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INTRODUCTION 

 
Dear students, 

 

The course Gender and Religion (9181) is a 03-credit course comprising of nine units. This 

study guide (reader) a is brief introductory booklet for you to facilitate you understand the 

basic concepts and to give you details of other readings for exploring more about the topics 

covered in nine units. The primary goal of this course is to familiarize you with key topics, 

perspectives, issues, questions, and debates on religion found within feminist scholarship. 

In this course, we will consider questions like what is meant by gender and religion. Why 

do we have to study gender and religion and what are various important topics that are least 

discussed pertaining to religious texts, scriptures. It also provides an overview for how 

various images of the divine are found across religions. It throws light on some of the most 

known religion and the issues of gender inequality found in their texts. It captures the 

discussions on the issues of sex celibacy and chastity, and South African religions also. In 

this way, the present course provides an analytical understanding of some major feminist 

concerns on religion and religious imagination. Considering the feminist approaches to the 

religious experiences of women, this course would also study the distinction between the 

sacred and the profane as being a distinction between male and female activities.  
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OBJECTIVES 
 

This course aims to  

1. Develop critical and ethical thinking, research, and analytical skills with a feminist 

perspective to probe the questions pertaining to gender and religion.  

 

2. Identity that to what extent can a religious tradition be changed to eliminate 

inequalities based on gender 

 

3. Analyze the most effective strategies for empowering women and weaker 

segments of the society within religious traditions. 

 

 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 
 

After studying this course, you will be able to:  

1. Understand on how have women’s religious beliefs and practices differed from 

those of men, 

2. Analyze how feminism interacts with religious questions and practices and also he 

multiplicity of feminist theories and the major feminist texts associated with them 

on religion. 

3. Develop the analytical skills needed to evaluate women’s experiences in Pakistan.  
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HOW TO STUDY? 
 

For studying material, you need to follow the given instructions 

• This study guide presents and overview. You are encouraged to study at your own 

by preparing Self-Assessment questions (SAQs) and doing the suggested activities 

given under each topic for preparation of assignments / exams. Since, BS Gender 

& Women Studies aims to prepare a lot of social scientists and researchers in 

gender and women issues. Thereby, being a researcher, the more you will equip 

yourself by studying available online materials, the more you will be aptly fulfil 

the role of a social scientist and researcher, and will successfully complete your 

degree. 

• If you spend one hour daily to study your course, you will be able to complete your 

course in eighteen, 18 weeks. 

• As soon as you are assigned tutors, you start working on your assignments. Try to 

contact your tutors if you need to understand any topic or call to GWS Faculty 

members (phone numbers are in your prospectus/on AIOU web) for guidance. 

Assignments are your personal notes, so always keep a copy with you before 

sending it to your tutor. 

• In the mid/quarter of your study period, a workshop will be arranged for you, 

which is a compulsory component of your study. This workshop gives you more 

clarity about topics. You interact with your peers, internal and external resource 

persons in the workshop through Learning Management System/in person. 

Therefore, avail the best of information at the workshop and take notes of the 

lectures as well. 

• Extensively use internet and library for better understanding of the topics. 

 

 

TUTORS GUIDANCE 
 

AIOU's BS Gender and Women Studies invites students to study at their own. However, 

we do provide students with tutors that are assigned to check their assignments. You are 

encouraged to contact your assigned tutors before preparing assignments for guidance. 

Tutors are appointed through regional office. So, if you did not get tutor information on 

your LMS portal or on AIOU Website than contact respective regional office for 

confirmation of name, email and phone number, and address of the tutors. 

 

 

    Aqleem Fatimah 

    Course Development Coordinator/ 

    Course Coordinator  
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Introduction  
 

This unit is designed to give an overview of the religious traditions, why it’s important to 

study the religious tradition in relation to genders and particularly women. It also provides 

an understanding how insider and outsider perspectives are important to understand 

intersecting concepts with relation to gender, women and religion.   

 

Objectives  
 

The unit aims to   

1. Highlight the concept of religious traditions  

2. Let students understand the significance of studying gender and religion, particularly 

focusing on women. 

3. Inform why it is important to particularly focus on women while studying gender 

and religion. 

 

Learning Outcomes 
 

After studying this unit, you should be able to  

1. Understand the concept of religious traditions  

2. Identify the significance of studying gender and religion,  

3. Evaluate why it is important to particularly focus on women while studying gender 

and religion.  
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1.1 Point of Consideration Before Studying Gender & Religion 
 

Before studying gender and Religion there is, a need to understand that the known 

definitions of gender as a social construct is sprouted from feminist philosophy. Similarly, 

for the feminists, religion is a cultural social construct and thus be reconstructed or 

amended. Whereas, looking from the perspectives of the Abrahamic religious scholars and 

the scriptures of these religions, religion is are not a socio-cultural construct but it is 

revealed to any Prophet or messenger.  

 

Thus, the religions which are believed to be revealed to any Prophet or messenger by a 

Supernatural being God who is omnipresent and most powerful find feminist’s stance on 

religion problematic. So, it is to realize that when in the following chapters we will discuss 

gender and religions under different topics, these two concepts are standing on two 

different continuums, thus can’t necessarily stand on the same point. However, as far as 

the issues pertaining to ethics are concerned or the issues of human life are concerned, there 

can be found some similar points as well. 

 

 
 

Figure 1:Religion & its types (Retrieved from researchgate) 

 

In this vein, it is to realize that as a social scientist, there is a need to look not only from a 

feminist perspective but to realize how the people of that religion perceive or believe about 

certain issues or topics. Although, both contest and compete each other but in modern 

societies the understanding of both is important.  Bjork-James (2019) mentions that it is 

important because gender is central to most religious orders and in turn, religions have a 

significant impact on gendered relations. This means that examining gender and religion is 

central to understand the social, cultural issues found in many societies. It also means that 

studying gender and religion help to explore the ways religious practices influence male 

and females, the ways they are constrained or empowered or the ways gender itself 

structures discourses about religions, its spiritual ethic, aspects or practices.  
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Before studying religion from gender perspective or the impact of gender on religion, there 

is a need to understand that there are two perspective to study any field like gender and 

religion which are as under:  

 

o An Insider Perspective 

o An Outsider Perspective 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Insider, outsider Perspective (Retrieved from google images) 

 

1.1.1 An Insider Perspective 

Concerning religion, an insider perspective is usually developed, written, discussed and 

managed by those who believe in that particular philosophy or religion or are intended to 

study the perspective of a given religion by exploring the internal religious beliefs, 

practices, roles and rights of the believers in day-to-day life matters. This perspective 

allows scholars to study roles, rights, obligations of men and women in various fields of 

life i.e. education, government, worship, beliefs about religious figures of importance etc.  

 

1.1.2 An Outsider Perspective 

The outsider perspective, on the other hand, allows researchers to study to figure out the 

external religious perspectives or issues. The external religious issues that are studied 

involve; clashes between various schools of thought, leaders, laity or common people, the 

difference of opinion of various segments of society and religious perspective on social 

issues and disagreements found within the believers of the same religion related to matters 

of life. Differentiating and understanding the both internal and external perspective to study 

any religion help to understand various concepts in a nice fashion.  

 

1.2 What is Gender?  
 

Fatimah (2020, pp.9-10) mentions in her research “Personal is Political: Demystifying 

Gender & Development Discourse in Contemporary Pakistan” the definition of gender in 

detail. She mentions that according to Simon De Beauvoir (1972, p. 295) “one is not born, 
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but rather becomes, a woman” is a simplest definition of gender. It explains how the society 

and culture makes an individual to act in a certain way. Her definition also explains body 

as “a situation”. Thus, gender is also a situation. Butler’s point in her work “Gender 

Trouble” (1990) explains the same that “gender is not fixed, and it is rather “fluid” since it 

changes its forms as per the socially defined categories within a culture. 

 

Other than this, according to UNESCO‘s Gender Mainstreaming Implementation 

Framework (2003) gender refers to “the roles and responsibilities of men and women that 

are created in our families, in our societies and our cultures. It also includes expectations 

held about characteristics, aptitudes, and likely behaviors of both men and women 

(femininity, masculinity). It is a vital concept because, applied to social analysis, it reveals 

how women’s subordination (or men’s domination) is socially constructed. As such, the 

subordination can be changed or ended. It is not biologically predetermined nor is it fixed 

forever” (ibid, p.9).                                                           

 

According to Jill Steans gender refers “not to what men and women are biologically but to 

the ideological (discursive) and material relations that exists between the social groups 

called ‘men’ and ‘women’. Thus, the terms masculine and feminine do not describe natural 

characteristics but are gender terms” (2006, pp. 7-8). 

 

1.3 What is Religion? 
 

It is interesting to note that definition of both gender and religion are complex and people 

have never been convinced to one definition.  

 

1.3.1 Defining Religion or Belief, Including the Right to Non-Religious Beliefs 

The word “religion,” which comes from the Latin word religare, means “to tie, to bind 

fast.”  This etymology is favored by many based on its ability to explain the power religion 

has over people and the communities in which they live.  Religion is commonly, but not 

always, associated with a particular system of faith and worship of a transcendent deity or 

deities.  In human rights discourse, however, the use of the term “religion” also includes 

support for the right to non-religious beliefs, such as atheism or agnosticism.  In 1993 the 

Human Rights Committee, an independent body of 18 experts selected through a UN 

process, described religion or belief as “theistic, non-theistic and atheistic beliefs, as well 

as the right not to profess any religion or belief.” 

