victorian ideal 

of the feminine, the writings of these Sufi mystics render the feminine 

romantic and ideal.
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For example, the prominent mystic, Ibn al-'Arabi (d.638) declared 

that "to see God in woman is to see Him in all the forms in which he 

manifests himself.' In effect, al-'Arabi conferred upon women a 

nobility and grace next only to Allah's. To al-'Arabi, Allah's attributes 

of compassion, creativity and mercy were anthropomorphically feminine, 

even when displayed by a man. The spirit or ruhT3 of Allah was breathed 

into Adam (xv:29), creating an essential femininity within all men. This 

feminine spirit of Allah can be discovered, al-'Arabi believed, through 

the contemplation of women and the feminine divine. Thus, women could 

serve as mirrors through which men might glimpse the feminine attributes 

of Allah (Sophia, Wisdom), and as such they were of immense importance for 

men's spirituality. 

Further, loving a woman to the point of losing one's self in her 

beauty and spiritual attributes was comparable to divine love. Erotic 

Imagery symbolizing the passive feminine as a devotee joining with the 

active agent (Allah) became a popular motif in mystical language. A 

spiritual woman became "a medium for the understanding of and union with 

the divine."" Thus, corporeal woman (Eve) might then relate to Sophia 

(mystical exemplar) as cor,..real man (Adam) relates to Allah. In this 

respect, "...she exists above the male and below the male; however, she is 

never equal to him." 15

Women were thus elevated to an idealized position as Sophia, the 

feminine counterpart to Allah, a dangerously anthropomorphic and divisive 

idea in the context of the strict orthodoxy of monotheistic Islam. While 

the increased independence of Sufi women may be due in part to this 

romanticized feminine ideal, in other ways this imagery entangled women in 

an even deadlier snare, not dissimilar to that experienced by Christian 

women during the Victorian era. The story of Layla and Majnun presents 

this predicament quite clearly. 
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Majnun was a mystic who yearned for the divine. He also loved his 

wife dearly, seeing in her the feminine qualities and attributes which 

surely Allah would also possess. Becoming more and more obsessed with 

this parallel, Majnun grew to idolize his wife as the perfect exemplar of 

Allah. Eventually, he realized that he could no longer bear to gaze upon 

his real Layla, for the reality of her human imperfections would drive the 

image of Allah from his mind. Thus, he decreed that sha must be hidden 

from him, shunned because she was female. For Majnun, Layla had become a 

symbol rather than a human being. 

This paradox continues to exist for Muslim women. Whether they are 

considered impure or inferior as Mawdudi imputes, or pure and impossibly 

perfect as Sufism sometimes teaches, Muslim women experience the same 

objectification as have Christian women. In both religions, androcentric 

theology successfully excludes women from both the discussion and the 

development of their religious heritage. As the next section elucidates, 

this objectification confines Muslim women to a very narrow definition of 

what it is to be female. 

The Consequences of Patriarchal Interpretations of the 
Feminine in Islam 

In Islam, patriarchy permeates culture through the shari'a, or 

religious law.16 Most Muslim feminists believe that the shari'a controls 

and objectifies women in much the same way that religious doctrines 

function in Christian culture. Further, they believe that Muslim laws are 

a direct consequence of a legalistic, patriarchal interpretation of the 

Qur'an. Therefore, an examination of the shari'a is one method of 

understanding the impact of patriarchal Islam on women. 

A. The Shari'a on Women 

Four schools of law were instituted within two hundred years of 

Muhammad's death." Muslim law differs from country to country, depending 

on which of the four traditional schools predominates, which in turn often 
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depends on the political agenda of its interpreters (the ulema and 

government). Based on readings of the Qur'an and hadiths and the context 

of a given time and place, one might argue that the shari'a should 

represent the living dynamics of Islam. Yet, all too often the shari'a 

flounders in a static, immovable obstruction through philosophical 

dogmatism." This is especially apparent in some of the hadiths and laws 

relating specifically to women and the family. An examination of current 

Muslim laws on marriage and divorce provides ample evidence that the 

shari'a tends to be based on a patriarchal exegesis of Islam. 

Muslim exegetes and legalists arduously concentrate on defining 

social and familial roles for men and women; their patriarchal 

interpretation of the Qur'an is used to legitimize their laws. Riffat 

Hassan writes: 

The fact that there is more Qur'anic legislation on the subject of a 
right ordering of the relationship between men and women than on any 
other subject shows how important this subject is within the framework 
of the Qur'an. That so much of this legislation has been ignored or 
supplanted shows how afraid Muslim societies have been of changing the 
existing balance of power in the domain of family relationships." 

As we have already noted, conservative commentators like Mawdudi and 

those who uphold the shari'a point to the changes implemented by Muhammad 

in seventh century Arabia, and assert that Islam is a religion of 

equality. In their minds, no further progress is required. Further, 

they are quick to provide a litany of the legal improvements implemented 

by Muhammad on behalf of women, and from this list it is clear that 

Muhammad did indeed acknowledge the humanity of women. Many of his 

instructions from Allah on the treatment of women must be considered 

progressive for his day. For example, while the practice of polygamy may 

insult modern sensitivites, in Muhammad's time it was an accepted 

practice, and the revelation that polygamy was to be restricted to a 

maximum of four wives (Surah 4:3) can thus be acknowledged as an 

improvement for his time.2' However, an examination of some of the 
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conservative interpretations of the Qur'an in regards to marriage and 

divorce, for example, indicate that Muhammad's progressive leanings are 

not reflected in the shAri'a.

In the Qur'an, marriage is encouraged (2:223) as the only legitimate 

form of partnership between a man and a woman. It is not only considered 

to be a method of controlling the feminine (as is noted to be the case in 

Christianity21), but there is also a strong moral and religious 

obligation for Muslim women and men to marry. Celibacy is strongly 

discouraged in mainstream Islam because Allah's will is for the human 

species to procreate. 

Marriage is traditionally arranged between a woman's guardian and a 

man; it is essentially an arrangement or exchange between men.22

Traditionally, a girl's first marriage could occur as early as nine, and 

hence the agency of the guardians seems reasonable. While a marriage 

should legally have the ,....msent o! the bride," the early age for 

matrimony has often led to coercion, the young girl simply obeying her 

parents' wishes.' The two families involved seek an appropriate match, 

usually with an eye to strengthening the finances and social standing of 

their respective families. 

Given the pressure to marry in Islam, divorce has been one of the 

most inhibiting factors in Muslim women's lives, a constant threat of loss 

of income and social standing. The Qur'an clearly discourages divorce, 

but notes that if it is necessary, the wife must be cared for by returning 

her dowry (2:236-241) and providing maintenance (2:241). However, through 

legal parleying husbands frequently retain the dowry, thus making divorce 

an appealing and easy escape from financial burden." Men are permitted 

to free themselves from marriage by simply uttering 'I divorce thee' three 

times" and, unlike wives, do not have to provide any basis for divorce 

such as spousal misconduct.27

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 

62

conservative interpretations of the Qur'an in regards to marriage and 
divorce, for example, indicate that Muhammad's progressive leanings are 
not reflected in the sh^ri'a.

In the Qur'an, marriage is encouraged (2:223) as the only legitimate 

form of partnership between a man and a woman. It is not only considered 

to be a method of controlling the feminine (as is noted to be the case in 
Christianity21), but there is also a strong moral and religious 
obligation for Muslim women and men to marry. Celibacy is strongly 

discouraged in mainstream Islam because Allah's will is for the human 
species to procreate.

Marriage is traditionally arranged between a woman's guardian and a 

man; it is essentially an arrangement or exchange between men.22 
Traditionally, a girl's first marriage could occur as early as nine, and 

hence the agency of the guardians seems reasonable. while a marriage 

should legally have the ^nsent of the bride,23 the early age for 
matrimony has often led to coercion, the young girl simply obeying her 
parents' wishes.24 The two families involved seek an appropriate match, 

usually with an eye to strengthening the finances and social standing of 
their respective families.

Given the pressure to marry in Islam, divorce has been one of the 
most inhibiting factors in Muslim women's lives, a constant threat of loss 
of income and social standing. The Qur'an clearly discourages divorce, 
but notes that if it is necessary, the wife must be cared for by returning 

her dowry (2:236-241) and providing maintenance (2:241). However, through 
legal parleying husbands frequently retain the dowry, thus making divorce 

an appealing and easy escape from financial burden.25 Men are permitted 
to free themselves from marriage by simply uttering 'I divorce thee' three 

times26 and, unlike wives, do not have to provide any basis for divorce 

such as spousal misconduct.27

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



63 

The reform or elimination of the shari'a thus becomes of keen 

interest to feminists, as it seems clear that positive reforms will 

continue to falter unless the traditional assumption of men's superior 

legal rights is seriously challenged within the Muslim courts of law as 

well as in interpretations of the Qur'an. This brief comparison of Muslim 

laws and Qur'anic verses illustrates that the shari'a has in many 

instances usurped some of the original Qur'anic intentions, and that the 

Qur'an either did not succeed in replacing certain customs and social 

expectations or was adapted to suit existing belief structures. As Islam 

spread, it clearly adapted and adopted social customs of the people, as is 

noted in the case of hadiths surrounding the origin story (or in the 

custom of female circumcision in certain parts of the Muslim worldu). 

This interplay between culture and religion has thus become of primary 

interest to Muslim feminist scholars attempting to recapture the original 

intent of Islam. Discerning between what is truly Qur'anic and what is 

cultural may aid us in better understanding the urgency behind some Muslim 

feminists' ijtihad (independent inquiry), as they attempt to respark Islam 

into the dynamic that they believe it is meant to be. 

The Changing Face of Islam 

A. The Path to Change 

Change in Islam occurs slowly and subtly New theological 

propositions are carefully weighed by the ulema and, if deemed acceptable, 

fashioned into shari'a law by governments eager to find religious 

sanctions for their decisions. Cautious interpreters will say that change 

is permissable in Islam while more liberal scholars insist that change is 

at the very heart of Islam; in the case of the latter, to neglect the 

revolutionary thoughts of the Qur'an is to be un-Islamic.29 In challenging 
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tradition, contemporary feminist scholars face both the ulema and the 

government and, depending upon the political and religious climate of a 

country, feminist issues can either be quickly suppressed or addressed. 

As in Christianity, we can identify a number of moments in Islamic 

history which have been essential to the development of a Muslim feminist 

awareness. In their book, Openino the Gates: A Century of Arab Feminist 

writino, Margot Badran and Miriam Cooke trace three distinct eras of 

feminism in Muslim history: the invisible feminism (1860-1920) found in 

the writings of Egyptian harem women; a public feminism (1900-1960) which 

grew but then declined during nationalist clashes with the West; and 

finally, the resurgence of feminist concerns begininning around 1975 with 

the United Nations Decade of Women." The context from which Muslim 

feminism emerged is important because Islamic countries vary in their 

history and philosophy. The following examination will note some specific 

developments from different countries. 

While popular thought credits Qasim Arnie with the first 

endorsement of feminism in his 1899 book, The Liberation of  the Woman, 

Badran's and Cooke's study shows a much earlier evidence of what could be 

considered feminist awareness. While the Egyptian harem lifestyle 

segregated women from the public world, personal reflections in the form 

of letter-writing indicates the first stirrings of solidarity amongst 

Muslim women. As in the development of Western feminism, isolated actions 

which today might be considered feminist became more frequent, but 

initially, the organized social critique necessary for a feminist movement 

was absent. By the 1890's, however attitudes towards women had changed 

sufficiently to allow Huda Shaarawi to organize debating salons where 

women could gather to discuss issues and share personal stories.' 

It is also in Egypt, a country frequently in the foreground of 

change in the Arab world, that Badran found evidence as early as 1909 of 

the use of the word nisai, (meaning "something by or about women"),33 to 

connote feminism. The Muslim woman Sahithat al-Badiya collected essays 
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which focussed on improving women's lives through general education, job 

opportunities and religious education (including Qur'anic teachings on 

women), and published them under the name Al-Nisaiyat.0  By 1923, the 

Egyptian Feminist Union adopted 'nisai' to mean feminist. 

The organised movements of the 1920's - 1960's in Egypt, Lebanon, 

Syria, Iraq, and Sudan marked Muslim feminism's emergence into public 

life,' as some women organized their own political agendas and put 

pressure on male family members and political members of parliament to 

listen to their demands. Further, liberal male scholars like Shaikh 

Muhammad Abduh encouraged the use of ijtihad (independent inquiry) to 

interpret the Qur'an in light of modern developments, advocating scripture 

rather than hadiths as the primary source of instruction. Similarly, 

Pakistani women found support from national leaders like Muhammad Iqbalu

shortly after the creation of their state in the 1940's. 

Contact with the Western world clearly marked some progressive 

social changes for Muslim women, particularly in the areas of education 

and job opportunities. Additionally, attitudes towards women's dress 

codes relaxed as Muslim women began to reject the veil. However, the 

change in attitude towards such issues as veiling was often more a result 

of the desire to mimic the Western style than any real ideological 

shift." Even those women like Buda Shaarawi who abandoned the veil often 

did so in order to be considered progressive and Western.0

The eagerness with which Western customs were adopted was condemned 

with the rise of nationalist movements. Women's voices tended to be lost 

in the so-called larger issues of uniting Muslims against colonialist 

powers. Women were accused of being pawns in the hands of imperialists 

planning the usurpation of native culture.39
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This sort of reactionary nationalist fervour produced apologetic 

scholars who defended Islam, emphasizing that no other religion gave women 

so many rights. Female writer Zaynab al-Ghazali al-Jabili highlighted the 

Qur'an's message of the complementarity of the sexes, castigating Western 

feminism for its insistence on competitive equality: 

...Women may talk of liberation in Christian society, Jewish society, 
or pagan society, but in Islamic society it is a grave error to speak 
of the liberation of women. The Muslim woman must study Islam so she 
will know that it is Islam that has given her all her rights." 

Women's claim for a respected status in Muslim society depends, Zaynab 

believed, on the understanding that women and men are equal in their 

duties to Allah. 

The third era of feminism as noted by Badran was the resurgence of 

feminist concerns in Egypt, Lebanon, Syria and Iraq, as women returned to 

their original demands, and as women in other countries began their first 

experimentations with feminist philosophies. Feminism indisputably 

entered the field of politics in this stage. Beginning in 7975, the 

United Nations Decade of Wc:aen encouraged Muslim women in their 

endeavours. In that same year, fifteen out of twenty-one Arab countries 

had an official feminist governmental department which promoted literacy, 

child and health care, craftmaking, etc. Women were most eager for this 

kind of information and the new roles offered them." 

Challenges of nationalism, modernism, traditionalism and pious or 

even extremist fundamentalism emerge from this brief historical survey. 

Muslim women's efforts for equality have been thwarted by nationalist 

accusations of disloyalty. Their efforts have also been shaped by demands 

for such things as modest clothing or shedding the veil. Such issues form 

the rough and rocky terrain upon which contemporary Muslim feminist 

scholars journey. The resulting conflict between, for example, 

nationalist and feminist ideologies or conservative and feminist 

interpretations of the Qur'an are addressed by the scholars examined 

below. 
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entered the field of politics in this stage. Beginning in 1975, the 
United Nations Decade of Women encouraged Muslim women in their 
endeavours. In that same year, fifteen out of twenty-one Arab countries 
had am official feminist governmental department which promoted literacy, 

child and health care, craftmaking, etc. Women were most eager for this 
kind of information and the new roles offered them.41

Challenges of nationalism, modernism, traditionalism and pious or 
even extremist fundamentalism emerge from this brief historical survey. 