 

Religious and non-religious beliefs bring hope and consolation to billions of people across 

the globe and hold great potential for peace and reconciliation.  They have also, however, 

been the source of great tension and conflict.  This complexity, and the difficulty of 

defining “religion” and “belief” inclusively, is illustrated by the continuing struggle to 

protect freedom of religion or belief in the context of international human rights. 

 

1.3.2 A Complex and Contentious Issue 

The struggle for religious liberty has been ongoing for centuries, and has led to 

innumerable, often tragic conflicts.  The twentieth century saw the codification of common 
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values related to freedom of religion and belief in numerous international treaties, 

declarations and conventions.  The United Nations recognized the importance of freedom 

of religion or belief in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, article 18 of which 

states  

 “Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. This 

right shall include freedom to have a religion or whatever belief of his [her] choice.” 

 

Similar provisions can be found in Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights (Civil and Political Covenant), as well as other regional and specialized 

human rights instruments (detailed below). However, attempts to develop an enforceable, 

binding document specifically related to the freedom of religion or belief have been 

unsuccessful. However according to sociological scholars as if Durkheim religion can be 

defines as a “unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things that is to say 

things set apart, forbidden-beliefs, and practices which unite into one single moral 

community called a church or all those who adhere to them”.  

 

Another definition by Max Lyn Stackhouse religion can be understood as a 

“comprehensive worldview or metaphysical moral vision that is accepted as binding”. He 

asserts that it is binding because it is held to be in itself “true”. That is why it cannot be 

either fully confirmed or refuted. In addition to it, the Islamic religious scholars define 

religion in a different way. For them religion is a code of life “Zabta e Hayat” (Fatimah, 

2020 p. 100). According to various religious scholars’ view.  religion is a sum total of 

beliefs “aqaaid” and modes to pray “ibadaat”, a system to live various aspects of life 

“mamlaat” and the rules and laws “ehkamaat”.  

 

1.4 What is Religious Tradition? 
 

In the study of gender and religion, there are many concepts, which needs clarity for better 

understanding the linkages found within gender and religion. One of those very important 

concepts is the concept of religious traditions. Tradition is understood as a “belief or 

behavior known as folk system that is pass down within a group community or society with 

symbolic meaning or special significance with origins in the past”. According to Anthony 

Gidden, the definition of tradition has been evolved over time and after the enlightenment 

period; it has even given a different meaning. During enlightenment period, the tradition is 

being considered as an opposite of enlightenment, progress and modernity.  

 

Thus, considering the above-mentioned definition of tradition, the religious tradition is 

defined as those very specific practices (religious rituals) that bind a community, group of 

people with a religion together such as prayer, significant days (historical events), attending 

services all make up a religious tradition.  
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1.5 Purpose of Religious Traditions 
 

Religious traditions offer a group and community the chances to do social networking and 

participate in ritual activities with those who have shared beliefs and traditions. Thus, 

religious traditions aim to provide opportunity to the believers of same religion to 

communicate with each and to develop social connection and support.  

 

For example, the Muslims have their special rituals like Hajj, which is a pilgrimage to 

Mecca. Muslims from all parts of the world join this pilgrimage, which not only enable 

them to do certain prayer, or activities but also the chance to communicate with each other 

and develop social relations. Similarly, the Christians have a special ritual that is called 

baptism. This rite involves sprinkling of water onto a person’s head or of immersing them 

in water. This act symbolizes purification or regeneration and admission to the Christian 

church. This rite is usually done on newborns or young children and is accompanied by 

name giving.  

 

Jews also have some rites like one rite that is very known called “Passover Seder”. This 

rite is a ritual feast that begins on the eve of 15th day of Nisan in the Hebrew Calendar. 

Usually, these days falls in late March or in April of the Georgian Calendar. It involves 

telling and discussing the story. The story is mentioned in the Book of Exodus (Shemot) 

“You shall tell your child on that day, saying , it is because of what the Lord did for me 

when I came out of Egypt (Exodus 13:18).the feast also include drinking of four cup of 

wine, eating matza , and partaking of symbolic foods placed on the Passover Sedar Plate.  

 

So, all of the above-mentioned examples give clarity that religious traditions whatsoever 

reinforce the concepts, enable individual believers to get together, communicate, share and 

remember the past, which has a great symbolic value. 

 

1.6 What Makes a Tradition Religion? 
 

There are many types of traditions. Therefore, the basic difference of any tradition from 

religious tradition is that the religious traditions have the same binding over all its followers 

and or believers whether they are living at the same place or around the world in multiple 

or diverse locations. For instance, Muslims all over the word do fasting during Holy month 

of Ramazan, the reason is that this tradition is composed of the practices which are stated 

in sacred texts of the Islamic books. Similarly, all other religious traditions within various 

religions constitutes adherence to the sacred spots, sacred text and sacred personalities etc.  

 

Activity 

1. Can you differentiate between religion and religious tradition? List out a few 

religious traditions found in major monotheistic religions. 

2. What is your understanding about the significance of studying gender and religion?  
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1.7 Why is it Important to Study Religious Traditions? 
 

Studying religious traditions is important because as discussed above the religious 

traditions involve those very practices that creates the chances of human /individual 

interaction or communication. As a result, the religious traditions produce significant ways 

of dealing individuals, resulting in empowering or gendered relations. Therefore, the social 

scientists argue that it is important to study the religious traditions by exploring the 

taxonomy of five concepts/ aspects of the religion or religious traditions. These are as 

under: 

 

1.7.1 A Taxonomy of Five Concepts of the Religion/Religious Tradition 

Woodhand (2016, p.138; Hopefllinger, Lavanchy & Dahinden, 2012) proposes five 

concepts of a religion each one embedded in specified theoretical traditions. These are 

called a taxonomy (classification) of five concepts of the religion or religious traditions. 

 

a) Religion as a system of culture- this concepts or aspects studies religion as a system 

of beliefs, meaning, values discourses, memory within a culture.  

b) Religion as identity- This conceptualization underscores that religion is the first and 

foremost matter of creation and maintenance of social bonds, belongings and 

boundaries. 

c) Religion as a social relationship- This aspect or concept discusses or studies the 

interconnections, that questions how religion plays its part in developing 

relationships among individuals.  

d) Religion as Practice – This concept studies religion by examining the popular and 

everyday religion  

e) Religion as Power -The last fifth concept is studying religion as power where its 

power lies and allows people to interact with it on various levels. This dimension 

studies religion by emphasizing that religion has power structures that require and 

justify its existence, spread its influence, and masks its collaboration with other 

power structures. 

 

On the other hand, Karl Marx and Foucault consider religion as power structure or 

knowledge production system which execute power. However, there is a debate over how 

religion exert power. Most of the post development practitioners consider that religion 

exert soft power means by channelizing human mind to believe in existence of certain God 

or gods. This acceptance in believing in God/gods compel him/her to practice all those 

rituals which are appreciated to made compulsory by the religion. In this way, religions 

take hold of the life matters of their believers.  

 

By studying gender and religion together through analyzing each of the five aspect or 

dimension, one can better understand how the religion or even gender is understood as a 

homogenized category. It also explains that how both gender and religion are 

misunderstood by not being diversified social phenomena. For instance, many times the 

religion is realized or understood as something, which is monolithic in nature and its 

believers as definitive monolithic groups. Similarly, studying gender and religion together 
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let people realize the problem of how gender is also misunderstood as dichotomous 

category men-women. Whereas, it is an oversimplified view of looking at gender.  

 

Activity 

Read complete article of Linda Woodhead “Five Concepts of Religion (2011)” for better 

understanding of the five ways to conceptualize religion. Available at 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03906701.2011.544192 

 

1.7.2 Significance of Studying Gender & Religion 

Studying gender and religion together is of great significance. Following are some of the 

points of significance of studying gender and religion  

 

1.7.2.1 Understanding Misconceptions about Gender and Religion 

Individuals can better understand how the religion or even gender is misunderstood as a 

homogenized category. It also explains how both gender and religion are misunderstood 

by not being diversified social phenomena. For instance, many times the religion is realized 

or understood as something, which is monolithic in nature and its believers as definitive 

monolithic groups. In addition to it, people can realize the problem of how gender is also 

misunderstood as dichotomous category men-women. Whereas, it is an oversimplified 

view of looking at gender. 

 

1.7.2.2 Realizing Complex Nature of Gender and Religion  

The researchers who study gender and religion together develop better understanding how 

these two gender and religion and the complex nature of the two and their impact on the 

whole humanity there is a need to study the two concepts in relation to women as well. 

Gender and religion both play essential to understand the dynamics of relations within a 

society. It is also to note that women gender and religion all have no fixed definitions, and 

none of these three concepts are can be tied together in an unproblematic way.  This is the 

very reason that studying gender and religion is of great significance because it explains 

that how three although are not completely tied yet are not completely disintegrated 

because each does impact the other.  

 

1.7.2.3 Identifying the Feminists’ Work on Religion  

The study of existing scholarship on gender and religion helps social scientists to realize 

that religion has been studied not only by the traditional religious studies scholars but it 

has been studied by the women study’s scholars namely the feminists, activists and women 

practitioners. The study by feminists on religion has captured a few areas which explains 

how religion plays a role in identity construction, social relations and power structures. 