Muslim women's efforts for equality have been thwarted by nationalist 
accusations of disloyalty. Their efforts have also been shaped by demands 

for such things as modest clothing or shedding the veil. Such issues form 
the rough and rocky terrain upon which contemporary Muslim feminist 
scholars journey. The resulting conflict between, for example, 
nationalist and feminist ideologies or conservative and feminist 

interpretations of the Qur'an are addressed by the scholars examined 

below.
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H. The Variety of Thought and methodology 
in Islamic Feminism 

Like their Christian counterparts, Muslim feminists seek positive 

female role models from within their religious histories, discern between 

essential religious truths and contextual, patriarchal interpretations, 

and compile feminist exegeses of scripture. Muslim feminists may differ 

in their interpretation of the equality or complementarity of the sexes. 

An issue specific to Islam is the tension between nationalism and 

feminism. 

Like Christian feminists, many Muslim feminists have focussed on the 

quest for female role models in the tradition. The romantic idealization 

of women, as exemplified in the Sufi story of Layla and Majnun, for 

example has recently been replaced by more revolutionary role models. 

Iranian martyr Ali Shariati42 was particularly attracted to stories 

surrounding Fatimah, the daughter of Muhammad, arguing that she 

represented both a relational role to men -- as daughter, wife and mother 

-- and an independent figure "...as a woman in her own right, more than a 

mere daughter, mere mother, mere wife.' Fatimah cared for her father, 

aligned herself with her husband Ali against his many enemies, gave birth 

to and instructed her sons, Hassan and Hussain, on their duties as 

Muslims,44 but also confronted her harsh life with a courage independent 

of the men in her life." This, Shariati proclaimed, is an ideal role 

model for Muslim women. 

Shariati inspired Iranian women like Shahin Tabatabai, who stresses 

the fact that women and "women's issues" cannot be lifted out of or 

isolated from the context of the Qur'an: "The Qur'an 'deals with the 

liberation of women in the framework of the liberation of oppressed 

people.' According to Tabatabai, one must see women's liberation as 

a logical consequence of Islam in its function as the greatest liberator 

of humanity. Hence, contemporary role models now reflect the rough edges 
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of reality as in the stories of the oppressed, the poor or those caught in 

war; these stories reflect both the independence and strength of 

contemporary Muslim women as well as the hope instilled in them by the 

true spirit of Islam. 

i) Reform Feminists in Islam 

The scholars in this chapter have been chosen because they represent 

different facets of Muslim feminism. The variety in their national 

origins indicates that feminism is widespread throughout the Muslim world. 

Our first scholar, Freda Hussain, originally from Iran, makes an important 

but difficult distinction between what she calls pseudo-Islam and ideal 

Islam. Her analysis is taken up by our next scholar from Pakistan, Riffat 

Hassan, who is working on a truer interpretation of the Islamic origin 

story which, she feels, will make it possible to distinguish betweei. 

Hussain's pseudo and the ideal Islam. In so doing, Hassan enters the 

field of commentary literature, both a science and an art in Islam. 

Traditionally, the legitimacy of a commentary is determined by the 

"appropriate relevance (of) the consensus of the community."" The test 

of a woman's commentary will be whether lima (consensus) of the whole 

Muslim community can be reached." The works of Hassan and Hussain are 

reminiscent of efforts found in Christian feminism, although Hassan's 

works differ on the issue of the complementarity of the sexes. 

Specific to Muslim feminism is the confusion between issues of 

feminism and issues of nationalism. Our third scholar, Leila Ahmed, 

maintains that a Muslim country's treatment of women is a metre-reading of 

that nation's love-hate relationship with the West. The history of 

colonialism in most Muslim countries, including Ahmed's home country, 

Egypt, is marked by a suspicion of the foreign and, particularly during 

nationalist movements, an aversion to anything reflecting Western values. 

For this reason, Ahmed approaches the conflict between patriarchy and 

feminism from an historical point of view. 
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Muslim women who struggle for independence are still in some 

instances considered traitors to their country. Our last scholar, Nawal 

el Saadawi, is one such woman. Saadawi was exiled from Egypt because she 

adheres to a Marxist interpretation of Muslim history and prefers to 

borrow ideas and analyses from Western feminism. As a consequence, 

Saadawi suffered tremendous losses in both her personal and professional 

life.49 She is unique amongst Muslim feminists in her experimentation 

with pre-Islamic images of goddesses; her probings may result in the 

formation of a counter-cultural movement in Islam. 

It is difficult to draw a line through the various feminisms in 

Islam and delineate one side as reformist and the other as counter-

cultural. Unlike Christian counter-culturalists Daly or Starhawk, who 

attempt to break away from the Christian paradigm in efforts to form 

alternative spiritualities, there is little discussion by Muslim feminists 

in this direction. We shall see that Saadawi is the only one who hints at 

breaking away from Islam. At this point she is disillusioned, but as yet 

has not formulated an alternative paradigm. Therefore, our chapter on 

Islamic feminism can only focus on that which exists, i.e. Muslim reform 

feminists. 

Feminist reform in Islam follows a similar path as to that found in 

Christianity. Like Letty Russell or Rosemary Ruether, Muslim feminist 

scholar Freda Hussain5° begins the task of reforming Islam by discerning 

between the historical, contextual pseudo-Islams of the world and the 

ideal Islam as portrayed by both the Qur'an and the years of Muhammad's 

revelations." By separating pseudo-Islam from ideal Islam, Hussain 

believes that Muslim women can identify patriarchy, rather than Islam, as 

the real enemy of women.52 Pseudo-Islam develops when the ideal Islam is 

warped by cultural customs and habits; pseudo-Islam impedes growth and 
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change." Hussain argues that ideal Islam is applicable to all contexts 

and times and thus must be continually translated according to the needs 

of a given era." 

In the context of feminism, Hussain points out that the purpose of 

Islam is to defeat inequalities" and, since patriarchy is based on 

unequal distributions of power, it is the duty of Muslims to battle 

patriarchy. First, however, a Muslim must be able to distinguish between 

the ideal and the pseudo; this task requires a knowledge of history and 

scripture. Being aware of the differences between the ideal and the 

pseudo, between the original and imposed interpretations, feminists can 

undertake exegetical work in order to return to the original egalitarian 

teachings." 

The distinction between the ideal and pseudo-Islam is commonly 

employed by feminist reformists like our next scholar, Riffat Hassan", 

who works to separate cultural influences from original Islamic teachings. 

Hassan acknowledges that the Word of Allah is of primary relevance to a 

Muslim's life, but she defines Islam "strictly in terms of what is 

contained in the Qur'an.' She calls lot- women to become involved in 

theological work, for 

It is still, however, not clearly and fully understood even by many 
women's rights activists in Pakistan and other Muslim countries that 
the negative ideas and attitudes about women prevalent in Muslim 
societies are rooted in theology. Unless and until the theological 
foundations of misogynistic and androcentric tendencies in the Islamic 
tradition are demolished, Muslim women will continue to be brutalized 
and discriminated against, despite statistical improvements 
relating to female education, employment, or social and political 
rights. No matter how many socio-political rights are granted to 
women, as long as they are conditioned to accept the myths used by 
theologians or religious hierarchies to shackle their bodies, hearts, 
minds and souls, they will never become fully developed or whole human 
beings." 

Hassan believes that Allah's words are composed of human words" 

which have linguistic nuances, which change according to the contemporary 

language of a people, and which are in turn interpreted differently, 
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The distinction between the ideal and pseudo-Islam is commonly
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Hassan acknowledges that the Word of Allah is of primary relevance to a

Muslim's life, but she defines Islam "strictly in terms of what is
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It is still, however, not clearly and fully understood even by many 
women's rights activists in Pakistan and other Muslim countries that 
the negative ideas and attitudes about women prevalent in Muslim 
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and discriminated against, despite statistical improvements 
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Hassan believes that Allah's words are composed of human words60 

which have linguistic nuances, which change according to the contemporary 
language of a people, and which are in turn interpreted differently,
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according to varying needs, through hadiths, commentaries and the 

shari'a." With this understanding, Hassan opens up the pages of the 

Qur'an for contemporary feminist commentary. 

Her hermeneutical ?rocess is three-fold. First, she examines the 

Qur'an for linguistic accuracy, checking the consistency in the way words 

are used and comparing this with cultural and historical changes in 

meaning. The philosophical consistency of the text must then be examined 

together with an analysis of its overall ethical criteria.62 In this way, 

Hassan's method integrates an historical inspection of the Qur'an with 

contextual analysis. 

Hassan's first step in exegetical analysis uses a via negativa 

approach; if a passage is not explicitly patriarchal, its message cannot 

be used to support patriarchal claims. Hassan then looks for more 

historically accurate meanings by using her three-fold analysis of 

linguistics, philosophy and ethics, as shown in her work-in-progress, 

"Equal Before Allah." In this study, Hassan notes that the ontological 

assumption that men are superior to women hinges purely on a patriarchal 

interpretation of the origin story. She asks three questions of this 

story: how was woman created, what was the role of woman in the Fall, and 

why was woman created?63 She finds that the popular mythology and certain 

hadiths relate that woman was created derivatively from man, that woman 

was the cause of the Fall, and that woman was created for man's rest and 

comfort. Hassan's interpretation of the origin story is based only on a 

Qur'anic analysis. She discredits the traditional hadiths which speak of 

women's secondary and derivative creation from Adam's rib. Hassan 

contends that these hadiths are in fact not supported by the Qur'an, and 

are weak both in isnad (line of transmitters) as well as in content. 

Hassan argues further that it was not the Qur'an but the influence 

of Judaeo-Christian origin myths and subsequent doctrines such as 

Augustine's original sin that encouraged the anti-woman sentiment in the 

hadiths." Influenced by Genesis 2:18-33 and Genesis 3:20, Muslims 
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interpreted the word 'Adam' in the Qur'an to mean 'the first male.' 

Hassan argues that nowhere in the Qur'an are men and women separated. She 

reasons that 'adam' is a collective term for all humanity, first because 

'Hawwa' (Eve) is not mentioned in the Qur'an (but only in the hadiths), 

and secondly because the masculine noun 'zaui' (mate) rather than the 

feminine noun 'zaulatun' is used in conjunction with 'adam.' It is only 

in the hadiths that Adam and Hawwa emerge as separate personalities. If 

Allah had meant to delineate the sexes, Hawwa would have appeared 

alongside Adam in the Qur'an and the word for mate would have been clearly 

feminine in gender. The current trend of what Hassan calls 'Islamization' 

(making a nation more Islamic) is directly affected by such patriarchal 

hermeneutics. To Hassan, Islamization in effect means "reducing women's 

rights through laws," as traditional Muslim politics and national laws are 

based upon the ontological assumptions of male superiority. The 

patriarchal interpretation has assumed the male/female nature of Adam and 

Hawwa and the ontological inferiority of the feminine, and has resulted in 

such absurdities as conservative Pakistani judges validating the word of 

female witnesses only if two or more are involved (as opposed to one male 

witness)." Until such biases are challenged, she asserts, women cannot 

hope for progressive changes under the shari'a. 

Hassan is representative of several feminist reformists in Islam, as 

she searches for liberation from the hadiths and shari'a, relying on what 

the scriptures alone decree," and hoping to bring the issues of women's 

equality directly in line with Allah's wish for humanity: 

I regard the issue of woman's creation as more important, 
philosophically and theologically, than any other. If man and woman 
have been created equal by God, who is believed to be the ultimate 
arbiter of value, then they cannot become unequal, essentially, at a 
subsequent time. Hence their obvious inequality in the patriarchal 
world is in contravention of God's plan. On the other hand, if man 
and woman have been created unequal by God, then they cannot become 
equal essentially, at a subsequent time. Hence any attempt to 
equalize them is contrary to God's intent....(therefore) it is 
imperative.... to know that the egalitarian accounts of human creation 
in the Qur'an have been displaced by the contents of ahadith....67
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while ontological and civil equality is clearly what is desired by 

Christian feminists, Rif fat Hassan approaches the issue of the 

complementarity of the sexes in a different way. Her convictions are 

based on the same surah which Mawdudi cites to substantiate his belief in 

the superiority of men: "Men are the protectors and maintainers of women, 

because God has given the one more strength than the other, and because 

they support them from their means (4:34)." The word pawwamun,

traditionally interpreted as master but understood more progressively as 

'(greater) strength,'" i.e. 'protector and maintainer,' is a derivative 

of the Arabic word for breadwinner. This derivation leads Hassan to 

conclude that men, if capable, should be the breadwinners of the family. 

Women should not be expected to earn a living unless economics compel them 

or unless they desire a career apart from homemaking/childraising. 

Hassan's interpretation of this division of labour follows a fairly 

traditional pattern of the trade-off between women's special ability to 

bear children and the husband's reciprocal responsibility to earn a 

living. While this clearly does not challenge the traditional Islamic 

family structure, Hassan's approach is unique, emphasizing complementarity 

rather than domination. Hassan's views have been challenged both within 

Islamic feminism as well as in the global feminist context, providing an 

excellent example of the diversity found within feminist thought. 

While Hassan's feminist methodology focusses on exegetical work of 

the Qur'an, our third scholar Leila Ahmed's analysis is historical, 

centering on an issue specific to Islam, that of the conflict between 

nationalist fears of the West and women's desires for emancipation from 

the shari'a. Ahmed" attempts to clarify why challenges to traditional 

commentaries and the shari'a have been interpreted as un-Islamic and why 

this task can be a dangerous undertaking for Muslim women. In addition, 
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Ahmed advocates that women and men must develop a feminism unique to 

Islam, one that is not in response, either positively or negatively, to 

the West. 

The issue of cultural loyalty is probably more critical in Islam 

than in any other religion, Ahmed attests, because of the Arabic world's 

confrontational relationship with the West and the centuries of dispute 

between the conquerors and the conquered." Because of the intensity of 

emotions surrounding issues of cultural loyalty and betrayal, Ahmed 

maintains that any analysis of Muslim feminist works must proceed in light 

of the scholar's nationality, and the relationship which that nation has 

with the West. 

According to Ahmed, feminism has taken at least two forms in Islam, 

one which tries to mimic the West, the other which has arisen from within 

its own culture." She is critical of both types, and situates most 

Egyptian, Lrab and Persian feminists in the latter category." Ahmed 

warns these scho-ars that they may be tempted to continue nationalist 

rhetoric in an effort to remain culturally loyal and side-step the harsh 

criticism of being anti-Islamic. However, such scholarship may end in the 

adoption of a "traditional conception of women,"" and scholars may lose 

sight of their original objectives for feminist reform. The traditional 

conceptions of women of which Ahmed speaks are also those which have been 

targets of western critics. Thus, feminist issues become entangled with 

the age-old conflict between East and West. It is the emotional 

antagonism to the West, more than any kind of ideological incompatibility 

that propels many liberal scholars and activists, including Muslim 

feminists to persist in apologetic scholarship." 

Ahmed herself seeks a feminism from within her own culture but is 

reluctant to dilute the potential of feminism through apologetic attempts 

at finding an historically indigenous feminism. The reformatory power of 

feminism lies in its challenge to patriarchy, and in the case of Islam, 

feminist analysis must stand as an alternative and challenge to the 
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legalistic paradigm of the shari'a and patriarchal commentaries. She 

believes that it is misleading to claim an indigenous Muslim feminism, as 

is attempted, for example, by Badran and Cooke. It is clear to Ahmed that 

the historical "...Islam and feminism are naturally incompatible."75 The 

inherent potential for change in feminism has been shadowed by the issue 

of cultural loyalties and by confusing change and modernism with 

Westernism and colonialism.76 According to Ahmed, separating these 

feelings of loyalty and nationalism is the first and most important step 

towards defining a Muslim feminism. 