Moallem (2001) observes that in contemporary times the feminist scholarship is emerged 

as an opponent of the religions considering religions as an institution promoting 

fundamentalism. She mentions “feminism and fundamentalism (religions) as competing 

global forces, who are attempting to find means to control the mechanisms of cultural 

representation. Both deals modernity in their own way.  In such a scenario it is important 

to study both so that individuals find their own way to: 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03906701.2011.544192
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a. Explore the patriarchal relations central to many of the global religions 

b. Emphasize the provision of equal respect and mutual cooperation to women provided 

in the religious texts (the part which is most of the time is ignored by the masses).  

c. Figure out the differences between how patriarchal gender relations are prioritized 

in formal religious spaces and how they are practiced. 

d. Identify how gender shapes the religious meanings, spaces, materiality etc. 

e. Distinguish the fact that many women around the world choose to follow a religion 

at their own will to gain certain interests or in pursuit to cultivate certain ethical 

selves, considering it desirable for them. This exploration can challenge the recent 

or contemporary perspective to free women from the chains of patriarchal religions.   

f. In addition, it also helps to find out that many religions around the world, their 

religious traditions give special respect to those who do not fall in male or female 

binary like Hindu gods, and goddesses have some figures that have been attributed 

to genderless gods.   

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
 

1. Define gender. Why there is a need to study religion for understanding gender? 

2. Write about conceptual definition of religion and the significance of religious 

traditions in day-to-day life matters.  

3. Explain in detail the purpose of religious traditions. Why it is important to discuss 

purpose of religious tradition for a student of gender studies/social scientist? 

4. What is the taxonomy of five concepts of the religion and religious traditions? How 

each concept plays an important role to understand the impact of religion on men 

and women’s life 

5. Write notes on the following  

i. the religion as practice mean? 

 ii. the religion as power means? 

6. What is the significance of studying gender and religion? How gender and religion 

intersects or overlap or compete as knowledge production systems? Discuss. 
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Introduction  
 

The unit discusses masculine and feminine images of the divine within monotheistic 

religions and non-monotheistic religions. In addition, it provides students with material 

that helps them to compare what the religious text really say about the images of the divine. 

It analyzes that calling God the father really advances God’s status or image. It also sheds 

light the feminists’ concerns about the images of the divine. In addition, does calling God 

“she” really make a difference or create unresolved contestations. 

 

Objectives 
 

The unit aims to  

1. Introduce the discussions about masculine and feminine forms of the divine 

2. Compare the masculine and feminine forms of the divine within religious text 

3. Analyze for why the divine images is mostly of the father. 

4. Elaborate on feminist concerns about the images of the divine and why do they use 

“she” for God instead of “He”.  

5. Evaluate Does calling Divine really make a difference or create unresolved 

contestations. 

 

Learning Outcomes  
 

After studying this unit, you should be able to  

1. Understand the discussions about masculine and feminine forms of the divine 

2. Compare the masculine and feminine forms of the divine within religious text 

3. Analyze for why most of the religious texts are interpreted in a way that present the 

divine image as father/male 

4. Identify the feminist concerns about the images of the divine and why do they use 

“she” for God instead of “He”.  

5. Analyze does calling Divine really make a difference or create unresolved 

contestations. 
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2.1 Images of the Divine in World’s Most Known Religions 
 

Studying images of the masculine and feminine forms of the divine provides an overview 

and comparison for how the texts of the scriptures portray God’s image and how do the 

believers of the respective faith perceive it and how their day-to-day activities relate with 

their conceptualization of the Divine image.  Among twelve most known religions of the 

world, only a few have written religious texts or scriptures. In this unit, the masculine and 

feminine forms of the divine within monotheistic religions like Judaism, Christianity and 

Islam, and Sikhism, and non-monotheistic/polytheist religions like Hinduism, and 

Buddhism are discussed. Before writing about the masculine and feminine forms of the 

divine, students must need to understand that the binary of masculine and feminine divine 

has been defined not by the scriptures of any of the book/text or scripture. The scholars of 

any respective religion interpret these binaries.  

 

The interpreters felt that this trait of creativity, nurture and love better fits to be called out 

feminine that is why they situated the image of the divine in feminine terms. Similarly, 

when the scripture speaks of God as the most intellectual, as protector, powerful, the one 

who has the most wisdom etc. This has been considered the masculine image of the Divine. 

Interpretations of the texts have been revised, improved or customized over years due to 

social change or better opportunity to study various religions and do the comparison.  

 

2.1.1 Images of the Divine in Monotheistic Religions  

The existing scholarship on the images of the divine in monotheistic religions explains that 

in most of the Abrahamic religions Judaism, Christianity and Islam a gender cannot be 

applied to God in usual sense as in all these three religions God is intangible that cannot be 

seen from naked eyes and God also cannot be compared with any other being. This 

ideology or faith in a genderless being helps the believers to relate to a God who has no 

sexual or physical connotations attached with it. Thus, is better than all. However, in the 

three scriptures of these three religions the God is symbolized with masculine and feminine 

references to explain the traits of God. 

 

In Judaism God is portrayed as father but this use of the word “the father” is in symbolic 

terms (Bargeron, 2020). The masculine divine image, as father does not take God as a male 

person. The expression father in heaven “Abuhon di Vishmaya” or “Avinu she-bashmayim” 

our Father in Heaven or compassionate Father “Av Harah’aman” all use the word father 

for God. Some Church pops or fathers disagreed to even call God the Father. One of the 

Church’s fathers “Origen of Alexandria” in the 3rd century considers that calling God 

“father” was not present in original Judaism and its use (being a Jew) is a radical departure 

from the practices of Judaism. 

 

Apart from his considerations, most of the work by the Jewish scholars explains that this 

conceptualization is deep rooted within Judaism because it is available in “Hebrew Bible” 

and some chapters like Isaiah, and Malachi. All these concepts, discusses Bargeron, in the 

old bible are metaphoric expressions that explain the filial relationship (having the 

relationship of assuming the relation of a child or offspring) 
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As far as Christianity is concerned, within 

Trinitarian Christianity especially the title 

or concept of God the Father is basically a 

mainstream ideology. Trinity is a concept 

which regards God the father as the first 

person, followed by a second person God 

the third person ‘God the spirit’. This 

conceptualization of God/divine as the 

father of the Jesus Christ is not in symbolic 

meaning but also a meaning that God is 

father of the Jesus and Jesus is the only son 

of Him. 

This expression gives a feel of God’s fatherhood not only in symbolic terms but also in 

actual terms. Since the second century, various Christian believers included an affirmation 

of belief in God as the father and creator of the cosmos/universe. 

 

Unlink Judaism and Christianity, Islam does not provide any such word for God, infact, it 

explains that God is not the father in one of the chapters “Sura Ikhlas”. Islam mentions 

and calls the concepts of trinity “calling God as a father of the Jesus” a fabrication. The 

Quranic text which is the book of Islam considers that Islam, Judaism and Christianity all 

are the same religions (originally from the same one God) and states that the Christian 

believers and scholars “rabbani” have altered the true texts. In this vein, a few scholars 

like Tabatabai discusses that rejection of trinity is not just for an illogical biased for 

Christians but it is because of the following reason; 

 

“If we believe in God as father and creature as son, as we do for human fathers and their 

sons, who are from the same species and are one in being humans or one in being person, 

then we cannot call God “ilah” the one anymore. It is because the arithmetical plurality of 

having a father and a son contradicts the unity “tawhid” of God” (Tihrani, 2011). 

 

Apart from this, Islamic image of the divine portrays God by mentioning his hundreds of 

attributes that symbolically explain his graciousness, benevolence, knowledge, wisdom 

“hikmah” etc. In the contemporary world, some of these traits are generally referred to 

males while others for females. Whereas, this division of the traits is common among 

various cultures and God has nothing to do with this division. He has kept all these traits 

into his creature “human beings'' as well. However, the societal treatment, patterns, and 

practices does not allow individuals to utilize both (masculine/feminine) of his/her 

qualities.  

 

Sikhism has also monotheistic beliefs about God generally. Like they believe in Waheguru 

that means a wonderful lord or God who is genderless and eternal. Like Islam, Sikhism 

also considers that God cannot be described or have genders. However, the modern 

researchers within the field critically look at this belief and there are a few like Nikky 

Guinder Kaur Singh (2008, pp. 332-349) who focuses on the “Mother” image in the Sikh 
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scripture and explore her as a source of creation and wisdom. She re-images the divine in 

Sikhism to offer a counter balance to the prevailing androcentric attitudes and 

interpretations. She considers that all the androcentric attitudes and behaviors are 

interpreted by the malestream scholarship. She considers that re-imaging motherly image 

of the divine will be a step towards “counteracting the sexism festering within Sikh homes 

and the larger society” (2008, p.332). 

 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs)  

1. Write about the image of the divine in Judaism and Christianity. 

2. What is meaning of the word Waheguru? Why Sikhism is considered a monotheistic 

religion? 

3. Do monotheistic religions have any image of the God in feminine terms? What are 

they? 

 

Activity  

1. Find out some of the verses from bible where God has employed feminine symbolism 

to explain his characteristics. 

2. Explore about any Hadith of Prophet (PBUH) that explains God‘s love towards his 

creation seventy times more than a mother. Do you think, you can call such 

symbolism as feminine? Justify your stance.  

 

2.1.2 Images of the Divine in the Non-Monotheistic/Polytheist Religions  

 

 
Figure 1: Goddess Sakti (Retrieved from 

google images) 

The other scholarship about Divine image 

within Hinduism explains other diverse 

approaches that portray images of the 

Divine in multiple ways. Some of the 

Hindu traditions conceive of God as male 

while others as female and some mentions 

as both male and female. He genderless 

god who is absolute is known as 

Brahman, Sakti is a female god, and shiva 

has both male and female features. One 

half being shiva “the male” while the 

other part is parvati the “female”. The 

earlier belief about Shiva shows him as a 

rough and tumble- he- man.  The other 

scholarship about Divine image within 

Hinduism explains other diverse 

approaches that portray images of the 

Divine in multiple ways 

 

Some of the Hindu traditions conceive of God as male while others as female and some 

mentions as both male and female. The genderless god who is absolute is known as 
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Brahman, Sakti is a female god and shiva has both male and female features. One half 

being shiva “the male” while the other part is parvati the “female”. The earlier belief about 

Shiva shows him as a rough and tumble- he- man.  

 

 
 

Figure 2: Jain miniature painting of 24 Jain Tirthankaras, Jaipur, c. 1850 (Retrieved from 

Wikipedia) 

 

Other religions like Jainism completely reject the image of any divine being “immaterial” 

who can interfere with the life of material beings. As per the belief of the Jainism, every 

soul inherently possesses the quality of being “god” and the soul’s association with the 

karmic matter subdues godliness. This karmic matter of mainly eight types is a physical 

substance that is everywhere in the universe and Karma particles are attracted to the soul 

“jive” by the actions of that “jiva”.  So, when a soul who successfully achieves the natural 

state of infinite bliss, infinite knowledge “kevala jnana”, infinite power and infinite 

perception by dealing with karma dirt of eight types is regarded as God. 

 

Buddhism also shares its common grounds with Jainism in the sense that they also do not 

believe in a supreme God or deity. Instead of following a supreme god, they focus on 

achieving enlightenment, the inner peace and wisdom “nirvana. 

 

 
Figure 3: Buddha (Retrieved from google 

images) 

According to Buddha, when anyone reaches 

the spiritual echelon, achieves the nirvana 

stage. Buddha is believed to be an 

extraordinary man, and not a god, by the 

Buddhist believers. The word Buddha 

actually means enlightened and the path to 

attain enlightened is utilization of morality, 

meditation, and wisdom. According to 

Buddhist beliefs, the mediation helps 

awakening truth.   
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Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs)  

1. Figure out some of the diverse images of the divine within Hinduism.  

2. What is meaning of the word Brahman? Find out on internet some of the verses 

within Hindu scriptures that talk about oneness of the Divine being, and that there is 

not pritma for him. 

3. Do Buddhist believe in any divine being? Does their concepts match with the 

believers of Compare Jainism? 

 

Activity  

Watch film PK (Aamir Khan). Does this movie attempt to malign various religions? Do you 

think this film has a positive message concerning practicing a religion? Write about some of 

those scenes from the film that makes you rethink about the ways to practice a religion.  

 

2.2 Comparison of the Religious Text About Masculine and 

Feminine Images of the Divine 
 

As discussed above, the Abrahamic religions believe in genderless God. Traditional Jewish 

philosophy does not attribute any such concept of God’s sex or gender. However, the images 

of the God in Judaism and Christianity refer to a masculine image of the God. Like in Jewish 

mysticism, God is treated as gendered “masculine”. In Hebrew, av is used for God, which 

means father. Aviad, Everlasting Father, Avi Khol, the “father of all” and many such names are 

there that speak about God the father, the masculine images of the divine. Kasciukaltis in her 

dissertation, “The image of God as father in the Old Testament, Hellenistic and Jewish 

Literature and Undisputed Pauline letters'' that the attributes that are mentioned in the old 

testament especially the “Hebrew'' manifolds God’s functions ; commanding, loving, pitting, 

blessing, grieving, rebuking”  being father. God is presented as a father “as head of the family 

to whom he belongs also authority and honor” (2015, p.16).  

 

This metaphorical use of the word father explains the aspects of a spiritual, honorific and 

religious character to explain how God has these outstanding features of authority, protective 

concern and respectability for its creatures. In Isaiah (62:5), God is compared to the bridegroom 

and his people to the bride “For a young man marrieth a virgin, so shall thy sons marry thee: as 

the bridegroom rejoice over the bride, so shall thy God rejoice over thee”. Another verse of 

Isaiah (63: 16) symbolizes God as “father”. However, there are found a few feminine 

metaphorical images of God within Jewish scripture like in Deuteronomy (32:18) “You 

deserted the rock, who fathered you; you forgot the God who gave birth to you”.  

 

In the Bible, God is also been called analogically the father because classical literature 

states that God lacks a literal sex as it would be impossible for God to have a body. 

However, the masculine analogy is used to explain God’s role and relationship with the 

world as “begetter (sole creator) of the world”. Mattew (23:9) states that “And call no man 

your father on earth, for you have one father, who is in heaven”.  
 

In addition, another verse of Isaiah (64:8) speaks “O Lord, you are our Father; we are the 

clay, and you are our potter; we are all the work of your hands”. So, most of the terms use 
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masculine forms for the divine. A few exemptions are found in the texts where God is 

described as a mother comforting her children like in Hosea (11:3-4) God describes him as 

a mother stating “Yet it was I who taught Ebrahim to walk, I who took them up in my arms; 

but they did not know that I healed them. I led them with cords of human kindness, with 

bands of love. I was to them like those who lift infants to their cheeks. I bent down to them 

and fed them”. 

 

In Islam, the Quranic texts of Sura Ikhlas clearly states that God has no gender and God 

has not begotten any son or nor does God is a father.  

 

 قل ھو ہللا احد 

Say, he is Allah who is one 

 ہللا صمد 

Allah, the eternally Besought of all 

 لم یلد و لم یولد 

not nor was begotten He begetteth 

 و لم یکن لہ کفوا احد 

And nor anyone is equal to Him 

 

The Quranic texts however use the word “Huva, Hu” for God. Islamic scholars argue that a 

human being should not consider that he/she better knows from Allah. If Allah uses Huwa for 

him, so we should utter him huwa, whether its translation bothers someone. Being a believer, 

believing in God’s decision is the true faith1 (Naik, 2020). Another discussion about uses of 

huwa in detail why the word huwa or hu is used for God, though God is not a male.  

 

They have mentioned in their online videos that in the whole Quran Allah Almighty has 

employed the word “Huwa” for him so when it is translated in English it is translated as 

“He”. Huwa serves two functions, it is used for male and it serves the function of 

masculine. Both are different functions. In Arabic language, huwa can be used with things 

that have genders and things that do not have gender like inanimate objects.  

 

Masculine does not mean a biological gender in this case. It is grammatical. Similarly, Hiya 

also serve these two functions, to be used for female like a girl or a woman and for 

inanimate objects like tree “shajrah” or sun “shams” who are also feminine to them. In 

addition, masculine in Arabic is a default neutral word so using the word hiya here is 

problematic for the Arabs and Arabic. The Quran clearly announces that God has revealed 

the Quran in Arabic with an intention that people would understand by using their reason.  

 

 إِنَّا أَْنـَزْلنَاهُ قُْرآنًا َعَرِبي ًا لََعلَُّكْم تَْعقِلُون

 

“We have sent it down as an Arabic Qur’an so you people may understand / use reason” 

(12:2) 

 
1  Naik, Z. [Huda Tv]. (2020, September 9).If Allah Has No Gender Why We Called Allah Allahi 

And In The Quran used He retrieved from https://youtu.be/6b2X9fp30t8 

https://youtu.be/6b2X9fp30t8
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Nor does Quran, nor does Hadith (the sayings of the Prophet (PBUH) ever explain any of 

the instances where the Arabs, even the non-believers at that time, ever questioned or found 

using “he” or “nahnu” for God. Because they were aware of their language and use of 

pronouns as well. This problem of the huwa arises for native English speakers because they 

have to translate huwa as ‘he’ while they have ‘it’ for neutral terms2 (Noman, 2015).  

 

In other languages like Spanish, Urdu and Persian there exists no such distinction. In Urdu, 

huwa is translated as ‘who’ and hiya is translated as ‘who’. So, for both male and female 

Urdu uses the same pronoun woh. Similarly, the seegha of “na” that refers to “we” is also 

used in the verses. An Islamic Shi’i scholar Nasir Makaram Sherazi writes in his book 

“Philosophy of Islamic Law”, while answering a question about use of a plural pronoun 

‘na’ that refers to ‘we’. He says that the first-person plural noun “we” is a sign of greatness 

and magnificence of the God because in Arab cultures it is a practice that great people 

having many servants, attendants and people at service use first person plural noun.  

 

This use of we pronoun does not mean that the individual in actual or physical sense has 

plurality two but it denotes a metaphorical greatness. Feminists consider that using “he”3 

as a pronoun for God gives a masculine image of God and think okay to call God as “she” 

(their arguments are discussed below). However, as far as hadith (the sayings of the Prophet 

of Islam, Prophet Mohammed (PBUH) is concerned, we found some symbolism to explain 

God’s love for his creatures and his “Rehmah” by referring his love like a mother.   