Ahmed's solution to this psychological bind is to view the source of 

conflict with new eyes; that is, to step outside of nationalist issues and 

consider all people as members of a global society, a society which 

embraces human rights as a measuring stick for civilization. Ahmed admits 

that this is easier said than done and that her arms-length view of the 

matter, living in the West, enables her to be more philosophical than 

concrete in her solution. However, she hopes that her suggestion would be 

taken seriously. 

To Ahmed, the patriarchy of Islam is supported by the establishment, 

or the shari'a. She juxtapoxes this establishment Islam with the ethical 

Islam as taught in the Qur'an, in the same way that Freda Hussain speaks 

of a pseudo and an ideal Islam. She writes: 

There appear...to be two distinct voices within Islam, and two 
competing understandings of gender, one expressed in the pragmatic 
regulations for society...the other in the articulation of an ethical 
vision...The unmistakable presence of an ethical egalitarianism 
explains why Muslim women frequently insist, often inexplicably to 
non-Muslims, that Islam is not sexist. They hear and read in its 
sacred text, justly and legitimately, a different message from that 
heard by the makers and enforcers of orthodox, androcentric Islam." 

Her historical approach allows her to delineate the cultural 

circumstances which led to the creation of establishment Islam. For 

example, during the Abbasid dynasty (750-1258), Muslim jurists borrowed 

heavily from Persian culture and Christian doctrines, emphasising a 
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legalistic rather than an ethical interpretation of the Qur'an and 

Muhammad's life." It is this legacy of establishment Islam which is most 

reflected in countries still under shari'a law. 

Another claim Ahmed makes is that many pre-Islamic women were 

independent, active citizens." (This is contrary to Muslim apologetics 

who depict the lahilliyat ["the dark ages" before Islam] as being a 

particularly cruel time for women, a theory which sets Islam up as the 

protector and liberator of women.) Ahmed believes that at least at its 

inception, Islam simply reflected some of the socially accepted 

assumptions and beliefs (some which contradicted one another) of its 

citizenry." She cites numerous hadiths and anecdotes of active women 

during the founding of Islam; in fact, Muhammad once appointed the woman 

Umm Waraka to function as an imam for all the people, women and men. 

Perhaps one of the most instructional points which Ahmed explores is 

a story from Nabbia Abbott's work, Aisha, the Beloved of Muhammad," in 

which several women questioned Muhammad as to why Allah's revelations were 

expressly written to men. From then on, Muhammad's revelations included 

messages to women." A passage as egalitarian as Surah 33:35," for 

example, which instructs both sexes to live faithful, honorable lives 

withort any gender distinction is, she maintains against the norm of all 

the monotheistic religions." Ahmed's point that Muhammad was able to 

change his views because of a petition by some faithful women is a 

powerful argument in favour of patriarchy acceding to feminism. 

Even more extraordinary in Ahmed's eyes is that narratives such as 

these were even preserved when rulers were intent on establishing an 

androcentric paradigm." Patriarchy explains away such stories as, for 

example, the passing of the Qur'an from Abu Bakr's hands down to Hafsa's, 

explaining that this was due to her special status as Muhammad's widow (a 

status obviously unattainable to other women and thus not a threat to 
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exclusively male traditions). That women contributed to hadiths at all 

indicates their original value; that these hadiths have been preserved is 

nothing short of a gold-mine for contemporary Muslim women's research. 

Ahmed advocates that Muslim women and men must learn to be 

politically astute, to understand what the shari'a is, how its history 

developed, and what is meant by fundamentalist political platforms which 

favour the institution or preservation of shari'a law.86 Muslims need to 

be aware that the shari'a has no direct claim on original teachings, and 

is an historical aberration of ethical Islam. The road to women's 

emancipation lies in the direction taken by Turkey and South Yemen, which 

have adopted secular legal systems." 

Ahmed acknowledges, however, that in many cases the "political 

circumstances are not right' for Islam to become as "intellectually 

open" as Christianity. Although individual interpretations now lead many 

educated middle-class Muslims to declare that Islam is egalitarian and 

non-sexist, it will be a long journey, Ahmed believes, before many Muslim 

nations undergo the kinds of changes necessary for Muslim women's 

ontological and social emancipation. 

Our last scholar, Nawal el Saadawi, is representative of those 

Muslim women who have embraced the teachings of secular, western feminism 

and who have "learned a lot from women in the West who have written 

...about the relationship of patriarchy to imperialism, capitalism, 

Zionism, and so on."" Saadawi states that if Islam continues to oppress 

her and her sisters, it must be abandoned for Lie sake of all Muslim 

women. Saadawi is so personally involved in her intense struggle for 

women that she threatens to abandon her efforts of reforming Islam: 

Pa:t of our strategy may be to use religion. I am not against 
religion itself. But I am against religion if it is going to be used 
against women. I want to live, and I want to enjoy life, and I want 
to give life to my ideas, and to take from life. If religion is going 
to stop me, I am going to stop religion. This should be the 
character of women: to stand up and rebel if we must." 
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Saadawi is not a theologian or sociologist, but a Marxist activist 

who makes the connection between social oppression and institutional, 

patriarchal religion. In her experience, religion, politics and law are 

all weapons employed by the powerful elite to create an imposed Islamic 

identity for their political benefit.9' She believes that the shari'a has 

little actual bearing on the day to day lives of most Egyptians, who are 

struggling for survival and who depend on tradition rather than the 

shari'a for their identity. These traditions are often informed by 

cultural and religious superstitions. Consequently, Saadawi negates the 

shari'a and focusses on changing cultural traditions.92 Although Saadawi 

moved among the elite and powerful of her nation, she takes pride in her 

rural upbringing. In this way, she represents both urban and rural, rich 

and poor, Muslim women. She chastises her sister feminists who ignore the 

very different realities of poor, agrarian or village women. 

Saadawi is representative of the unfortunate difference between 

Christian and Muslim feminists. Her experiences illustrate what can 

happen when a Muslim woman becomes too assertive in her objections against 

Islam. Saadawi was dismissed from her job as Director-General of Health 

Education in Egypt and was later imprisoned by national leader, Anwar 

Sadat for her speeches and literature against political and religious 

misogynism. In her personal life, Saadawi led innumerable women's 

organizations, edited the journal "Health" (from which she was later 

banned)" and divorced two "oppressive husbands.' 

Unlike the majority of Muslim feminists, Saadawi has called on the 

goddess tradition of her country: 

In Egypt we have a long tradition of women of power. For thousands of 
years, fot example, we have had the Goddess Isis, and her tradition. 
Thank God, thank Goddess, we still have her spirit with usl" 

Saadawi is searching for a feminine spirituality within Islam, something 

not specifically mentioned by our other scholars. Unable to find any 

satisfactory feminine metaphors, Saadawi moves into the language of the 
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goddess, reminiscent of Christian counter-culturalists. Clearly, Saadawi 

may be working at alternative models of spirituality and new metaphors for 

the divine that will be more liberating for women. Counter-cultural 

feminism may be the next theological development in Islam. 

IV. Summary 

Islamic feminists soundly reject patriarchal Islam. However, the 

interpretation of what is patriarchal appears to vary, and the issues and 

methodologies employed are also diverse. Those who advocate reform, 

Hussain, Hassan and Ahmed, consider the patriarchal interpretation of the 

Qur'an and the shari'a as pseudo or establishment 'slams. They reject 

these for the real or ethical Islam as portrayed primarily in the Qur'an. 

Hadiths and tenuous isnad are considered primary culprits in the 

legitimization of Islamic patriarchy. According to one scholar, "the 

general ethical injunctions of the Qur'an were rarely transformed into 

legally enforceable rules, but were recognized as binding only on the 

individual conscience."" According to the scholars surveyed in this 

chapter, this abdication of social responsibility highlights the 

incalcitrant nature of the patriarchal mentality. On the other hand, 

Ahmed's reference to Muhammad's willingness to change once the 

androcentric slant of his revelations was pointed out suggests a 

precedence for a contemporary revision of establishment Islam. 

The doctrinal and legalistic emphasis on unity within a community 

presents unique problems to Muslim feminists. While Islamic scholar 

Sheila McDonough points out that diversity in ijtihad (independent 

inquiry) keeps Islam growing and alive, conservative Muslims would not 

agree. The centuries-old pattern of maintaining the status quo through 

the shari'a keeps modern legalists entrenched in ancient ways. As Ahmed 

suggests, feminism and religion are indeed incompatible, and Islam's 
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emphasis on unity (tawhid) may make this religion the most resistant to 

feminism. Interestingly, none of the scholars studied in this chapter 

have analyzed the concept of tawhid from a feminist perspective. 

A feminist Qur'anic commentary and a political division between 

state and religion appear as attractive alternatives to all these 

scholars. Yet, there are also differences. While Hussain speaks of 

reforming the shari'a, Ahmed forcefully rejects the shari'a, and would 

agree with Riffat Hassan that Islamization means reducing women's rights 

through laws. Ahmed clarifies this even further by demonstrating that the 

relationship of Muslims to the West, including nationalist fears and 

animosities, often subvert feminist goals. 

In general, feminism has not been able to transcend this East-West 

tension, and so perforce it, too, has become part of the Muslim feminist 

dialogue. The veil, for example, is becoming a popular symbol of Islamic 

identity and community, and is increasingly being worn by well-educated, 

middle-class Muslim women. One cannot clearly demarcate veiled Muslims as 

conservatives, for as Ahmed has shown, the issues are much more complex. 

In certain Muslim countries, feminists who align themselves too 

closely to Western feminism face real danger, and this serves to dissipate 

the impact of their challenge for change. Sometimes, it propels their 

demands into life and death struggles. Perhaps this is why more 

existential debates, such as the ontological equality of the sexes or the 

search for feminine metaphors for the divine have not captivated Muslim 

feminists so much as has the impact of shari'a laws on limiting women's 

social and familial options. 

Perhaps, too, the urgency of reforming the shari'a has directed the 

argument of equality towards an emphasis on the complementarily of the 

sexes. Is it because Islam traditionally stresses the duties of Muslims 

that feminists like Hassan express equality in terms of the sexes 

complementing one another with different but equally viable tasks, for 

examples, earning an income versus raising children? To Hassan, the 
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complementarity of tasks or duties does not abrogate the ontological 

equality of the sexes. In general, Christian feminists would not be able 

to agree on this matter, while as we shall see, some Hindu feminists would 

be more likely to concur. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
FEMINISM IN HINDUISM 

I. The Hindu Paradigm 

Christianity and Islam share a common Semitic background, their 

religious and mythological paradigms centering on premises of monotheism 

and one sacred scripture. Hinduism, on the other hand, alludes to a 

pantheon of divinities and a variety of scriptures and oral myths as 

paradigmatic. Hindu philosophy is based on an appreciation of the unity 

of life revealed through a dynamic tension between apparent dualities. 

This bi-polar expression is translated in mythical and metaphorical 

configurations of the creation and maintenance of the cosmos, tales of 

gods and goddesses partaking in necessary yet absurd lila (divine play), 

cosmic battles between good and evil, and the gendered differences between 

male and female, god and goddess. At the same time, it is said that these 

dualities are but illusions, since all are one and the same in Brahman, 

the quintessential unity from which all particulars and specifics emanate. 

As with Christianity and Islam, this chapter proceeds by first 

examining some of the depictions of women in the patriarchal codification 

of Brahmanical scriptures. Certain epic heroines and goddesses also serve 

to delineate gender differences specific to Hindu thought. The ways in 

which certain myths and laws limited women to roles based on their 

biological functions is then examined. A study of how these traditional 

concepts of the feminine were challenged by certain modern developmezits in 

India, particularly the Independence Movement, contextualizes some of the 

reflections and concerns of contemporary Hindu feminists. One feminist 

method of reinterpreting or expanding Hinduism, that of Devaki Jain's, 

concludes this chapter. 

89 

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 

CHAPTER FOUR 
FEMINISM IN HINDUISM

I. The Hindu Paradigm

Christianity and Islam share a common Semitic background, their 
religious and mythological paradigms centering on premises of monotheism 
and one sacred scripture. Hinduism, on the other hand, alludes to a 
pantheon of divinities and a variety of scriptures and oral myths as 
paradigmatic. Hindu philosophy is based on an appreciation of the unity 
of life revealed through a dynamic tension between apparent dualities. 
This bi-polar expression is translated in mythical and metaphorical 
configurations of the creation and maintenance of the cosmos, tales of 
gods and goddesses partaking in necessary yet absurd lila (divine play), 
cosmic battles between good and evil, and the gendered differences between 
male and female, god and goddess. At the same time, it is said that these 
dualities are but illusions, since all are one and the same in Brahman, 

the quintessential unity from which all particulars and specifics emanate.
As with Christianity and Islam, this chapter proceeds by first 

examining some of the depictions of women in the patriarchal codification 
of Brahmanical scriptures. Certain epic heroines and goddesses also serve 
to delineate gender differences specific to Hindu thought. The ways in 
which certain myths and laws limited women to roles based on their 
biological functions is then examined- A study of how these traditional 
concepts of the feminine were challenged by certain modern developments in 
India, particularly the Independence Movement, contextualizes some of the 
reflections and concerns of contemporary Hindu feminists. One feminist 
method of reinterpreting or expanding Hinduism, that of Devaki Jain's, 

concludes this chapter-

89

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



90 

A. Some Historical Hindu Views of the Feminine

Hindus believe that religious law was given to Mother Earth by 

Brahma.' This dharma (meaning "sacred law, duty, justice aid religious 

merit")2 legitimized a structured community based on distinctive 

differences, including one's rank at birth (the caste system), one's level 

of employment (also dictated by caste), the colour of one's skin (the 

lighter-skinned Indians being superior to darker Indians), and one's sex. 

For several centuries, the source of dharma (the Vedas, the sacred 

scripture) was interpreted and codified by male law-makers such as Gautama 

and Menu, who applied these laws to their respective social times.' In 

this way, divine law reflected the needs as well as the religious 

comprehension of its followers. Religious laws for women highlight what 

has been historically accepted as inherently feminine (i.e. what 

characterizes the feminine nature), what roles are consequently viewed as 

socially acceptable (i.e. what women must do to fulfil their dharma), and 

what religious functions and spiritual destinies are available to Hindu 

women. 

i) Brahmanic Scriptures and Religious Law 

The Dharma-Sutras,4 one of the Smriti texts, describe a religious 

structure which enables people to fulfil their dharmas and gain spiritual 

liberation (moksa). These texts contain some interesting assertions 

regarding the role of women in Hindu society. Their inferior status is 

clearly reflected in some of the earliest laws. 

The first law-maker, Gautama (7th century B.C.), for example, 

established marriage as a social contract and then stated that "a wife is 

not independent with respect to the fulfilment of the sacred law (28:1)." 

This was subsequently interpreted to mean that a woman could not perform 

religious ceremonies without her husband's permission.5 A later law-maker, 

Baudhayana, went further, declaring that the sole purpose of a woman's 

life was to bear sons; a woman who bore only daughters should be 
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deserted.6 The primary function of a woman for Baudhayana was to ensure 

her husband's salvation by bearing a son who would transport his father's 

soul to heaven.' Further, wives "'who strive to do what is agreeable to 

their husbands' are assured of the bliss of heaven." Clearly, these 

laws placed women in roles of secondary importance in both their 

participation in religious ceremonies and as dependents of their husbands. 