 

Interestingly, Hinduism is unique for having more than 30 million gods and goddesses. 

There are texts about a genderless God, about masculine forms of the divine and the 

feminine forms of the divine. Thus, it has a variety of approaches to conceptualize God. 

Like polytheism, monotheism and pantheism. It is difficult to cover all in this unit.  

However, as per the Brahman belief and texts of Vedas God is genderless.  

 

Brahman as per Hindu literature is a metaphysical concept that refers to a single binding 

unity behind diversity in all that exist in the universe. The Hindus believing in this 

philosophy believes that God is genderless. Hindus believing in Brahman are adherents of 

the Advaita Vedanta which mean that Divine is non-dualistic. These teachings are found 

in Upanishads that are known as end of the Veda. This doctrine explains Brahman as all in 

all, the powerful and one (Woodburne, 1925, P.53, Naik, 2007, Wani, 2013).  

 

Whereas another tradition of ‘Shakti’4 conceive God as a female. She is a personification 

of energy4 as an “auspicious source of energy” that is both creative (sustaining) and 

destructive as well. Hindu believers of Shaktism believe that her true form is unknown and 

 
2  Why do we address God as “He”? Retrieved on 2021, Feb 23 from 

 https://islamforhumanity.wordpress.com/2012/09/27/why-do-we-address-god-as-he/amp/ 
  

3  Allah and the Pronoun “He”. Retrieved from http://iswy.co/e113dp 
4  Hinduism - The Role of Shakti in Creation. Retrieved from 

 https://www.hinduwebsite.com/hinduism/shaktis.asp 

 

https://islamforhumanity.wordpress.com/2012/09/27/why-do-we-address-god-as-he/amp/
http://iswy.co/e113dp
https://www.hinduwebsite.com/hinduism/shaktis.asp
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beyond human understanding because she is Anaadi “with no beginning and no ending” 

and Nitya “forever”. In the Devi Gita it is mentioned that she revealed her divinity and 

knowledge to King Himalaya and as per her own words mentioned in Vedas , “she herself 

is the one who has neither beginning , nor end and she is the only eternal truth and the one 

who created the whole universe”.  

 

The traditional believers of Shakti5 consider that it has many manifestations. When it is 

gentle, nurturing or creative, its manifestations appear in the goddesses Uma or Parvati or 

Gauri, and if it is destructive for evil doers, it becomes Kali “the terrifying force for the 

evil doers'' or Durga “a warrior who conquers forces that threaten the stability of the 

universe”. The recent scholarship concerning “Shakti as a feminine image of God '', one of 

the blogs by Jayram TV writes, “Shakti is pure energy, neither male nor female.  

 

This interpretation is purely human, figurative and relative and should not be taken 

literally6. It is also wrong to believe that Self is male, and the energy is female. Purusha 

exists in males as well as females and so does Prakriti exists in males. They are like the 

two sides of the same truth. Therefore, it is difficult to say who is superior to whom. 

Without energy self is practically immovable and without self-energy does not have pure 

energy”. The worshippers of Shakti especially in South India and West Bengal call her 

Maa, the mother and in villages, most of the men, women when go to pray for immediate 

needs address Shakti or any other goddess as Maa.   

 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs)  

1. What do you understand from the verses of Sura Ikhlas? What kind of image of the 

Divine is found within Islam? Discuss. 

2.  Write about the Shakti goddess and her various manifestations. Is she existed a 

physical form or is a personified conceptualization of God? Elaborate with valid 

arguments. 

 

Activity  

1. Find out five verses from Quran where God has employed plural form ‘Nahnu’. Why 

does Allah Almighty use plural form for him? 

2. Figure out how images of Shakti goddess are used to campaign against gender-based 

violence after reading an article “Mobilizing Shakti: Hindu Goddesses and 

Campaigns Against Gender-Based Violence” by Ali Smears, available at 

https://www.mdpi.com/2077-1444/10/6/381/pdf.  

 

  

 
5 Jean Johnson. (n.d) Shakti: The Power of the Feminine. Retrieved on 21.02.2021 from 

https://asiasociety.org/education/shakti-power-feminine 
 

6  Johnson E (2002) She Who Is The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse. New 

York: Crossroad Publishing, 152–53 

 

https://asiasociety.org/education/shakti-power-feminine
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2.3 What Difference Believing in Divine (Feminine/Masculine) 

does Make? 
 

In recent times, a new debate has evolved that raises questions about the images of the God 

and its impact on the lives of the believers. The researchers and the scholars realize that 

divine interaction does matter in terms of an individual wellbeing and improves their sense 

of meaningfulness. It happens because when an individual believe in a divine other, his or 

her perception of orderliness and predictability of events gets better because in worst 

situations or circumstances, he /she believes in a divine omnipresent being who has all 

solutions of his/her problems.  

 

Thus, believing in the divine other relieve individuals from feeling pain or bad results of 

odious activities. As a result of this new cognitions in trivial, painful or problematic 

situations, a believer felt empowered that result in individual’s wellbeing. As discussed 

earlier, it is to realize that divine masculine and divine feminine not necessarily mean that 

one is going to attach the concept of maleness with God or any deity or of a femaleness. 

Instead, the conceptualization of a divine who is both the feminine and masculine divine 

can create in humans the sense of fullness.  

 

The feminists believing in Christianity, Islam, Hinduism and other religions are talking 

about “matriarchal reconstruction of God”. What does this reality mean?  The Christian 

feminists are trying to do this to “highlight a diversity of biblical feminine imagery of God 

while not losing the meaning of God as Father, Son and Spirit in liberative ways for 

women” (Moder, p.87). According to an Asian theologian Hye Kyung Heo “recovery of 

the feminine imagery of God can orient us to gender equality”7. Heo also writes that 

androcentric (focused on men) speech about God has preserved patriarchy within the 

church. Johnson on the similar lines tries to envision God in female terms by calling “she 

who is''8 to counteract male dominance within divine language that excludes women. These 

theologians consider that the suffering of Jesus Christ on the cross to gain justice for 

humankind from a male dominating God the Father by going through violence reinforce 

women the concept that they can also go through violence of their husbands as did Jesus. 

The act of Jesus on the cross thus is utilized by the malestream to encourage women’s 

submission to domestic abuse and violence.  

 

Moder argues that patraichalization of the God also problematic because it devoid 

followers to look at the broader view of the whole life of Jesus as salvific (leading to 

salvation).as a result, the three person God within Christianity disembodied and only 

illustrated as a dominating force.  

 
7  Heo H (2015) The Liberative Cross: Korean-North American Women and the Self-Giving 

God. Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 47–48. 
 

8  Johnson, E. (2002) She Who Is The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse. New 

York: Crossroad Publishing, 152–53 
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Since in Islam, there is no concept of a gendered God, therefore there was no room for such 

discussion as the Christians could have. However, the Muslim feminists like Amina Wadud 

has used the pronoun ‘she’ for God while referring to him. Many other young writers have 

also employed the pronoun she refers to God.  

 

The Muslim feminists like Amina Wadud also used the word she for God in her YouTube 

videos. She says that dominant discourse over 1400 years history, thoughts and practice 

gives a very patriarchal construction of Allah and in fact, in many ways Allah is conceived 

if as male. She states that over the course of this launching the discourse of divine feminine, 

she puts forth many ways through which she constructs the divine as feminine9.  Since god 

has been attributed with a patriarchal construction since 1400 years therefore god is 

constructed by majority of the Muslims in masculine terms whereas, Allah has both 

masculine and feminine names and attributes that is why there is no problem using ‘she’ 

for God.  

 

Although Arabic names of God are not necessarily feminine as far as language and 

grammar is concerned but those names speak of those characteristics, which are 

stereotypically considered female traits like loving caring etc. Therefore, the questions here 

lie that if these are stereotypically female traits so insisting to call the feminine is inventing 

the wheel again.  

 

The impact of believing in divine feminine or masculine make a difference or not is an area 

that did not gain so much attention of the scholars or researchers. However, A few 

empirical researches like one by Bierman (2005) confirms that due to abusive fathers, the 

children in childhood develops hatred for God‘s position as father. In adulthood, the 

children who faced violence by their fathers, or face maltreatment lose their interest in 

religion and their religiosity decreases. The study shows that mothers’ maltreatment or the 

violence from outside family does not contribute to decrease in religiosity. The scholarship 

on how believing in God as father impact a believer’s life is limited and that is why cannot 

be generalized. Similarly, a few blogs on internet shares how the life experiences affect 

one’s belief about God. In an article available at website of Newspring Church, Clayton 

King writes how he thinks positive about God as father because he got extremely loving, 

caring father.  

 

He mentions, “I had a good earthly father who loved me, so I thought of God as good and 

I knew He loved me”10. Whereas, his friend Sharie does not think the same way because 

she has bad experiences in life from her stepfather and never had a chance to get 

unconditional love. 