One of the main concerns of yet another lawmaker, the ascetic 

reformer Apastamba, was to protect women's chastity by securing their 

allegiance to their husbands and by segregating them from unnecessary 

social contact. This is apparent in his still popular view of the 

symbolic nature of women. While he conceded women a role in religious 

rituals,9 their participation was likened to "vessels which contain the 

curds for the sacrifice...(to be) protected from all impurity."" This 

protection of women-as-vessel was translated into the right of a husband 

to segregate his wife from contact with other men lest questions of 

paternal lineage arise." The law-maker Vasishtha restricted women even 

further: "'The fathers protect them in childhood, their husbands protect 

them in youth, and their sons protect them in age; a woman is never fit 

for independence."12

Women continued to be subject to special rules in the Manu-Samhita, 

written some time between 200 B.C. and 200 A.D. Considered the most 

authoritative legalist in Hinduism, Manu's text reflects "a conservative 

Hindu society, where castes and creeds had become more prominent and 

special safeguards had to be made for its protection from disorder."" 

Some of the earlier and harsher laws were relaxed: Manu discouraged child 

marriage, disapproved of bride-fees, and allowed widows to remarry." 

However, his rules continued to be based on patriarchal assumptions about 

women's inferior, servile nature. He agreed with Vasistha that a woman 

could not be independent from a man's contro1.15 Paradoxically, Manu also 

wrote, 
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Women must be honoured and adorned by their fathers, brothers, 
husbands, and brothers-in-law who desire (their own) welfare. Where 
women are honoured, there the gods are pleased; but where they are not 
honoured, no sacred rite yields rewards. Where the female relations 
live in grief, the family soon perishes; but that family where they 
are not unhappy ever prospers. The houses on which female relations, 
not being duly honoured, pronounce a curse, perish completely, as if 
destroyed by magic. Hence men who seek (their own) welfare, should 
always honour women on holidays and festivals with (gifts of) 
ornaments, clothes and (dainty) food." 

Clearly, however, Manu's main concern is for husbands, to whom there 

instructions for order and good fortune are directed. 

Despite the restrictions which law-makers advocated for women, Hindu 

wives were quite active in religious rituals, primarily because they were 

considered part of home-life. Wives frequently performed domestic pulas 

alone, acting as hostesses to the gods." Lawmakers in fact sanctioned 

three religious roles for women, all relating to home-life: the dharma of 

producing sons, the artha of contributing wealth or good fortune to the 

family, and providing desire and pleasure, kama for the husband." 

Women's spiritual survival depended on her success in these three areas. 

When the ascetic tradition of the Upanishadic era devalued the 

importance of domestic tasks, (particularly artha and kama) women's 

chances for moksa lessened. The Unanisadic assertion that knowledge was 

essential for moksz :1,.-zomatically excluded most women." Women came to 

symbolize mava, the ignorance and illusion that mein must avoid in order to 

become true sannyassis (renouncers).20 The significance of their sexual 

status increased proportionately to their decreased relevancy in spiritual 

salvation. Women's identity was virtually subsumed by their sexual, 

relational status to men in the stages of maidenhood, marriage and 

widowhood or sati.21

In summary, our evidence suggests that early Hindu lawmakers 

considered women to be inherently inferior to men, incapable even of 

obtaining salvation without the presence of a husband. Theirs was the 

task of serving him well. In addition, the bi-polar nature of the 

feminine begins to emerge in the works of Manu, in which women appear as 
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deserving of fear and honour, control and placation. Clearly, women were 

seen as obstacles to enlightenment in much the same way as Eve was viewed 

as standing between Adam and God in the Judaeo-Christian-Muslim 

mythology.22 

Religious law is but one area in which feminine nature is relegated 

to a status secondary to the masculine. Certain interpretations of the 

mythologies of gods and goddesses also perpetuate patriarchal, objectified 

ideals, while epic heroines dictate the proper behaviour for young 

maidens, wives and widows. 

ii) Images of the Feminine in the Divine Pantheon 

"In the mythologically instructed community there is a corpus of 

images and models that provide the pattern to which the individual may 

aspire, a range of metaphoic identity."23 Hinduism arguably provides the 

clearest example of the paradox in which patriarchally-defined religions 

place women. In Hindu goddess mythology, a bi-polar pattern of abala 

(supportive feminine energy) and sakti (independent feminine energy) 

emerges as descriptive of feminine nature. The dual nature of the 

feminine has also been significant in the objectification of social roles 

for Hindu women. Some feminist scholars therefore believe that legitimate 

connections or parallels can be made between images of the feminine divine 

and women. This assertion makes it important for us to note some of the 

dominant characteristics of abala and sakti which have usually been 

attributed to particular Hindu goddesses.24

During the classical period of Hinduism (circa 400 A.D.), goddess 

devotionalism piqued popular imagination. One component of abala, orakrti 

(the fecund energy in matter)z5 is reflected in the name of the epic 

heroine, Sita,26 which means "to be plowed." The female is considered to 

be like soil, passive, awaiting the arousing male power or active agent in 

the creation of life.:' Nature is also viewed as a feminine source of 

nourishment and support. The world itself is considered to be the Durga 
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of "cosmic stability,nn nourishing, supporting and protecting those who 

reside within her. Durga is called upon in Durga Pulas for fertile 

auspiciousness during autumnal harvests.29 Similarly, Laksmi is equated 

with that which "spontaneously creates all material reality...creation's 

dynamic aspect-fin

The beautiful goddesses/consorts Sri-Laksmi and Sati-Parvati' 

personify another aspect of abala, that of a wife's supportive, 

stabilising energy for her husband/god. In one story, Siva laments the 

loss of Parvati and hex. desired abala:

With thee I am almighty, the framer of all things, and the giver of 
all bliss; but without thee, my energy, I am like a corpse, powerless 
and incapable of action: how then, my beloved, canst thou forsake me? 
With smiles and glances of thine eyes...0 Mother of the Universe! 
arise." 

Similarly, Sita is a model of an ideal wife, willing to perform the 

ultimate uxorial duty of committing sati when questions of her chastity 

threaten her husband's honour. 

If this feminine energy is not converted into the enabling abala to 

the male god's energy (te as), it is considered to be potentially 

destructive to ordered society, and is referred to as sakti. An example 

of this latent danger being thwarted by the gods is found in a popular 

cosmogonic myth. According to this story, the river goddess Ganga fell 

from Visnu's foot (a place of obedience) into the hair of Siva, who saves 

the earth and social order from being destroyed by the impact of Ganga's 

fall." Siva's hair filters out the potentially destructive nature of the 

goddess. Now she winds her way through his locks and onto the land as a 

"liquid sakti,"" at the same time nourishing his creative energies and 

cooling his fires." 

An increased fascination with those dark and powerful goddesses 

which exhibit sakti is evident in mythology developing between 400 and 600 

A.D. Much of the goddess mythology of this time centered around the 

mighty warrior mother Durga" and Kali." Siva is not so successful in 
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taming the frenetic energy of Kali. Kali's fury at society, order and 

dharma is portrayed by her frequent visits to cemeteries and battlefields 

and proclivity for antisocial eating habits as she consumes babies and 

drinks blood. One popular depiction of her relationship with her 

complementary god is of her standing atop a corpse-like Siva whose only 

lively appendage is his erect penis, symbolising his sexual energy 

directed at Kali. Like Ganga-Mata, Kali threatens ordered society with 

her energy, but unlike the river, she is never quite tamed. Siva so 

attempts through his blissful inaction, but Kali continues her tandava 

dance." The shock value of such a goddess lies in the recognition of 

this untameable energy in nature, an energy to be feared and thus 

controlled. This is raw sakti. 

Sakti is ultimately related to the concept of maya (illusion), in 

its most extreme form depicted as dangerous to humans, at other times 

symbolising the delusion of the human ego. Kali, for instance, portrays 

the dangerous side of ;lava, when she threatens structure and 

civilization." On the other hand, Durga, who was created by the gods to 

do battle on their behalf," destroys human delusions and self-absorption 

by slicing the demon buffalo's head from his body. At this time, the 

demon's human head emerges, signifying that the human ego (maya) must be 

released if liberation is to be attained. In the process of battle, Durga 

also uses maya in its delusory form, giving the illusion of desperate 

battle with all arms and weapons flailing; a glimpse of her face, however 

reveals a calmness unaffected by the battle, even an inattentiveness to 

this mere game with mortals.' 

Striking parallels are evident between the bi-polar characteristic 

of Hindu goddesses and what has been written about the Virgin Mary and Eve 

in Christian and Muslim mythologies. The supportive nature Cabala) and 

the relationship between women and nature (prakrti) are reminiscent of the 

role of the Virgin Mary, and of the depiction of women related to nature 

as found in the Christian and Muslim mythos. On the other hand, the 
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independent, dangerous, even illusory behaviour of goddesses exhibiting 

sakti reminds us of the traditionally negative reading of Eve's 

independent actions. In the context of the former, the goddess/Virgin 

Mary inspires devotion, in the case of the latter, terror. In each of the 

religions examined here, women hale been affected by this objectification. 

The codification of such beliefs, whether it be through church doctrines, 

the shari'a or the works of early Hindu lawmakers, reflect a bi-polar 

religious expression of adulation and fear for the feminine on the human 

level. This has resulted in social laws and customs which control women. 

What impact has this religious objectification had on Hindu women? 

II. . The Consequences of Patriarchal Interpretations of the 
Feminine in Hinduism 

A. Familial and Religious Roles for Hindu Women 

According to Indira Gandhi, feminine stereotyping is evident in 

human affairs as well as in divine events, a phenomenon strikingly similar 

to that in Christianity and Islam. She says: 

The Indian concept of women has been governed by two parallel currents 
-- the visible one of the woman in a subordinate role, the abala or 
weak one; and underlying it, that of woman as symbol of energy, the 
active principle. Thus woman is visualized as the stabilizing factor 
as well as the quickening one.42

Androcentric laws and mythologies permeate Hindu culture, 

legitimizing these two parallel currents through social customs, as in the 

upbringing of Hindu girls, and continue to govern women's lives, even to 

the point of death. Feminine worth is generally derived from what a woman 

can offer through relationships to men, whether as a daughter, mother, 

wife, etc." Hence, women are essentially relegated to three roles: 

kaumarva (maidenhood), vivaha (marriage) and sati (immolation)." 

Some examples of how the ideology of abala-sakti influence these 

familial roles follows. Citing common vignettes to illustrate popular 

beliefs, and relying briefly on sociological data regarding the stages of 

a woman's life, we find that a bias similar to th..:,; in Christianity and 
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as well as the quickening one.42

Androcentric laws and mythologies permeate Hindu culture, 

legitimizing these two parallel currents through social customs, as in the 
upbringing of Hindu girls, and continue to govern women's lives, even to 

the point of death. Feminine worth is generally derived from what a woman 

can offer through relationships to men, whether as a daughter, mother, 
wife, etc.43 Hence, women are essentially relegated to three roles: 
kaumarva (maidenhood), vivaha (marriage) and sati (immolation)-44

Some examples of how the ideology of abala-sakti influence these 
familial roles follows. Citing common vignettes to illustrate popular 

beliefs, and relying briefly on sociological data regarding the stages of 

a woman's life, we find that a bias similar to thuj in Christianity and
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Islam has also advanced the patriarchal idcJal of womanhood in Hinduism. 

As a consequence, Hindu women are faced with some frightening and eve:) 

deadly social customs_ 

i) Kaumarya - Maidenhood 

"Drums are played upon the birth cf a boy, but at my birth only a 

brass plate was beaten."45 Daughters learn that parents are usually 

disappointed when a girl is born, since she represents the financial 

burden of a dowry and an early departure to her true home with her in-

laws." The social and financial stigma of having too many daughters is 

frequently resolved through a sex-determination test (amniocentesis) 

performed on pregnant women's amniotic fluid_" Thus, one of the first 

dangers to a Hindu girl is amniocentesis. In staggering numbers, women 

abort their fetes when they discover they are female." Women's centres 

in India have a difficult time combatting this relatively easy and 

inexpensive form of belated birth-control or anticipatory infanticide. 

The enculturation of daughters begins by teaching them that other 

people's needs take precedence over their own. Simple but self-

sacrificing practices such as serving meals to men and boys and eating 

only the leftovers encourages Hindu girls to value themselves by how much 

and in what way they give of themselves to men." 

Ybnischuchita" (meaning the sanctity of the vagina) is an ideology 

impressed upon girls of an early age, particularly at the onset of menses. 

Indoctrination on how to move and act becomes particularly urgent at 

puberty, lest a daughter be considered an unsuitable match or mistaken for 

a prostitute." Rituals in certain parts of India reflect the 

desirability of hiding and protecting a girl once her menses begin. These 

restrictions in function and movement further circumscribe the parameters 

of women's sphere within the confines of home and courtyard, serving the 

men of the family. Understandably, Hindu women consider puberty to mean a 

loss of independence and freedom of movement.52
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ii) Vivaha - Marriaae & Motherhood 

"Whether treated well or ill a wife should never indulge in ire."" 

The second phase of a woman's dharmic life is prearranged marriage, 

circumscribed by the ideologies of pativratya, meaning 'the worship 7.1f her 

husband' (pati) as a god, and stridharma, the self-sacrificing, enr:bling 

virtues of womanhood." The task of being a pativrata has been described 

in the following way: 

Each woman is taught to know her true nature as possessor of a 
pollutable body and an impulsive mind but with a potential to be a 
nurturer. She should understand that her life goal is to be of 
service to her husband and cater to his every need, including being a 
good mother to his children. She should develop the proper 
disposition to achieve these goals because that is where her salvation 
lies." 

To save herself from her dark, pollutable nature, a wilt serves her 

husband by being responsible for caste maintenance, lineage pur...ty, family 

norms, correct performance of rituals, networking within the extended 

family and other families of equal status, and by the proper socialization 

of the young." 

Women learn to not only serve their husbands but to endure and, if 

necessary, reform them through the self-sacrificing process of 

stridharma,' which 

characterizes her spiritual and psychological frame of mind. Virtues 
necessary for this orientation involve patience, fortitude, 
equanimity, and self-denial. These virtues make her sati, a good 
woman." 

In this way, sakti is channelled by stridharma to become a supportive 

rather than a destructive power. Put another way, a woman's abala must 

dominate in her role as wife." 

"It is better to be mud than a barren woman."' Mothers receive 

little religious instruction, even though motherhood can be of 

overwhelming importance to a Hindu woman's spiritual and social standing. 

This appears to be due to the assumption that motherhood is part of the 

dharmic role of being a good wife. The idiom, "may you be the mother of 
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a hundred sons" is not an exaggeration but a real blessing, for the more 

sons a woman can bear the more religious, social and familial merit and 

power she accrues. In this way, a woman's sons are her saviours from what 

is often a hard life with the in-laws.° 

Given the antipathy towards female sexuality in Indian culture, it 

is not surprising that women who are no longer sexually threatening, i.e. 

post-menopausal women enjoy the greatest social freedom-62 No longer 

impure from menstruation nor able to bear a man's children, the protective 

barriers may be eased, her passage through society more relaxed. 

iii) Final Choice: Sati or Widowhood 

"Deprived of my husband, I am as one dead."° The heroine Savitri's 

lament upon the death of her husband echoes the cries of widows who 

believe that their souls die with their husbands. Without a soul, a body 

is useless, and hence the practice of sati (literally meaning "good 

woman"" but used to mean the immolation of a surviving widow on her 

husband's funeral pyre), became accepted in some parts of India, 

particularly if there were no surviving children. Considered the ultimate 

sacrifice a wife can make, this action raises her to the status of an 

incarnated being°  in fatal imitation of Siva's wife, Sati." A widow's 

sacrifice can bring good fortune to a whole village, and in death" she 

will always bear a place of honour in people's memories. While sati has 

been outlawed for two centuries, the zeal of religious fanaticism 

threatens to return it to popularity." 

Conversely, the widow is considered inauspicious, signifying 

adharma. Widows have failed at being good pativratis since they did not 

die before their husbands. Widows therefore remove their jewellry, don 

simple clothing and perform austerities in the hopes of regaining some 

lost blessings.°  They are not permitted to perform or attend nulas and 

so their only hope for salvation rests in the stringent practice oftapas.

(austerities). As a wife, she may be considered auspicious; as a mother, 
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she may hold some in awe, but as a widow there is no honour nor even an 

implied power. Widows are almost always depicted as ugly and powerless in 

Hindu mythology. 

The three familial options for women are frequently portrayed in 

popular Hindu imagery. Young maidens are carefully guarded and taught 

that their sexuality is impure and inauspicious. Wives are considered 

good in their subordination, controlled by cultural norms and significant 

males. While to a woman, motherhood can mean salvation from a hard life, 

from an androcentric point of view it is completely subsumed under the 

role of wife, the one never considered without the other. All of this 

ends in a woman's decision to either remain a widow (powerless and 

despised yet alive), or commit sati (noble but dead). Women are 

essentially trapped in these prescribed categories of relationships with 

men. It appears that because their worth depends on the perceptions of 

others, women's self esteem is easily manipulated, making them vulnerable 

to such harsh social customs as female abortions, dowry-deaths and sati. 

Clearly, the religious mythos of traditional Hinduism has not helped, but 

rather contributed to these types of abuses. The greatest challenge to 

such patriarchal views of women comes from Hindu feminists, whose history 

essentially begins just prior to India's Independence Movement. 

III. The Changing Scene 

As in Islam, history and personal experience, the wide experiential 

gap between wealthy urbanites and poor agrarian village women and men, the 

variety in devotional sects, the hundreds of dialects spoken in north and 

south India create a multitude of cultural and religious differences in 

Hinduism. This is reflected in four general forms which modern feminism 

takes in India: upper-class urban feminist groups, rural volunteer 

groupings including trade unions, mass peasant demonstrations" and, of 

primary concern to us, feminist Hindu reform. What is of interest here is 
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the history which led to contemporary movements, the story of a nation 

attempting to balance its religious and cultural traditions with the 

challenges of modernity. 

Contemporary Hindu feminism has been at least partially shaped by 

the variety of secular feminist movements throughout India, as well as by 

historical events, particularly the Independence Movement. Hindu 

feminists look to this period in history as a time of consciousness-

raising and consider it to be the genesis of feminist awareness within 

Hinduism. Just as we examined the evolution of feminism at critical 

historical moments in the context of Christianity and Islam, pointing to 

influential secular occurrences, so now we briefly examine the evolution 

of Hindu feminism during the Independence Movement. Specifically, 

Mohandas Gandhi's satvagraha movement and Sarojini Naidu's methodology of 

adapting Hindu mythology for contemporary struggles emerge as enduring 

lessons from the past. 

A. From National Independence to Modern Feminist Movements 

Humanistic values that revolutionized the Western world were 

brought to India by the British in the 1800's.' The influence of this 

foreign culture elicited at least a partial paradigm shift, from an 

"organic view of society" in which all people are responsible for 

fulfilling their dharma to keep the cosmic wheel of life turning, to one 

of individual rights." Asserting individual rights and freedoms focussed 

attention on the cruelty of such actions as, for example, sati, female 

infanticide, or child marriages. This new awareness, together with the 

political context of British rule, resulted in the formation of social 

reform movements in India even prior to the Independence Movement, 

beginning around 1820." 

Original reforms for women were seen in the larger context of the 

anti-caste movement. If hierarchy was abolished, the lowest stratum, i.e. 

women, would naturally benefit. These anti-caste movements were 
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essentially political, often divided between the upper caste Brahmans and 

the lower castes. Brahman wives and daughters became educated and even 

went abroad for schooling; although this was essentially due to a male 

eagerness to be identified with the West rather than any real 

egalitarianism, women benefited. Indian girls were exposed to new role 

models and to stories about educated girls with some degree of authority 

over their own lives:" 

Hindu women's journals during the nineteenth century indicate a 

growing awareness of social injustices against women.75 Books were soon 

written: a non-Brahman woman, Tarabai Shinde, wrote The Comparison of Men 

and Women,78 while in 1888, The High Caste Hindu Woman was written by 

Pundita Ramabai. From these writings came action: Ramabai's work 

inspired the establishment of homes for widows." These reflections also 

triggered political action during the nationalist movement of the 1900s. 

The idea of sisterhood bridged the racial gap, and some British women 

joined their Indian sisters in their emancipatory efforts. Margaret 

Cousins helped establish the Indian Women's Association in 1917 and the 

All India Women's Conference in 1929.78 These social changes were largely 

a middle-class phenomenon; the majority of women were resistant to change, 

only coming out of purdah as a result of their husbands' urgings.79

As women's issues were seen as part of the social reform movement of 

the 1800's, so they continued to be regarded as an auxiliary concern 

within the larger context of the nationalist struggle against British rule 

in the 1900's. The precedent of individual rights which provided some 

women with the power to speak publically was now to become Indianized. 

Women and men searched their own social milieu and religious mythology for 

inspiration. In the process, Hindu traditions clashed with British 

modernity, resulting in the famous satvagraha movement led by Mohandas 

Gandhi. 
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Gandhi advocated a familiar model, traditional womanhood and the 

ideology of stridharma, as a means of instilling national fervour. To 

Gandhi, women epitomized noble suffering on behalf of men. He transposed 

this ideal of genderic suffering to that of politics, coining the term 

satvacraha (satva, truth and craha, humbly taking what is rightfully 

yours)" to inspire both women and men to endure any and all hardships 

along the road to independence. A satvagrahi was one who served truth --

in this case, the soul of India -- through noble self-sacrifice. Women 

were able to identify with this political religiosity on a personal level, 

and Gandhi masterfully placed women not only in a symbolic role for 

independence, but also in political and social roles not previously 

available to them. Women were able to influence their country's politics 

through their participation in Congress and the Social Conference,m with 

their voices and feet in demonstrations and 'walks,' and also in their 

selection and use of Hindu goddesses and epic heroines to represent the 

relationship between Mother India and her nationalist devotees. 

One woman who adopted the latter methodology was the well-known 

activist Sarojini Naidu. The "Nightingale of India,"62 Naidu was said to 

be a magnificent speech-maker, eloquently chastising western-educated 

Indian men for not taking women's concerns seriously. She called for 

women to look to themselves for strength and action, pointing to Hindu 

mythology which illustrated that women "display their virtue in times of 

crisis."3 Naidu was a staunch advocate of Gandhi's techniques and 

philosophy. Women were to play a complementary role in nationalist 

struggles, providing symbolic background inspiration to their men. She 

referred to Kasturba Gandhi and herself as modern Sites because they 

"exemplified the underlying spiritual ideals of love and service and 

sacrifice."" Perhaps Naidu's greatest contribution to the women's 

movement in India was this skillful use of traditional epic heroines to 

unite all of India's women regardless of their educational or social 

standing. This symbolic grouping of all women created a new and powerful 
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solidarity, one not fully realized or explored because of traditional 

emphases on divisions by caste and geography. If solidarity could rest in 

the simple fact of sisterhood, a new interpretation of Hindu mythology 

based on the commonalities of being a woman" was possible. 

Naidu is important to Hindu feminism not so much for the content of 

her message" as for her lessons in methodology. Valuing Hindu stories 

and traditional role models such as Sita, Naidu showed how ancient Hindu 

mythology could be updated, modernized, re-interpreted to create a new 

social role of active participation for the modern Indian woman. 

Conjoining the Hindu understanding of suffering to the traditional role of 

women," Naidu and her followers discovered inspiration "by deliberately 

choosing to court meaningful suffering."" 

The paradoxical quality of Hinduism shines forth in the genesis of 

Hindu feminism. In the tradition of stridharma, one which focusses on the 

noble ability to endure the pain and suffering of the world and of which 

women are considered the ultimate exemplars, issues a new consciousness, 

satyagraha, which seems to be, because it is rooted in traditional "Hindu 

woman's psychology"," a goal even today for certain Hindu feminists. 

B. The Variety of Thought and Methodology in Hindu Feminism 

Our study of feminist reform efforts in Christianity and Islam 

revealed certain common goals, some of which are echoed in Hinduism. The 

search for positive female role models, for example is also found in 

Hinduism, from those singing padavali kirtans to those researching 

history. Hindu feminists are equally concerned in differentiating between 

essential religious truths and exposing patriarchy as an imposed and 

contextual interpretation of their faith. Further, the analysis of the 

impact of certain goddess myths on Hindu culture is analogous to work 

being done on feminine imagery for the divine in Christianity. However, 

feminist methodologies and concerns are partially informed by religious 

context, and Hinduism is paradigmatically distinctive from the Semitic 
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Conjoining the Hindu understanding of suffering to the traditional role of 
women,87 Naidu and her followers discovered inspiration "by deliberately 

choosing to court meaningful suffering.1,88
The paradoxical quality of Hinduism shines forth in the genesis of 

Hindu feminism. In the tradition of stridharma. one which focusses on the 
noble ability to endure the pain and suffering of the world and of which 

women are considered the ultimate exemplars, issues a new consciousness, 
satvagraha, which seems to be, because it is. rooted in traditional "Hindu 

woman's psychology",8* a goal even today for certain Hindu feminists.

B. The Variety of Thought and Methodology in Hindu Feminism

Our study of feminist reform efforts in Christianity and Islam 
revealed certain common goals, some of which are echoed in Hinduism. The 
search for positive female role models, for example is also found in 
Hinduism, from those singing padavali kirtans to those researching 
history. Hindu feminists are equally concerned in differentiating between 
essential religious truths and exposing patriarchy as an imposed and 

contextual interpretation of their faith. Further, the analysis of the 
impact of certain goddess myths on Hindu culture is analogous to work 
being done on feminine imagery for the divine in Christianity. However, 

feminist methodologies and concerns are partially informed by religious 

context, and Hinduism is paradigmatically distinctive from the Semitic
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religions. Hence, while Muslim and Christian feminists share a common 

desire to create feminist commentaries of their respective sacred 

scriptures, Hindu reform feminists concentrate primarily on women's 

participation in rituals and rites of passage. It is here, they believe, 

that patriarchal Hinduism is perpetuated and thus, if the misogyny of 

certain rituals can be discounted, Hinduism might become more inclusive 

and pro-feminine. 

Our attention turns briefly now to two examples -- one historical, 

the other mythological -- of women who are being presented as role models 

for contemporary Hindu women. First, a method similar to that found in 

Christianity is being employed by Hindu feminists searching for the 

stories of women from their religious tradition. For example, the story 

of Gargi, a woman philosopher in the Upanishadic courts," is particularly 

popular because it portrays a strong, educated woman who was accepted by 

men as their intellectual equal. The tale hints at the possibility that 

Indian women were not always devalued and relegated primarily to 

homemaking and childrearing. 

Secondly, retelling traditional myths might also encourage new 

images of the feminine. A popular singer of the Vaisnava padavali, kirtans 91

has transformed the conservative love story of Radha and Krishna to a tale 

which redefines women's spiritual identity. Through this song, widowhood 

is interpreted to mean a woman who is not in relationship with Krishna, 

signifying that a woman's worth is derived from her faith rather than from 

her relationship to a man.92 Thus, even a widow in the traditional sense 

can maintain her self-worth as long as she continues in her faith. Both 

of these examples advocate women's independent strength and emphasise 

facets of the feminine that are usually ignored in patriarchally-defined 

Hinduism. Reinterpreting myths, however, is but one stream in Hindu 

feminism, as we shall now discover. 

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 

1 0 5

religions- Hence, while Muslim and Christian feminists share a common 
desire to create feminist commentaries of their respective sacred 
scriptures, Hindu reform feminists concentrate primarily on women's 

participation in rituals and rites of passage. It is here, they believe, 
that patriarchal Hinduism is perpetuated and thus, if the misogyny of 

certain rituals can be discounted, Hinduism might become more inclusive 
and pro-feminine.

Our attention turns briefly now to two examples —  one historical, 
the other mythological —  of women who are being presented as role models 
for contemporary Hindu women. First, a method similar to that found in 
Christianity is being employed by Hindu feminists searching for the 

stories of women from their religious tradition. For example, the story 
of Gargi, a woman philosopher in the Upanishadic courts,90 is particularly 

popular because it portrays a strong, educated woman who was accepted by 
men as their intellectual equal. The tale hints at the possibility that 
Indian women were not always devalued and relegated primarily to 
homemaking and childrearing.

Secondly, retelling traditional myths might also encourage new 
images of the feminine - A popular singer of the Vaisnava padavall kirtans 91 
has transformed the conservative love story of Radha and Krishna to a tale 
which redefines women's spiritual identity. Through this song, widowhood 

is interpreted to mean a woman who. is not in relationship with Krishna, 
signifying that a woman's worth is derived from her faith rather than from 

her relationship to a man.92 Thus, even a widow in the traditional sense 
can maintain her self-worth as long as she continues in her faith. Both 
of these examples advocate women's independent strength and emphasise 
facets of the feminine that are usually ignored in patriarchally-defined 
Hinduism. Reinterpreting myths, however, is but one stream in Hindu 

feminism, as we shall now discover.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



106 

i) Reform Feminists in Hinduism 

As in Christianity and Islam, the intent of Hindu reform feminists 

relies on the belief that Hinduism is not inherently patriarchal; rather, 

that it is a religion which includes women's perspectives. The study of 

the connection between religion and culture is particularly crucial in 

understanding patriarchy in Hinduism, and accounts for the fact that all 

of our scholars come from the fields of anthropology, sociology or 

education. 

Each scholar selected for this chapter shares the common goal of 

reforming Hinduism to a more pro-feminine tradition, but each also 

represents some unique facet of Hindu feminism. Our first four scholars, 

Malavika Karlekar, Leela Dube, Veena Das and Vanaja Dhruvarajan, are 

especially interested in two areas unique to Hinduism. Understanding how 

gender discrimination is taught and maintained through the enactment of 

rituals and rites of passage receives considerable attention, particularly 

from sociologists Dube, Das and Dhruvarajan. To a lesser degree, the 

connection between goddess mythology and the role of women in Indian 

society is also being researched, as portrayed in some of Karlekar's 

works. 

As was the case with Muslim feminists, it is somewhat inaccurate to 

clearly demarcate a counter-cultural movement within Hindu feminism. The 

loosely defined boundaries of Hinduism's mythological (rather than 

doctrinal) paradigm make this a particularly artificial categorization. 

Thus, our last scholar, Devaki Jain, remains within the category of 

reform, even though her work is reminiscent of counter-culturalism in the 

Christian context and of Saadawi's discontent with Islam. Paradoxically, 

what might be seen as counter-cultural is in actuality deeply rooted in 

Hindu philosophy; Jain's desire for a women-based spirituality reflects a 

belief in the complementarity of the sexes as taught by Gandhi and Naidu, 

which we have already noted is based on the abala-sakti polarity of 

Hinduism. 
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Turning now to our first four scholars, we see the groundwork being 

laid for reforming patriarchally-defined Hinduism, first in the area of 

goddess mythology, and secondly, in the area of gender discrimination in 

rituals. 