 

 
9  Wadud, A. (Aug 6 2017). The Divine Feminine in Islam: An Introduction. Retrieved on 

1.03.2021 from https://youtu.be/4qb-mcrGrjs 
 

10  King, C.(n.d). Is your relationship with your dad affecting how you see God? Retrieved from 

https://newspring.cc/articles/is-your-relationship-with-your-dad-affecting-how-you-see-god  

https://youtu.be/4qb-mcrGrjs
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Self-Assessment Question (SAQ)  

What difference believing in divine (feminine/masculine) does make? Explain with valid 

instances. 

 

Activity  

Conduct a mini survey among 30-40 friends, family members or relatives to compare how 

does believing in God having fatherly traits or motherly traits affect their life? Include the 

Masculine Traits (The Best Protector, The Best Food Provider, Sustainer, Destructor, 

Punisher) and Feminine Traits (Lover, Forgiver, Most Compassionate, Most Merciful, 

Creator). 

 

2.4 Feminists’ Stance about Masculine or Feminine Divine/God 
 

Sociologists, anthropologists and feminists who have worked on the divine feminine or the 

feminine images of the divine felt that believing in divine feminine does not mean that the 

divine feminine is opposite of the masculine, instead they argue that each individual on 

earth has both kind of energies. Masculine and feminine both must not relate to the sexual 

body parts and in the case of divine, it is also not the case.  

 

By referring more to the feminine attributes of God, the societies can learn ways how to be 

more affectionate and tolerant towards others. However, this is not proven empirically 

whether the believers that worship divine feminine like Hindus or other deities around the 

world are more tolerant or are less patriarchal in nature. Since, there exists not some 

rigorous data to empirically prove that how does this conceptualization of a masculine 

/feminine God impact one’s life. Nothing can be said accurately. For now, it can be 

assumed only.  

 

Jeanine Hill Fletcher who is a Professor of Theology at Fordham University and author of 

Motherhood as Metaphor: Engendering Interreligious Dialogue (2013) asserts that 

understanding feminine divine within God’s attributes is not important because God has 

designed those feminine attributes for those who are marked as women or females but for 

whole humanity. She talks about a “Relational God” who relate with all men and women 

and care for all human beings. This relational God as a sacrificing mother –God calls forth 

mothering-sacrifice not for mothers only is relational but for all human beings11.  

 

On the same accounts, Emily12 in an article available online writes that thinking about 

feminine divine relates God with fertility not in reproduction sense but in the sense of 

spiritual, energy that is abundant, fertile, and creative. By understanding this, a believer 

woman and the society can understand the power within a woman.  

 
11  Fletcher, J.L. (March 15, 2014). Divine Feminine or Divine Feminist? 
 

12  Torres, E.(n.d).What is The Divine Feminine? Retrieved from 

 https://www.thegoodtrade.com/features/divine-feminine 
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Activity  

Why do Muslims not believe in a gendered God or a gendered divine being? Search for 

this answer by listening/interviewing to four Muslim scholars (including two male and two 

female).  

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
 
1. Does divine interaction matter in terms of an individual wellbeing? How? Elaborate 

by giving your day-to-day experiences.  

2. Do you find Masculine and feminine images of the God within Quran or Hadith? 

No/Yes. Write examples to justify your response.  

3. Do you think Judo-Christian scriptures (Old Testament and New Testament) give a 

patriarchal view of God? Elaborate. 

4. Write detailed notes on the Masculine or feminine images of God within Hinduism 

and Christianity. 

5. Write about Feminists’ stance on Masculine or Feminine Divine/God in detail. Share 

your opinion about each of the feminists’ perspectives.  

6. Write a comparative note on the Sikhism and Buddhism as far as masculine or 

feminine images of the divine are concerned.  
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Introduction  
 

The feminists consider Sex segregation and gender segregation a kind of discrimination 

and hindrance in practicing their religions. This unit explains how various religions treats 

sex segregation and gender segregation and why they find it a good option for the society. 

It also puts forth some of the questions raised by the feminist which challenge the sex 

segregation at mosques, synagogues and the church.  

 

Objectives 
 

The aims of this unit is to: 

1. Highlight the ways and practices that are commonly practiced in some religions 

pertaining to sex segregation or gender segregation. 

2. Put forth some of the questions raised by the feminist which challenge the sex 

segregation or inequality at mosques, synagogues and the church.  

3. Evaluate feminist small-scale movements to cater the issue of sex segregation and 

equality within religions. 

 

Learning Outcomes 
 

After studying this unit, you should be able to  

1. Identify the ways and practices that are commonly practiced in some religions 

pertaining to sex segregation or gender segregation. 

2. Compare some of the questions raised by the feminist that challenge the sex 

segregation or inequality at mosques, synagogues and the church.  

3. Critically analyze feminist small-scale movements to cater the issue of sex 

segregation or inequality within religions. 
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3.1 Sex Segregation and Gender Segregation 
 

Sex segregation is a physical, or cultural or legal separation of individuals based on their 

biological differentiations. It also can be referred to a physical and spatial separation by 

sex without any connotation of illegal discrimination. As far as, sex segregation and 

inequality across religions is concerned, scholars say that sex segregation1 is approved and 

appreciated by many religions at very early age. Some consider that with the birth children 

are segregated at a smaller scale and later on with the puberty the sex segregation takes a 

stricter form. Some religions rely on sex segregation during prayer while some apply this 

concept on many of the practices and patterns like even dividing and separating gender 

roles etc. However, here we will focus on the sex segregation during prayer or at places of 

worship. 

 

3.2 Islamic Sharia & Muslims’ Perspective 
 

Among Muslims there are various schools of thought. So, among them some encourage 

women to say prayer at home rather than in the mosque. They say that women are 

encouraged to say prayer at home because when women are in danger of harassment or any 

abuse, its better that they say prayers at home. They say that during the time of the Prophet 

(PBUH) women were encouraged to pray because the mosques welcome women as their 

homes where they were safe and were allowed to be even in the last row. Prophet allowed 

them and they enter the mosque of Medina fearlessly. An account is mentioned in Shahih 

Muslim narrating the when a wife of second caliph Hazrat Umar bin Khattab came to the 

mosque for saying prayer of Maghrib and Isha someone asked her, Umar does not like your 

coming to the mosque, then why he does not forbid you”. She said he knows the saying of 

the Prophet2 : 

 

ِ َمَساِجَد َّللاه   الَ تَْمنَُعوا إَِماَء َّللاه

“Do not prevent the believer women of God from entering the mosques of God”. 

 

The book of Ahadith “sayings of the Prophet” Shahih Muslim also says that the best row 

for men are the first rows and the worst ones for them is the last row, whereas the best row 

for the women are the last ones and the worst ones for them are the first ones. Similarly, in 

 
1 The definition of sex segregation retired from Wikipedia the free Encyclopedia 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sex_segregation mentions “Sex segregation (or sex separation) 

is the physical, legal, or cultural separation of people according to their biological sex. Sex 

segregation can refer simply to the physical and spatial separation by sex without any 

connotation of illegal discrimination. In other circumstances, sex segregation can be 

controversial. Depending on the circumstances, it can be a violation of capabilities and human 

rights and can create economic inefficiencies; on the other hand, some supporters argue that it 

is central to certain religious laws and social and cultural histories and traditions. The 

term gender segregation is used in a similar way to sex segregation, even though sex and 

gender are usually considered distinct concepts”.  
2  Sahih Muslim (vol 2, Book 13, Hadith 23) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sex_segregation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sex
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_rights
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_rights
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sex_and_gender_distinction
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sex_and_gender_distinction
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the Medina’s Mosque, Prophet (PBUH and his progeny) has asked to build separate door 

for both men and women so that women might not find it difficult to enter the mosque.  

 

Similarly, another saying affirms that women are asked to leave the mosque after Isha 

prayer first so that they would not have to mix with men. After Prophet’s death, many 

followers, companions and even the caliph Umar forbade women going to mosques. One 

of the wives of the Prophet Aisha bint e Abi Bakr once said, “if the Prophet had lived now 

and if he saw what we see of women today, he would have forbidden women to go to the 

mosque even as the Children of Israel forbade their women”.  

 

So, by the time, when Islam spread to different parts of the world, it became unusual for 

women to worship in the mosques because of the male fear of immorality between sexes. 

In some countries like Jummu and Kashmir, South East Asian countries. Iran, Iraq and in 

Pakistani city Quetta a separate section is designated for women where they say their 

congregational prayers regularly.  

 

 
 

Figure 1:Women only section of Mosque in Iran (Retrieved from Iran Style Twitter) 

 

However, the grand mosque in Makkah where Holy Kaaba situated, the mosque is 

desegregated. Many women led movements have been witnessed which protested the 

segregation based on gender, class or creed. The Muslim scholars like Asra Nomani from 

Muslims questioned that the justification that women can cause distraction during prayer 

is unjustified because women worshippers came to mosques and Prophet never sopped 

them. Do the male better aware than God and his Prophet (PBUH). A British -born Muslim 

author Ed Husain also argues that keeping women separate actually to pent-up sexual 

frustration which expressed itself in unhealthiest ways”. For Husain, “it leads the young 

people to see opposite gender only as sex objects”. 
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3.3 Jewish Halakha Rules and Mechitzot for Sex Segregation 
 

The Orthodox Judaism has certain laws for sex segregation or gender segregation in a 

number of settings in order to conform to the various elements of halakha3. The gender 

segregation is asked to be done to avoid the physical contact ‘negiah’, the isolation with 

members of the opposite sex ‘yichud’, staring at women, their bodies, or some parts of the 

bodies, attire, or doing conversation for pleasure. In Pirkei avot 1:5 Yosi ben Yochanan 

says “a man who spends much time talking to women even his wife, neglects the study of 

Torah, and will inherit gehinnom4. 