The comparison of goddess mythologies and the sociological realities 

of women's lives appears to hold more appeal for Western scholars than for 

Hindu feminists.93 Searching the current writings of self-proclaimed 

Hindu feminists, one finds very little on the relationship between goddess 

myths and Hindu women. In a supplement to her main thesis on education 

and gender, Malavika Karlekar" supplies us with an example of what has 

been written on this topic. Karlekar states that stories of goddesses and 

ep_c heroines influence cultural views. The problem that she encounters 

in this phenomenon is that the images and characteristics most frequently 

employed to denote the ideal feminine are male-interpreted. Those which 

do not support a patriarchal viewpoint have been lost or re-interpreted. 

Such a biased view provides only one of several possible interpretations, 

and Karlekar asserts that not all Hindu myths consistently support the 

clear-cut gender assertions of traditional Indian iconography or 

mythology. She writes: 

creativity is not essentially a characteristic of female goddesses nor 
dominance and power that of male gods. The female godhead is both 
nurturant and submissive as well as destructive and fearsome. She is 
Sati as well as Kali. Custom and tradition have focussed on those 
models which are supportive of the social order, and underplayed the 
emulative potential of others." 

Karlekar continues by pointing out how the divine feminine nature, 

bifurcated with its abala-sakti characteristics, has been used to support 

the patriarchal social order. The power to destroy (sakti) is justified, 

she claims, only when used in the role of mother or wife in acts of self-

sacrifice (sati). Fierce with sakti, Durga destroys the demons, yet she 

must be accompanied by four children flanking her steed. With spear in 

hand, Durga stands for destruction, but with her children at her side, she 
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also represents the innate maternal power, sanctifying her actions as 

protection of familial and social order. Significantly, popular icons did 

not originally portray Durga with children, nor did the original story 

mention Durga's marital relationship to Siva. Karlekar theorises that as 

the Durga pulas became popular in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 

the goddess was domesticated to remind women of their role in maintaining 

the patriarchal kinship structure." To Karlekar, this adaptation is 

significant in sociological research and in no way should it remain the 

only icon of Durga. 

In this way, Karlekar begins the work of citing cultural adaptations 

of Hindu mythology and philosophy. The reconstructive work of developing 

a more balanced picture of the feminine is one challenge that Karlekar 

offers to other feminist scholars. 

The majority of feminist research in Hinduism focusses on the 

question of how religious rituals function as an indoctrinating power of 

patriarchy. According to Karlekar, "....much of the contemporary debates 

on women's status is...basically concerned with...what constitutes 

femininity and female roles,"7 and how this is conveyed through rituals. 

This emphasis is not surprising, since rituals rather than doctrines 

reflect and contribute to the Hindu mythos. 

Our second scholar, anthropologist Leela Dube, believes that the 

process of developing women as gendered subjects is accomplished to a 

large extent through familial practices, many of which are expressed 

through rituals and rites of passage." Ironically, many of these rituals 

are performed by Hindu women; what is hopeful to Dube and other reform 

feminists is that women's roles in certain home rituals provides them with 

a special opportunity to reform their faith." In what one scholar has 

called a "feminine preoccupation with ritual,""° the religious task of 

vratas, (rituals dealing with areas perceived to be of concern to women, 

such as a family's welfare or her own fecundity,)10 are performed almost 
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exclusively by women in their own kitchens and courtyards. These 

activities provide women with a primary role in familial religious life, 

in this sense making Hinduism one of the most women-centered faiths of the 

world. However, these rituals are androcentrically-defined, and are 

usually performed on behalf of the men of the household, e.g. fasting for 

the husband. One of the issues for feminist scholars like Dube is that 

even though women perform these priest-like activities, neither the 

actions nor the women are considered integral to Hinduism. Rather, women 

are allowed to perform rituals because of their mystical relationship to 

earth and the goddesses, through the power of sakti evident in their 

biological functions of menstruation and giving birth. 

Leela Dube's research indicates that the three major highlights of 

a Hindu woman's life, the onset of puberty, marriage and motherhood, are 

marked by rituals which, despite the wide variance in geographical 

locations, consistently portray a pre-pubescent girl as pure, a 

menstruating girl as inauspicious, a married woman as the support for the 

husband's pursuits and a mother as fulfilling her duty to society and 

family. Most of the rituals surrounding such events so clearly relate 

these messages that little cultural interpretation is necessary; this and 

the close correlation across India confirm her thesis that religious 

rituals are strong components in constructing a feminine gender."' What 

makes the feminist task of re-imaging so difficult is that while these 

traditional gender roles may be considered culturally defined, they are 

concurrently viewed as women's dharmic destiny."' Hence, they remain 

generally unchallenged. 

Sociologist Vanaja Dhruvarajan concurs with Dube, stating that women 

must be taught pro-feminine rituals. She cites a case study of a southern 

village which revealed that the Sudra's rite of passage for girls 

reflected ideas of "fertility,youth and awakening of sexuality," while the 

same rituals for Brahman girls concentrated on their ritual impurity."' 
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Clearly, some traditional rituals are more affirming than others. 

Analyzing Hindu rituals and developing new ones is a task to which 

Dhruvarajan urgently points. 

In addition to the role of rituals in Hindu life, Dhruvarajan also 

attributes women's problems to the ideology of servitude or pativratva,

which she claims is perpetuated through "control myths"' as well as 

rituals. Further, "women are dominated and subjugated because of the fear 

of female power."'" This ideology, together with the fear of feminine 

power have been successful in dividing the interests of women, even 

mothers and daughters.'" Hence, Dhruvarajan's first step is to build 

solidarity and raise the awareness of feminist issues amongst Hindu 

women.108 Her primary tools for this task are the education system, the 

media and an emphasis on women's groups. 

Our third scholar, sociologist Veena Das also challenges assumptions 

of biological determinism by discussing women's orientation to their 

bodies in the context of Hindu rituals. Das applies the theory of 

subject-object dualisml" to Hindu rites of passage throughout a female's 

life, beginining with the pre-sexual girl. This phase of a female's life 

is considered auspicious, so much so that "the feminine virginal body" is 

considered the "abode of the goddess.uflO A girl's first menstruation 

moves her into the body-in-nature role, the commencement of her menstrual 

cycle representing the regularity of nature. While her menstrual cycle 

may thus be symbolically reassuring"' to the public, for the girl this 

is often a time of uncertainty and fear."2

Some scholars believe that "Hindu rituals reflect a concern with 

controlling the boundaries of social groups, "mwhich some feminists argue 

is the case when patriarchal law-makers restrict women's social freedom, 

while others assert that Hindu rituals enable society to be "constantly 

transformed through various transactions of food, women and services.""4

This may also be the case in the patriarchal superstition that women must 
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be present at certain rituals because of their auspicious, mystical 

connection to nature. Das surmises that the third biological stage of a 

woman's life, the body-in-sexuality, represents a dialectical tension 

between these two theories. Symbolically fulfilling the function of an 

open or transformative body for the sake of social order, the sexual 

female body must yet remain male-controlled or closed. Thus, a woman is 

considered to be transformative while at the same time requiring male 

control. 

Hinduism (particularly Brahmanism) maintains that a woman is 

polluted each time she engages in sexual activity. "5 This translates into 

a woman's capacity to absorb not only the pollution of sex but all the 

sins and dangers of her man. Das maintains that women function in this way 

as symbolic scapegoats for Hindu society. It is women's ability to absorb 

pollution (sin and danger) that allows society to continue, renewed and 

pure.16 As with any scapegoat, however the admission of its necessity 

is too painful. Rather than appreciate this cleansing and redemptive role 

or even admit to its symbolic dependency on her open body, Indian society 

rejects women by, for example extolling the male ascetic lifestyle."' 

The works of Malavika Karlekar, Leela Dube, Vanaja Dhruvarajan, 

Veena Das and others like them appear to lay the groundwork for reform 

within Hinduism. By understanding how mythology and rituals currently 

support inequalities between men and women, it is their hope that Hinduism 

can be reformed into a faith which will affirm the feminine in pro-active 

ways. These feminists provide the criticism of what is inherently wrong 

with popular Hindu rituals and stories. While the next step is to 

reconstruct aspects of their faith in different areas, as in rituals, 

dances, iconography, songs, etc., there is much work to be done in 

defining certain goals and the method of achievement. 

In Hinduism, the difference between reformist and counter-cultural 

feminists is not so clearly demarcated as in Christianity. Hinduism's 

flexibility in adapting and incorporating new myths and ideologies appears 
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to make it easier for feminists to continue within their faith tradition. 

However, our last scholar, Devaki Jain, pushes at these boundaries, 

suggesting that the same impetus which causes Daly and Saadawi to advocate 

an exclusively women-based spirituality is alive in Hinduism, too. In 

this latter context, a counter-cultural bent appears to flow from the 

belief in the complementarity of the sexes, which Naidu and Gandhi 

advocated during the Independence Movement. 

Jain believes that all religions are liberating in essence but that 

they have been consistently perverted through structural codifications, 

i.e. patriarchy.116 Jain agrees with reform feminists who say that it is 

the task of each woman to rediscover the liberating factors of her faith 

tradition. However, what distinguishes Jain from other Hindu reformists 

is her vision of a universal feminist movement based exclusively on 

certain inherent characteristics of women. Envisioning a global feminist 

ethic which would draw on specific lessons of strength from women of 

different faith communities, Devaki Jain appears to be developing an 

exclusively female, and perhaps counter-cultural faith. 

Like Saadawi, Devaki Jain begins her analysis with the questions: 

"what can women do with religion?" and "how can women use religious 

traditions and values to their advantage?"' She approaches the 

relationship between women and religion as asocial scientist who realises 

the need for an "understanding of religious traditions, and the 

relationships they create in society."12° Jain considers the Hindu faith 

to be oppressive for women, and thus her primary concern is to assist 

wmen in redefining a religious identity relevant to their experiences and 

perceptions. 

Jain's solution to this oppression is to develop a universal 

feminist ideology which might transcend cultural and religious prejudices. 

Her rationale rests on her observations of the Independence Movement when, 

led by Kamaladevi Chattopadhyaya, women demanded a communal civic code 

applicable to all women regardless of religious affiliation.'21 Although 
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this request was rejected, Jain believes that the principle of a common 

spiritual ideology is essential for modern women. Conceding that there 

are culturally specific feminisms,122 it is yet important to Jai, that 

women first understand the basic commonalities of being a woman, 

irrespective of their faith traditions. 

Her first step in building a universal feminist movement is to look 

to her own faith community. Jain adopts two of Gandhi's convictions. 

First, she believes that the means to an end is as important as the end 

itself: 

Durable achievements demand dedication to the method, the process of 
revolution. If the means, the methods, build on human goodness, then 
a genuine change of attitude and durable results can be achieved.112' 

Secondly, a universal feminist movement should be based on ahimsa 

(non-violence). Jain recalls how a group of village women enacted the 

traditional Ganesha Pula to a contingent of elephants being readied to 

destroy their squatter village on governmental orders. Rubbing the 

elephants with sandal paste, clinging to their legs and trunks while 

chanting their bhaians (hymns) of entreaty and love, the women turned the 

giant beasts away and the government failed to destroy their community.124 

While this was a lesson of non-violence as well as great courage, Jain 

also considers it to be evidence that women must continue to be informed 

by some form of spirituality, which in this case is Hinduism. 

Another primary facet of Devaki Jain's feminist vision hearkens back 

to the Hindu philosophy of polarity and the complementarity of the sexes. 

Her feminist ethic125

relies on Gandhi's premise that the difference in the sexes rests in 

stridharma, women's natural superiority in self-sacrifice and self-

reliance:26 She declares that generally women are more concerned with 

world peace, consistently reject hierarchical modes of operation, have 

learned to be more self-reliant and, because of their roles as mothers and 

teachers, have more of a sense of tradition than have men. Additionally, 

the moral awareness to which Indian women are specially attuned must be 
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translated into accountability and individual responsibility within this 

universal feminist movement.'' Jain's feminist ethic suggests that women 

must be in the foreground of spiritual transformation, teaching others, 

namely men, these positive qualities. Similar to Fiorenza's charge that 

now is the time for women's monologue, and perhaps equally similar to 

Daly's counter-cultural spirituality, Jain's vision is also uniquely Hindu 

because her assertions are based on the tradition of stridharma.

Each of these claims are weighty with promise as well as potential 

for continuing gender discrimination. Many Hindu feminists would not 

totally concur with Jain; Karlekar, for example, expresses the desire to 

create a feminine paradigm which is not based on polarity or on the 

tradition of women's innate ability to suffer. Jain's work indicates a 

phase of theological reconstruction which may result in a transformation 

of Hinduism and which may lead to new ecumenical possibilities amongst 

feminists; as yet, however, her methods remain unique. It is a task which 

awaits further study and reflection by Hindu feminist scholars, activists, 

novelists, dancers and the masses of women performing vratas and buias, in 

their kitchens and courtyards. 

IV. Summary.

The concerns and methodologies of Hindu feminists are quite uniform. 

In fact, there appears to be more concensus amongst these feminists than 

amongst those in Christianity or Islam. This is somewhat surprising given 

the variety of sects and forms of worship as compared to the doctrinal 

nature of Christianity or the emphasis on tawhid in Islam. B that as it 

may, the feminists examined in this chapter focus primarily on the 

reformation of religious rituals and on the reinterpretation of goddess 

mythology. 

Through this study of current Hindu feminist writings, it is 

apparent that theological change must evolve out of village activities 

such as courtyard oulas. Because rituals play a more immediate role in 
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women's lives and are a medium which women might therefore reform, Hindu 

feminists tend to focus on changing this aspect of their faith rather than 

re-writing the mythology of the divine pantheon. Indeed, it is through a 

change in the meanings of rituals that a parallel change in goddess 

mythology might transpire. If, then, rituals become more pro-feminine and 

teach an ideology other than pativratya, real reform may be possible. 

In patriarchal Hinduism, the abala-sakti nature of the feminine is 

considered an essential component in explaining the universal polarity 

within the unity. Reform feminists -- Karlekar, Dube, Dhruvarajan and Das 

-- attempt to disprove the notion that the sexes are ontologically 

different, while Jain embraces this notion as the hope for a universal 

feminist ethic. The first four scholars search for an alternative 

metaphoric identity for Hindu women, whether it be through new rituals, 

myths, the educational system or the arts, while Jain champions the 

strengths of women and hopes for a new spiritual identity based on the 

strengths of the feminine nature. In a sense, Jain might be seen as 

reverting back to a patriarchal juxtaposition of the sexes. 

These differing opinions in and of themselves embody the bi-polar 

nature of Hinduism. While Hindu feminists agree with Christian and Muslim 

feminists that the ontological equality of the sexes must be embraced on 

the social level, the standardizing of the masculine and the feminine 

divinities expresses so well the liminal potential of the Hindu paradigm. 

While on the one hand dharma stabilizes daily life and is thus generally 

foremost in Hindu minds, on the other hand moksa, as the ultimate goal of 

spiritual life can be obtained only through transformation. This is 

reflected in the Hindu paradigm, where Durga, Kali, and others like them 

offer, through chaos and dis-order, a way to moksa. Thus, certain 

goddesses present an alternative to those gods who demand dharma, or 

order. Clearly, 

India knows both the sacredness of order and the sacredness that 
abandons order; in fact she has given extraordinary emphasis to both 
and hence has a lively sense of their polarity.' 
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The ability of any paradigm to accommodate diversity is attractive to 

feminist tenets which embrace this same principle. Perhaps this is one 

reason why Hindu feminists have currently not explored a different 

typology for the divine, which in Hinduism already allows for diversity. 

Instead, they have focussed more on the concrete manifestations of their 

faith, such as rituals and rites of passage. Perhaps, too this is why we 

do not find a strong counter-cultural movement within Hinduism: a 

complete paradigm shift is not as urgent, at least on the philosophical 

level. However, the question that Hindu feminists must then struggle with 

is how to challenge social inequalities which are based on the same bi-

polar expression of abala-sakti. This is as profound an issue for Hindus 

as the challenge of tawhid is to Muslim feminists, or Christology is to 

Christian feminists. 

As we have noted throughout this thesis, the patriarchal mindset is 

consistently concerned with establishing order and hierarchy. The whole 

thrust of the ancient Hindu lawmakers, not to mention the caste system, 

was to ensure that disorder arose as little as possible. At the same 

time, we find that chaos is also seen as essential to the spiritual path. 

Thus, both order and chaos are acceptable parts of the complete polarity 

and unity. One might argue, then, that the most fertile ground for 

feminism rests in Hinduism, since this philosophy has always "given 

extraordinary emphasis to both" order and chaos. Conversely, those 

feminists who want a total rejection of all order vis a vis patriarchy may 

sigh in despair at a religion which might continue to endorse any form of 

order reminiscent of patriarchy. 
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a metaphor for society, the meaning inscribed in the use of the body is also 
internalised as subjective experience." 

See Das, "Femininity and the Orientation to the Body," 193. 
In this way, women's experiences are objectified for the sake of family and 
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its toll: women "experience increasing depersonalization" which often leads to 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

This study of contemporary Christian, Muslim and Hindu feminist 

writers began with definitions of feminism and patriarchy. There 

followed, in chapters two to four, a study of feminist methods in each 

religion which address the patriarchal construction of the feminine 

gender, the conflict which arises between patriarchy and feminist 

ideologies, tradition and modernity, and a discussion of feminist 

alternatives to patriarchy. The data derived from each chapter (and 

hence each religion) highlights specific issues which Christian, Muslim 

and Hindu feminists consider primary. The three questions with which we 

started served to focus our research. We found numerous similarities and 

differences which characterize religious feminist thought. We argue below 

that the diversity of religious feminism, both in issues and method, can 

be considered a strength, and we conclude that feminism can provide 

fertile ground for ecumenical dialogue. We turn first to some of the 

similarities in feminist issues which might enable ecumenical dialogue. 

First, structural similarities in these three religions provide a 

starting point for ecumenical dialogue among feminists. A similar pattern 

of oppression, i.e. patriarchy, emerges in Christianity, Islam and 

Hinduism. Neo-Platonic thought which enforces order through hierarchical 

philosophical structures swept through Christianity (via such scholars as 

Augustine) and infiltrated Persian and Arabic thought (evident in the 

works of such scholars as al-Ghazali). This same obsession with order and 

fear of dis-order is similarly found on the Indian continent, as is seen 

in early writings of such law-makers as Baudhayana, Apastamba and Manu, 

and as is quite evident in the Indian caste system. Fear of losing 

control over one's destiny, i.e., salvation/moksa, elicited efforts to 
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control life. Theology and the development of religious laws lay almost 

exclusively in the hands of male theologians, commentators and law-makers, 

and thus organized religions were essentially androcentric in their 

interpretation and implementation. Seeking religious legitimation for 

this interpretation which situates men in a superior and thus controlling 

tole over all living creatures, including women, these patriarchal 

theologians created the idea of an inferior, static, divinely-ordained 

feminine gender requiring male control. By adhering to a social, 

philosophical and familial structure based on order and control, men might 

thus be assured of salvation. 

This common desire for control, order and power leads to 

similarities in the mythological construction of the feminine. In all 

three instances, women are thought of as the Other and are consistently 

objectified, either idealized as impossibly pure (the Virgin Mary, Layla, 

Sita) or denigrated as sinful, dirty and to be feared (Eve, Hawwa and Sita 

when she disobeys her husband). At some level, particularly when 

considered representative of the baser world of nature, all women can be 

considered inauspicious, impure and as dangerous roadblocks to men's 

spiritual journey, as evidenced, for example, in traditional views of 

menstruating women, widows and young seductresses. In this way, women 

are taught to deny their sexual identity. Whether it is in the 

preposterous role model of a mother who is still a virgin (i.e. has not 

been tainted by sexual intercourse), or in the story of Majnun rejecting 

Layla because of her natural imperfections, or those women who are taught 

to subvert their independent sakti into the supportive abala within the 

wifely ideal of stridharma, as Sita does in The Ramavana, women from each 

of these religions are repeatedly reminded of their worthlessness unless 

they can deny their sexuality. A dualistic mythology of the feminine has 

led in each religion to either/or options for women, as either impossibly 

perfect or as inherently dirty; neither option has much to do with the 

reality of being female. 
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In this climate of fear, traditions seek to control women and their 

potent sexuality through social practices, including veiling, seclusion, 

female circumcision, even immolation. While the injustices visited upon 

Muslim and Hindu women may be more severe in character than those 

currently endured by Christian women, the nature or intent which :eels the 

institution of such practices are of the same ilk. The Roman Catholic 

position on women's ontological inferiority as, for example, in the 

conviction that women are not fit to be priests, can only be enforced 

within the Roman Catholic denomination. In contrast, this church has been 

forced to accept women's civic equality. One can also draw parallels 

between sexophobia in Hindu rituals, fundamentalist Protestantism and 

Roman Catholicism, as sexual activity is equated with pollution in each 

instance. The result is a restrictive and disempowering morality as, for 

example, in the Hindu custom of yonischuchita (chastity) and an obsessive 

interest in the sexual activity of adherents. Feminism challenges this 

patriarchal interpretation of religion. 

While the feminists we identified as reformist would claim that the 

essence of their faith tradition does not advocate patriarchy, they find 

that the historical religious objectification of women as alien others 

facilitates the institution of a variety of dehumanizing and often cruel 

customs. Women in patriarchy, they argue, commonly become targets for 

social injustice, and a desire to put a halt to such atrocities is the 

first common goal of reform feminists. 

Though the rejection of patriarchy is of primary concern for reform 

feminists, a preliminary task, and the second common feature of reform 

feminism, is determining precisely what is patriarchal and what is not. 

At this point in time, Muslim feminists are' particularly intent on 

distinguishing between the real, ethical Islam as opposed to pseudo or 

establishment Islam. Rejection of the shari'a as a cultural manifestation 

of patriarchy is almost unanimous'.,' endorsed. Those who cannot go that 
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far are intent on radical reformation of the legal system. Patriarchal 

commentaries and hadiths based on tenuous isnads (line of transmittors) 

have also been rejected as culprits in promoting Islamic patriarchy. 

In Hinduism, it is lawmakers who are identified as responsible for 

establishing anti-woman sentiments, controlling women by limiting their 

lifestyle choices. Further, the ideology of pativratya, which instructs 

wives to worship husbands as gods and is repetitiously portrayed in 

rituals and homelife, is cited by feminists like Dhruvarajan as the most 

damaging indoctrinating force in Hinduism today. 

Over the course of its history, Christianity has likewise been 

patriarchal. The ontological inequality of the sexes has been legitimized 

by church doctrines which interpret scripture in ways that support the 

superior role of men in society and family. The Christian etiological 

tale has been particularly effective in establishing a universal 

hierarchy, and feminists like Ruether link the oppression of women to the 

same doctrines which assert human domination over nature. 

The other side of the task of establishing what aspects of religion 

have been influenced by patriarchal culture is determining what is 

inherently Christian, Muslim or Hindu. Reform feminists thus share a 

third common struggle, that of understanding what it is that makes them 

Christian, Muslim or Hindu. How do they justify, for example, their 

criteria for selecting certain scripture and discarding others? While 

fundamentalists frequently employ time-honoured tradition and history as 

their primary justification, feminists do quite the opposite. In spite of 

tradition and history, feminists claim a closer understanding of religious 

truths by pointing to new interpretations based on women's experiences and 

perceptions, which often include the kinds of oppressive acts described in 

this thesis, and by directing attention to seldom-used scripture, images 

and metaphors. Fiorenza, for instance, calls upon scriptural evidence 

that God is a god of social justice, standing with the oppressed, while 

Russell creates a new metaphor, the household of freedom, which creates an 
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equal place for women and men. In a similar fashion, Hindu feminists 

scrutinize icons, songs and rituals for newer meanings based on feminine 

perspectives_ 

Rather than tradition, then, feminists often choose the personal 

experiences of exclusion and oppression as their primary norm of 

reference, even to the point of ignoring the particularities of their 

faith and the traditions which make it unique. For instance, many 

Christian feminists struggle with what Christ means to them, whether he is 

a symbol, a metaphor, an exemplar or a manifestation of God. They thus 

question a traditionally primary norm of Christianity, and often attempt 

to name another primary norm, e.g., personal experience. This is surely 

in part because feminists are reluctant to identify with traditions that 

have been so historically patriarchal. It is thus often more challenging 

for them to name what it is that sets them apart as Christian, Muslim or 

Hindu than it is for them to identify themselves as feminist. Ecumenical 

dialogue may, by its comparative nature, assist reform feminists by 

forcing them to articulate their uniqueness as well as their similarity. 

The study of feminist and religious norms is a field fit for another 

thesis, and so can only be highlighted at this point as integral to any 

religious feminist discussion. An understanding of norms, of the balance 

between the authority of scripture, the authority of tradition, the 

authority of personal experience, the authority of historical credibility 

and criticism, and the authority of faith itself, will propel religious 

feminist thought to contemplate its own unique particularities of faith as 

well as the potential fluidity of thought between religions. This common 

struggle for religious identity as well as a feminist identity thus marks 

a third characteristic of reform feminists. 

One method of responding to both their faith and their feminist 

principles marks a fourth common feature of reform feminism. The fact 

that women's spiritual perceptions have been generally obscured is a major 

impetus for feminist reform_ Hence, some scholars look to their religious 
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history for evidence of women's contributions. Whether it be the 

independent Beguines of Christianity, the Muslim women who surrounded 

Muhammad with the question of why they were excluded from his revelations, 

or the Hindu philosopher Gargi, all represent alternative images of 

resourceful religious women and present an historical legitimation for 

further de-stereotyping. 

Women in Christianity, Islam and Hinduism not only share a common 

history of oppression, they also face a rising tide of fundamentalism 

which cites feminist goals as the cause of all modern problems. 

Christian fundamentalists believe that the demise of the traditional 

family unit has been caused by women, including feminists who have turned 

their backs on religious teachings, which in turn has resulted in an 

increase in crime, sexual immorality, abortion, etc. Fundamentalist 

churches which continue to support the patriarchal ideal for family and 

country can appear attractive because they offer easy answers to some 

complex social problems. Similarly, we have noted how fundamentalist 

imams and even extremist fundamentalist teachings attract certain Muslims 

caught in the age-old competition between East and West. Nor has India 

been spared. Communal riots spurred by fundamentalist fears have caused 

rifts between communities of different faiths and lessened the tolerance 

for diversity. Both feminist and ecumenical objectives are difficult to 

pursue in these climates of fear and exclusion, and this unfortunately 

represents a fifth common struggle for feminists from these three 

religions. 

Clearly, reform feminists from Christianity, Islam and Hinduism 

share the common goal of reclaiming their religion. Currently,' Muslim 

scholars like Hassan have begun feminist research on the Qur'an, a task 

which suggests that a feminist Islamic commentary cannot be far away. 

Hindu feminists from all walks of life are concentrating primarily on 

reshaping rituals, dances (padavali kirtans) and myths to reflect women's 

common experiences. Like Muslims and Hindus, Christian feminists are 
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reinterpreting scripture from a feminist perspective, and many have 

extended this to utopic visions, such as the ekklesia-gynaikon or the 

household of freedom. 

Several common characteristics of religious feminism have emerged 

from this study. Beginning with their common intolerance for patriarchy, 

reform feminists from Christianity, Islam and Hinduism also share the 

common goal of claiming that the essential truths of their religions are 

compatible with feminist principles. In each religion, feminists seek to 

prove this by rediscovering essential but forgotten truths as well as the 

lost heritage of religious women. In each religion, such discoveries are 

being used to legitimate the function of feminism and the place of 

feminism in their respective religions. This is particularly urgent in 

the context of the fundamentalist backlash. In light of these 

similarities, ecumenical dialogue is not simply the next logical step, but 

is, in response to such a backlash, imperative. 

While the affinities in rejecting patriarchy serve to unite 

feminists, there are also significant differences in issues and methods, 

both within a single religion and between the three religions examined 

here. First, some Christian feminists choose to reject Christianity 

because it is patriarchal. Unlike our reform feminists, who try to 

reinterpret their faith, these latter have been considered counter-

cultural because they believe Christianity to be inherently patriarchal 

and beyond reform. The writings of Mary Daly provided us with an example 

of a feminist who rejects Christianity in this way. 

In the case of Islam and Hinduism, however, there is little evidence 

of a strong counter-cultural movement, although in each instance, the 

tendencies are evident. From Nawal el Saadawi's writings, one can 

conclude that it may not be long before she fully rejects Islam. Like 

Daly, Saadawi's primary emphasis is on women's liberation from patriarchy. 

Her disappointment in the inability of the Egyptian government to be more 

egalitarian may launch her into a fuller examination of counter-cultural 
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possibilities. There is even less evidence of counter-culturalism in 

Hinduism and, as we have noted, this is likely due to the loosely defined 

parameters of the religion itself. In addition, the official secularist 

ideology of the Indian state provides a non-religious option for scholars 

and activists. Certainly, Hindu feminists are no less disenchanted with 

religious practices which denigrate women than their Muslim or Christian 

counterparts. One might argue that it is because Hinduism offers such a 

wide range of myths and metaphors that the majority of feminists are not 

compelled to seek alternative paradigms. Rather, Hindu feminists can 

focus on the process of selection and reinterpretation. Thus, the 

existence or lack thereof of a counter-cultural movement is the first 

distinct difference noted between feminists of these three religions. 

Second, it is in the interpretation of equality that one finds the 

greatest diversity amongst Christian::, Muslim and Hindu feminists. The 

religious and cultural context of feminist movements are in large part 

responsible for different understandings of equality or the complementary 

nature of the sexes. To Christian feminists, inequality based on the 

argument of biological determinism and the natural order is particularly 

repugnant. That these ideas have ben sanctioned by the religious 

establishment is further cause for dismay. For Christian feminists, 

social equality must be based on ontological equality. The secular 

feminist movement and philosophers like Simone de Beauvoir who argue 

against hierarchy clearly shaped the thrust of Christian feminism. 

The connection between social and ontological equality is not always 

so strongly argued in the Muslim or Hindu context, since they, too, have 

been influenced by secular feminist movements as well as certain religious 

beliefs. In Islam, the concept of personal submission to Allah and the 

profound responsibility of fulfilling one's Muslim duty has directed some 

feminist arguments to be based, at least on the social level, on the 

complementary duties of female and male Muslims. While reminding the 

Muslim world that the Qur'an supports the complete ontological equality of 
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the sexes, some feminists like Hassan' also speak of complementary social 

roles where, for example, men function as primary breadwinners and women 

as childrearers. The difference between some Christian and Muslim ideas 

of equality may be one of degree rather than intent, influenced by 

cultural context and religious ideas of the relationship between humans 

and God. 