 

As far as gender segregation during prayer is concerned, the orthodox synagogues have 

always separate seating for both men and women and a Mechitzot5. The reasons as 

mentioned in halakha is that a man might be distracted during prayer if he spots a beautiful 

woman. Halakha permits the women to see men or to look at men in a synagogue during 

prayer services. He scholarship on gender segregation explains that the strict separating of 

men and women was established within  

 

Rabbinic laws which established that communal daily prayers are binding to men only. 

Therefore, a central area of the synagogue was only allowed to be occupied by men. 

However, over time especially during early modern period more women started visiting 

synagogue which caused to make changes in the synagogue’s architecture. As a result of 

the changes made in the architecture of the synagogues, separate rooms called weibershule 

and separate sections called erzot nashim were constructed. In the contemporary times, 

Orthodox congregations allow women a greater sense of participation, as long as they 

remain on their side of the Mechitzot. 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Mechitzot (Retrieved from Chadbad.org) 

 
3  Certain rules and laws mentioned in the Torah. 
4   In the Hebrew Bible, Gehenna was initially where some of the kings of Judah sacrificed their 

children by fire. Thereafter, it was deemed to be cursed (Book of Jeremiah 7:31, 19:2–6) 
5   Partition or division, In Judaism ‘s halakha a partition that specifically separates men from 

women is called Mechitzot. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hebrew_Bible
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kings_of_Judah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Jeremiah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeremiah_7:31
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeremiah_19:2
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeremiah_19:6
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Interestingly Mechtizot are established not only during prayer within synagogues but also 

at weddings, lectures, concerts etc. However, many other schools within Judaism do not 

observe or establish separate seating arrangements. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs)  

1. What is mechitzot? Why it is established in the Synagogues? 

2. Does Halakha permit the women to see men or to look at men in a synagogue during 

prayer services?  

3. What is asceticism? Does asceticism is appreciated by all Abrahamic religions? 

Explain in detail. 

4. Is Sufism in a form of asceticism? Why feminist consider Rabia Basri an empowered 

figure of ascetic women? Explain 

 

3.4 Sex Segregation at Church 
 

The roots of gender segregation can be traced to traditional theological and gender 

ideologies, which were derived from St. Paul’s I Corinthian 15:40 and incorporated into 

the Protestant notion of order and decorum. Adherence to the practice of gender 

segregation varied from denomination to denomination The Coptic Orthodox Christians 

believe that separation of the sexes especially in the church is a “universal Christian custom 

until Protestant Reformation”. The consider that the custom of separating Christians during 

Church services is a custom that existed among many churches even the Protestants until 

the last century. They also believe that early church fathers viewed separation between 

sexes during services or religious practices “an appreciation of the natural order” that helps 

to safeguard men from temptation. To ensure segregation some features in the construction 

of churches were ensured like Pir of entrance doors provided an external indication of the 

segregation that took place inside. 

 

 
 

Figure 3: Sex Segregation at the Church (Retrieved from spu.blog.edu) 
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Similar stance is mentioned on Amana Church website that is originally located in Iowa. 

 

 “The male and female membership enter and sit on opposite sides of the 

church. It is our custom and desire to worship the Lord without distraction. I 

Corinthians 7:32-35 addresses the undivided devotion to the Lord. When the 

men sit together, they are sitting together as brother. When the women sit 

together sit together, they are sitting together as sisters”. 

 

However, in the contemporary times, since many churches require membership from the 

people to participate in congregations. Therefore, the order is changed. Now people sit at 

their convenience because they pay for their seat. This thus cause undermining the 

practicality of segregating congregations by gender in many American Protestant Churches 

now a days.  

 

Some critics of the segregation theory provides an egalitarian position as an alternative. 

They regard women as fully equal to men and believe there should be no gender-based 

restrictions upon which roles women can exercise in the families, societies and in the 

churches as well. 

 

3.5 Muslim Feminists Concerns over Sex Segregation 
 

Muslim feminists in different parts of the world have concerns over women segregation. 

They argue that why women are confined to a separate prayer space from their male 

counterparts. They feel that issue of gender segregation is not done as such by The Prophet 

of Islam but it’s the Muslim men and the male scholars who have misinterpreted sayings 

of the Prophet and caused this divide. There are a few instances witnessed in U.S where a 

group of Muslim women filed themselves into a prominent mosque named “Islamic centre 

of Washington” and they positioned themselves for prayer in the main sanctuary where the 

men mostly gather for congregational prayers.  

 

They did not went to the separate section behind a wooden partition. This group of women was 

escorted out of the mosque by the District of Columbia police officers at the request of the 

mosque officials. Women at first refused to get out of the mosque because this group of women 

intentionally doing this as a kind of protest which was part of an ongoing movement by some 

Muslim women who insisted that there is nothing in Islam which forbids them entering he 

mosque or require them to pray either separately or behind the men. 

 

They used examples “we are not like buggy behind the horse”. On the other hand, some 

other women find that separate worship spaces has value. Asra Nomani a journalist and 

author was also part of this campaign “Let these women pray”.  Asra Nomani shared that 

a convert Fatima Thompson in the local area got fed up with this partition and she used 

internet to rally other women.  

 

Thus, the women joined her at the mosque gate and walked through together. According 

to her opinion restricting women to a space and limiting their access to main area of the 
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mosque was a kind of hostility and aggression shown to Muslim women. For many women 

who joined Asra there thought that this hostility and aggression is against the basic feminist 

principles of Islam with which it was born (Islam). Such counter narrative and activism to 

stand together for the congregational prayer can be witnessed in some U.S states.  

 

3.6 Religious Discretions on Gender Based-Segregation 
 

Religion (from the Latin Religio, meaning Restraint, or most likely, Religionem, to show 

respect for what is sacred) is an organized system of beliefs and practices revolving around, 

or leading to, a transcendent spiritual experience. There is no culture recorded in human 

history which has not practiced some form of religion 

 

Gender and religion are very argumentative issues. No matter what your faith is even if 

you have no faith. Religion has a very large impact on gender, and on the discussion of 

gender itself. When we think about “gender” we think about it most likely in reference to 

Western societies and religion has long been bound up with the questions of gender as 

Wilson (2006), said religion and gender go hand-in-hand. One of the ways that we know 

what the appropriate generals are because it's been written in the important religious texts, 

the questions like; 6is God a man? Why do most of the world's great traditions have male 

prophets? what sorts of relationships does God prescribe, and which ones does God 

prescribe? Do men and women have equal roles in various religious ministries? 7These are 

things that have these are questions that have driven us for thousands of years and there are 

clear indications that men are written more favorably in these scripts than women, and it’s 

not a far leap to say that this is a byproduct of male control over a long period of time. 

Males once they achieve that dominant position, they begin to justify that dominant 

position through all of the institutions in society and there's no reason to think that religion 

is not part of this gender construction. As we get into the more monotheistic faiths like 

Judaism, Christianity and Islam where the prophets are males and God is ultimately a male. 

 

 
6  The Scriptures contain no systematic development of the theme of God’s unknowability but 

disclose awareness of this through repeated stress on God’s holiness, transcendent otherness, 

and freedom of action in history. At the head of the list of commandments, God’s otherness 

comes to expression in the ban on the making and adoring of images (Ex 20:2-5). I am the Lord 

your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. You shall 

have no other gods before me. You shall not make for yourself a graven image, or any likeness 

of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under 

the earth; you shall not bow down to them or serve them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous 

God. In the 112th chapter (sūrah) of the Holy Quran. It says, “God is one GOD; the eternal 

GOD: He begetteth not, neither is He begotten: and there is not any one like unto Him.” This 

chapter is held in particular veneration by Muslims, and declared, by Islamic tradition, to be 

equal in value to a third part of the whole Quran. 
7  Differences in the traits and functions ascribed to men and women in society are deeply 

ingrained in the texts and practices of the main religions. For example, the religions of the book 

Judaism, Christianity and Islam all have a male God and have scriptures and histories of 

interpreting those scriptures which are patriarchal (Storkey, 2015). 
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Power imbalances between men and women, by which male traits are privileged over 

women and female traits, remain highly ingrained in modern social structures, producing 

and perpetuating a patriarchal system of gender relations (Walby, 1990).  

 

In the history most influential religious leaders among Abraham, Moses, Jesus, 

Muhammad, Siddhartha Gautama (The Buddha) tend to be predominantly, if not 

exclusively, male. Many religious groups, including Roman Catholics and Orthodox Jews, 

allow only men to be clergy, while others, including some denominations in the evangelical 

Protestant tradition, have lifted that restriction only in recent decades.  

 

3.7 Leadership Roles in Religion 
 

Some religions restrict leadership to males. Women in several faiths are still barred from 

ordination. Some are banned from praying alongside men and forbidden from stepping foot 

in some houses of worship altogether. The 8ordination of women has been a controversial 

issue in some religions where either the rite of ordination has traditionally been restricted 

to men because of cultural or theological prohibitions. The term leadership is a wide 

concept. The most comprehensive definition of leadership was provided by social 

psychologists that they know it as the process whereby a member of group will affect the 

other members. And this effect in order to achieve the specific group goals (Agha yosefi, 

2002:274). 