In general, the Hindu feminists considered in this thesis agree that 

equality must be philosophically as well as socially based, and with this 

in mind, some work is being undertaken to reinterpret mythology and epics. 

However, a methodological contrast is evident when one compares the 

Christian and Muslim emphasis on their respective origin myths and the 

apparent lack of interest in genesis mythology on the part of Hindu 

feminists. While the formation of misogynistic doctrines based on the 

Garden of Eden story forced Muslim and Christian feminists to reject 

certain doctrines and to reinterpret this myth, in contrast, Hindu 

feminists have not focussed on either myths of origin or of etiology. 

Rather, because religious thought is conveyed through rituals, Hindu 

feminists naturally concentrate on reforming rituals and rites of passage 

in accordance with more egalitarian principles. 

On the other hand, in what appears to be a reversal of the existing 

hierarchy, one sees a tendency in Hindu scholars like Devaki Jain to extol 

women's superiority. Jain elevates the role of suffering and points to 

women's superior ability in this regard. She identifies this suffering as 

particularly meaningful in the context of satvaarahis. As noted in 

chapter four, Jain declares that the difference in the sexes rests in 

stridharma, women's natural superiority in self-sacrifice and self-

reliance. For Jain, any moral transformation can only be effected by 

women because of their superior moral nature. Sarojini Naidu and other 

early Hindu leaders who chose to court meaningful suffering laid the 
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foundation for Hindu feminists like Jain. The result is a conjoining of 

past and present, patriarchy and feminism, which seems, because of the bi-

polar structure of this religion, oddly appropriate. 

One might argue that endorsing female superiority is common to 

religious feminism, whether it be in certain radical, post-Christian, 

goddess/wicca worship or in certain Hindu feminist thought. In the 

context of Jain's elevation of female suffering, Muslim scholar Miriam 

Cooke points out that espousing women's superiority in their ability to 

suffer is really a form of martyrology. She argues that this is harmful 

and can only add to the notion that it is natural for women to suffer more 

than men.2 Those Hindu feminists who accept Cooke's analysis will reject 

the concept of women's noble suffering, just as radical claims of women's 

superior connection to nature are usually rejected by Christian feminists. 

However, given the bi-polar structure of Hinduism, in which seeming 

contradictions such as noble suffering flourish, this may not be a case of 

journeying along the same path. Equality of the sexes may never be 

envisioned in the same way by Christian, Hindu or Muslim feminists; they 

may not always share similar objectives. The complexity of difference 

occasions interesting dialogical questions but more importantly, offers a 

challenge to feminists to accept paradigmatic diversity. 

A third difference between Christian, Muslim and Hindu feminists 

arises in their response to the historical milieu in which their religion 

arose. The cultural and political context contributes to the diversity 

found in any comparative study of religious feminisms. The history of 

colonialism, for instance, clearly influences the issues considered and 

the direction taken in Muslim and Hindu feminism. The lasting effects of 

colonialism, particularly a suspicion of the foreign has made it 

dangerous, particularly for Muslims, to identify themselves too closely 

with ideologies that may be seen as either Western or modern. Muslim 
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feminism is caught in the conflict between traditionalism and modernity, 

with the consequence that their energies are directed away from issues of 

sexual equality. 

Political and cultural diversity must be addressed in any 

comparative discussion. This issue is particularly relevant to our 

question of feminist ecumenical dialogue. When Christian feminists become 

involved in dialogue with either Muslims or Hindus, historical 

sensibilities demand that they acknowledge the Christian historical 

insistence that Muslims and Hindus convert. Christian feminists must be 

careful to avoid an ethnocentric response to different paradigms. 

Scholars like Leila Ahmed warn Christian feminists to avoid condemning 

Islamic teachings without first fully examining their origins as well as 

the positive precedents within Islam. She adopts the anthropologist T.N. 

Madan's philosophy that "every culture needs others as critics so that the 

best in it may be highlighted and held out as being cross-culturally 

desirable."3 If Madan's warning is not taken seriously, Ahmed adds, 

Western feminists will simply perpetuate prejudice and intolerance between 

West and East. 

Similarly, Muslim feminists sifting through Christian influences on 

Islam must be careful to discern between essential truths and patriarchal 

influences in Christianity as well as in Islam. A case in point are 

certain hadiths which retell the Christian origin myth. Patriarchy, not 

original teachings, must be clearly named in each instance. The 

reciprocal effort of finding the best in other cultures is a challenge to 

all scholars of religion and culture, but is perhaps even more difficult 

for feminists who are at the same time committed to revealing the 

destructive nature of patriarchy. 

Further, the temptation may arise in feminist comparative studies to 

discredit feminists from other religions because they fail to explore 

similar issues. The use of inclusive language and feminine imagery in 

describing God, for example, is important to Christian feminists, but is 
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not of consequence to Muslims. If one did not understand that the use of 

anthropomorphic terms is a sign of heresy in Islam, as Allah is considered 

indescribable in human terms, one might think that Muslim feminists were 

less sophisticated or less advanced than their Christian peers. This 

would be a gross misreading of both their religion and their feminisms. 

Nor do we find the same appeal in Hindu feminism for researching and 

reinterpreting mythology as we found in Christian feminism. This is at 

first surprising, since the Hindu faith is so rich in myth, and the 

Christian tradition is, by comparison quite uniform. The fact that Hindu 

feminist scholars tend to come from upper middle-class, Western-educated 

backgrounds' and that they tend to approach their faith philosophically, 

perhaps explains why their rich and varied mythology tends to hold little 

appeal. Feminists undertaking comparative or ecumenical work must be 

knowledgeable, discerning and sensitive to religious and cultural 

paradigmatic differences of this kind. 

As noted in chapter four, more research on goddess mythology has 

been done by Western scholars than by Hindu feminists. The appeal of 

diverse metaphors for the divine is more apparent in Christian or post-

Christian works, a clear response to the traditionally uniform depiction 

of a male God. In contrast, the little that is written by Hindu feminists 

on this matter indicates the difficulty they encounter when they compare 

their traditional goddess mythology to the social status of Indian women. 

Hindu feminists like Karlekar point out that the patriarchally divisive 

bi-pWarity of women is also portrayed in goddess mythology, traditionally 

depicting the feminine as negative, or at the very least, as static. The 

presence of a feminine divine does not preclude patriarchal social 

practices; goddess mythology and the religion to which it belongs can 

still be interpreted androcentrically. It is not a simple task for Hindu 

feminists to recast their goddesses in a feminist light; it requires a 

good deal of social analysis as well as deciding what role models are 

indeed desirable for women. 
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In terms of ecumenical dialogue, this particular struggle for Hindu 

feminists may serve as a caution to Christian feminists who may too 

eagerly grasp at goddess-worship as an easy alternative to the monolothic, 

male godhead. Much more than simply replacing the patriarch with a 

matriarch, the "He" with a "She," is required, and some of the discoveries 

and methods of Hindu feminists may be helpful to both Christian and post-

Christjen feminist movements. 

It is evident that feminists from different faiths share common 

concerns, which in turn makes it possible and even desirable to enter into 

dialogue with one another. On the other hand, one must avoid the 

temptation to sweep aside the inherent differences of these faiths. This 

thesis has uncovered some issues which are unique to specific religions 

and which must be left to the scrutiny of feminists from within that 

particular faith tradition. Examples of such issues are the abala-sakti 

paradigm, the controversial role of Jesus Christ, and the power of tawhid, 

each being singularly informed by the religions to which they belong, and 

each requiring scrutiny from feminists from within that faith tradition. 

The struggle to understand the feminine, both philosophically and 

socially, through the traditional abala-sakti paradigm is a dominant theme 

in Hindu feminism, one not easily explained to outsiders. One may 

question whether this motif, rich as it is in its metaphorical explanation 

of the human condition, is helpful when translated into androcentric and 

misogynistic traditions and customs. Noting the sexism of the Indian 

social structure, Hindu feminists may question the usefulness of creating 

a static feminine nature, whether it be as the supportive abala or as the 

independent, dangerous sakti, or whether it is used to describe women, 

goddesses or the universe. Will this sort of bi-polar objectification 

suit future feminist needs, or might Hindu feminists explore other models? 

And, if another model not based on polarities were explored, could it 

still be considered Hindu? These questions may at some point be answered 

by Hindu feminists. 
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For Christian feminists, the role of Jesus Christ presents certain 

problems which may not be clear to feminists from other religions. Some 

Christian feminists question the desirability of a male saviour for women 

who have been disempowered, who have been advised to seek salvation from 

others, namely men. Solutions to the problem of Christ vary from scholar 

to scholar. Some like Mollenkott retain Christ's essential salvific 

quality, others like Ruether extol Christ as an ethical role model, and 

still others like Daly reject Christ completely because of his maleness. 

The question of whether one can or should continue to call oneself 

Christian if the traditions and history of Christology are rejected 

continue to be debated. Can Christology be revised enough to suit 

feminists and, as in Hinduism, if this paradigm is so radically changed, 

can it be considered the same paradigm? 

An exclusively Muslim issue is the notion of tawhid (unity). The 

traditional emphasis on unity in thought, in community and in the Godhead 

is not easily challenged. At this point, tawhid has only been interpreted 

from a patriarchal point of view, and as such appears to justify the 

traditional Islamic desire for order in philosophy and law. It has not 

yet been examined by feminists as a possible component of a feminist 

community either within Islam or globally. Such a theory may one day be 

explored by Muslim feminists. 

Such issues as abala-sakti, Christ and tawhid are appropriately left 

to the scrutiny of feminists from, within the particular religions to which 

these ideas belong. Only when those feminists can offer their own 

modified understandings of their faith paradigm might these discussions be 

joined by feminists from other faiths. Other issues, religious feminists 

can share and these latter can lead to learning from one another's 

experiences and discoveries. The challenge is to distinguish between the 

two. Throughout this thesis, we have discovered some helpful lessons from 

feminists belonging to each faith tradition, lessons which can transcend 

cultural differences and which might be successfully transplanted to other 
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paradigms. For instance, the Hindu feminists' struggle to initiate reform 

at the grass-roots level, whether this be through dancers, poets, 

storytellers or all the women performing household pulas, is a reminder to 

feminists from all faith traditions to avoid elitist scholarship. 

Feminism must belong to those women practising the faith; it must not 

simply be an academic pursuit. Further, the importance placed by Muslim 

feminists on understanding how culture and religion interact as well as 

their rejection of patriarchal law are reminders to all feminists to be 

discerning of essential religious truths and the corruption thereof. 

Feminists must take care to differentiate between the two. Finally, 

Christian efforts in depicting feminist utopias might also be beacons of 

hope for feminists from all faith traditions. Feminism cannot stop at the 

deconstruction of a religion; it must offer the reconstruction of a new 

vision. The numerous lessons issuing from this study alone seem to point 

to future directions which might benefit women from all religions. 

Clearly, each issue raised in this thesis is deserving of more study 

-- the issue of equality or complementarity of the sexes, the authority 

and interpretation of scripture, religious laws and doctrines, ontological 

and philosophical dualism versus the wholeness of body and spirit, the 

indoctrinating power of rituals and rites of passage, feminine imagery of 

the divine in Christianity and in the Hindu pantheon, a universal feminist 

ethic -- all are enormous issues examined only briefly. However, the goal 

of assimilating content as well as a bibliography that represents these 

topics might facilitate further study of each issue. Tnis thesis has 

indicated where religious feminists are attempting to guide their 

religions, and this path clearly includes ecumenical dialogue. The fact 

that several references for this thesis are derived from efforts of co-

editing or co-sponsoring ecumenical conferences indicates a growing 

interest in cross-cultural, trans-religious study within religious 
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feminism. Lila Ahmed's interest in making global comparisons as well as 

Devaki Jain's work at constructing a universal feminist ethic indicate a 

move by feminists towards the dialogical model. 

While the desire to create solidarity amongst women is admirable, at 

the same time one should not forget Fiorenza's warning against the dangers 

of juxtaposing a trans-historical analysis of the patriarchal creation of 

religion with the idea of women as ahistorical others.' One cannot 

consider religion to be anathema to feminism, as it is quite evident that 

each of these three religions continues to offer, in spite of their 

patriarchal histories, hope and inspiration for contemporary reform 

feminists. The essential truths of Christianity, Islam, Hinduism and, by 

inference, other religions clearly include more pro-feminine themes than 

have been traditionally emphasized. Further, we must remember that women 

have always contributed to religion in some form or another, and as 

historians continue to uncover the contributions of female scholars, 

artists, mystics, etc., women may reclaim their religious heritage. 

As we have seen, feminism must remain loosely defined, as it is 

always a "product of particular times, places, classes and races" and, 

we might add, religion. Feminist ecumenical dialogue thrives on diversity 

of this kind, which leads us to our question of whether diversity can be 

considered a strength of feminism. As we have noted above, there are 

specific issues which feminists from individual religions must deal with 

on their own. Other issues lend themselves to debate and exchange. 

Although ecumenical dialogue cannot survive without diversity, this very 

diversity may offer the greatest challenge to feminist ecumenical 

dialogue. The intent of anyone examining religious feminisms cannot be to 

create a universal map of either religion or feminism; such typological 

work is too reminiscent of the patriarchal desire to create order and seek 

sameness. Rather, what one can seek to accomplish is to honour the 

plurality within the unity, i.e., to understand what is analogous as well 

as what is unique to the feminisms found within each religion, to honour 
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the unique, to make a note of the sources of coinciding interests and to 

be open to ideas which may shed light on issues unique to particular faith 

traditions. In this way, differences can become lessons of faith and 

solidarity. The liminal, transforming potential of feminism rests in its 

ability to accept and use diverse thoughts and methods. Furthermore, the 

clear intent of religious feminists to initiate paradigm shifts, both 

globally and within their respective religions, suggests that feminism 

will continue to be a catalyst for future ecumenical discussions. 
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CHAPTER NOTES 

1.0ther Muslim feminists disagree with Hassan_ Fatima Mernissi of 
Morocco perceives that both women and men's economic freedom is restricted by 
such interpretations of the Qur'an (4:34). Mernissi writes that men 

"perceive economic problems (unemployment) as threats of castration. 
Moreover, since the (Moroccan) Code defines earning a salary as a man's 
role, a woman who earns a salary will be perceived as either masculine or 

castrating. If the privileges of men become more easily accessible to 
women, then men will be perceived as becoming more feminine." 

See Fatima Mernissi,  Beyond the Veil: Male-Female Dynamics in a Modern Muslim 
Society (Cambridge: Schenkman Publishing Company, Inc.,1975), 104. 

2.Cooke, "Prisons: Egyptian Women Writers on Islam," Religion and 
Literature, 20 (Spring 1988) 139-153, 148. 

3.T.N.Madan, "Anthropology as Cultural Reaffirmation," the first of 
three papers delivered as the William Allan Neilson Lectures at Smith College, 
Northampton, Mass., (October 1990) as cited in Leila Ahmed's, Women and Gender 
in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate, 5-6. 

4.Falk, Nancy, "Women In-between: Conflicting Values in Delhi," in The 
Journal of Religion, 67 (April 1987): 257-274. 

5.Piorenza contends that Daly has done just such a disservice to 
history, since her 

"semantic, etymological, and structural analysis—dehistoricizes the 
oppression itself, since her analysis cannot conceptualize the concrete, 
historical oppression of women in different societies, cultures, and 
religions...Such a shift can be made in language, ritual, and theory but 
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