 

3.7.1 Christianity 

In Christianity, it is believed that men and women are equal but have different roles to play 

in religion. But still different denominations have different stance. For instance, Catholic 

doctrine mandates an all-male priesthood, on the grounds that Jesus’ apostles were men. 

Women cannot be ordained as priests in the Catholic Church. Women have different roles 

in the Roman Catholic Church. Catholics may get their views on the roles of men and 

women from passages such as this: 

 

“A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman to teach 

or to assume authority over a man; she must be quiet.” 1 Timothy 2:11-12 

 

Most Protestant churches allow women to become priests; they allow women to become 

bishops as well. They also now allow men and women to take equal roles in church 

leadership and worship. 

 

“For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourself with Christ. There is 

neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male or female, for you are all 

one in Christ Jesus. If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's seed, and heirs 

according to the promise.” Galatians 3:27-29 

 
8  Ordination is the process by which individuals are consecrated, that is, set apart and elevated 

from the laity class to the clergy, who are thus then authorized to perform various religious rites 

and ceremonies. The process and ceremonies of ordination vary by religion and denomination.  
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3.7.2 Islam 

Some of the most important traditions and practices of the Prophet Muhammad were 

preserved and carried forth by the women closest to him, i-e his wives and daughters. But 

as with many other major faiths, women in Islamic tradition have largely been relegated to 

supporting roles throughout recent history. Women in Islam do not lead prayer or give 

traditional Friday sermons.  

 

In larger mosques where women are welcome, they are almost always segregated from 

men in the back or allocated spaces on other floors with separate entrances and exits. 

“9Women must be prevented from attending mosques for prayers and dhikr gatherings if 

there is a fear that they will seduce men.” 

 

“Men are in charge of women, because Allah hath men the one of them to excel the other, 

and because they spend of their property (for the support of women)”. (Al-Nisaa: 34) 

 

3.7.3 Judaism 

The gender situation within Judaism is noticeably vary from place to place. For instance, 

In the United States allow women to be rabbis by Reform and Conservative, while in the 

Orthodox branch does not. On the other hand, in Israel, the Conservative and Reform 

movements are small, and Orthodox authorities hold a near monopoly on all matters 

regarding Judaism. The Orthodox enforced policy of prohibiting women from praying 

alongside men at the Western Wall in Jerusalem. 

 

3.7.4 Buddhism 

In Buddhism, also varies from country to country. In some countries, a Buddhist 

stronghold, women can become nuns, glorified temple housekeepers, and still represent 

just a tiny fraction of the country’s clergy. Though early Buddhist scriptures such as the 

Cullavagga section of the Vinaya Pitaka of the Pali Canon contain statements from 

Gautama Buddha, talking about the fact that a woman can attain enlightenment, 10yet it is 

also clearly stated in the Bahudhātuka-sutta that a women could never be a Buddha 

(Anālayo, 2009). 

 

3.7.5 Hinduism 

Unlike the Catholic or Islamic tradition, there's nothing in Hindu Holy books that bans 

women from becoming religious leaders. But centuries of convention have dictated that 

only men are entitled to perform the most sacred religious rites, and most of them come 

from the highest Brahmin caste. Hindus frequently use the word "priest" for those ritual 

specialists who either officiate at home or in public spaces for domestic samskaras and 

rituals like birth, sacred thread, weddings, griha pravesha, Sathyanarayana puja, etc., and 

for those who have specific functions in temples. While admittedly it is rare to have women 

priests conduct these ceremonies, in recent years there are women being trained by 

Brahmin men to conduct these domestic rites. (Vasudha, 2005). 

 
9  The Revival of the Religious Sciences 
10  The Bahudhātuka-sutta and its Parallels on Women’s Inabilities, 2009. 
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3.7.6 Jainism 

According to the religious text “Kalpa-sūtra”, after the death of “Tīrthaṅkara Mahāvīra”, 

the community he organized contained a body of female ascetics two and a half times 

greater in number than the number of male ascetics. Furthermore, the respected 

“Candanbālā”, a renouncing Jain woman during the time of “Mahāvīra” (God in 

Jainism), is said to have led a sangha of 36,000 female ascetics. These remarks highlight 

the fact that although there have been heated discussions and debates about female beggars, 

women have been part of the Jain monastic tradition for a long time. This continued even 

until modern times.  

 

According to Sethi (2012) the number of female ascetics in Jainism is much greater than 

that of male ascetics. Arguably, since Jainism offers the possibility of liberation to women, 

women are seen as legitimate aspirants and agents of salvation, while in other traditions 

such as Hinduism, they can't. Despite the propensity of female ascetics in Jainism, this does 

not ignore the fact that they may still find themselves in a hierarchical system in which 

male ascetics are viewed more positively. That is, the Jain monastic hierarchy is structured 

through the gender ideology of domesticity, with patriarchal authority, consolidated in the 

figure of the acārya / gacchādhipati, ruling over the various mendicant orders. 11Thus, the 

highest rank of female monks does not have the same prestige or recognition as the highest 

rank of male monks, the acārya.  

 

3.7.7 Sikhism 
12Sikhism made a radical departure from Hinduism by demolishing the iniquitous barriers 

that the Hindu society had erected between man and man, and between man and woman. 

The Sikh Gurus laid down the foundations of a healthy, egalitarian and progressive social 

order. They advocated the principles of universal equality and brotherhood as the only true 

basis of social relations. The Sikh concept of equality transcended the narrow 

considerations of caste, creed, clime, sex and color. The Sikh Gurus held woman equal to 

man in every field of life (Dr. Kaur, 1982). Defining Sikh religious identity, correct 

behavior, proper ways of conducting birth, marriage, and death rituals, also enshrines non-

gendered practices and leadership roles. Indeed, women are allowed to serve as “ragis” 

(musicians) and “granthis” (the readers and custodians of the Guru Granth Sahib) and 

therefore, to take on leadership roles within Gurdwaras (Jakobsh 2006, 2014). Though their 

heads must be covered, they can read the Guru Granth Sahib in public, receive initiation 

into the Khalsa through a ritual process that is identical to males, and can also be part of 

the panj piare who administer it (McLeod, 1996). 

 

3.8 Comparative Study of Feminists & Clerics Point of Views 
 

Although religions state that men and women are equal, with each religion and 

denomination claiming that they are better than others in terms of gender equality, gender 

equality advocates stress that a lot of work needs to be done in this direction by religions. 

 
11  See: Escaping the World: Women Renouncers among Jains 
12  Role and Status of Women In Sikhism 
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Gender equality exponents point out that although women are considered generally more 

religious than men, many religions and denominations continue to treat each gender 

differently, including: 

• Religions usually are androcentric 

• Some leadership roles still restricted to males 

• In many religions, only men are ordinated 

• Religious traditions, law and cultural factors treat women differently than men 

• Religion provides the structure on how women should live their everyday lives 

• God is traditionally portrayed as a masculine figure 

• Sex segregation is still present 

• Stress on modesty is usually focused on women 

• Religious texts and practices are patriarchal 

• Protocols are more strictly applied to women 

• Women are more regulated than men 

• Women are not part of the decision-making machinery 

 

3.8.1 Causes of Inequality within Religions 

Religious inequality is a term that refers to the way in which individuals and groups suffer 

from systemic marginalization, exclusion and, in extreme cases, genocide on account of 

their religious beliefs and affiliation. Religion13 plays a vital role in the cultural life of 

different spaces. It is deeply rooted in peoples’ experiences and influences the 

socioeconomic and political direction of societies (Stump, 2008). On a similar note, Peach 

(2006) emphasizes that for social geographic investigation, religion may now be a more 

important variable than race or ethnicity. 

 

3.8.2 World Religions, Women and their Social Status  
14There are increasingly dynamic debates on the relationship between religion and gender 

(Hopkins, 2009). It builds primarily on theoretical concepts provided by 15feminist 

geographies and the geography of religion, both of which have recently increased their 

presence in the academic sphere (Massey, 1994). Furthermore, questions of gender 

continue to make their way into religious studies. A significant part of such recent study is 

based on the assumption that gender roles are primarily constructed through religion, 

culture, lifestyle and upbringing (King, 1995). 16The status of women within individual 

religions, most significantly in Islam, has become a research topic for a number of 

geographers (Aitchison, 2007). Feminist geographies of religion mostly focus on gender 

identities and gender relations in the context of religion. It is even possible to speak of the 

existence of a new paradigm in religious studies, which is tied to the entry of women 

researchers into the study of religions (Kong, 2010).  

 
13  We understand religion as an ideology which affects the socio-political practices of a society and as 

a complex cultural system of meanings, symbols and behaviors in communities (Stump, 2008). 
14  Also see; Seguino, 2011; Moghadam, 1991; Chaudhuri, 2013. 
15  Also see; Rose, 1993; Havlíček and Hupková, 2008, 2013; Kong, 2001, 2010; Sharp, 2009; Del 

Casino, 2009. 
16  Also see; Hopkins, 2009; Falah and Nagel 2005; Moghadam, 1991; Inglehart and Norris, 2003; 
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All world religions today maintain male social dominance within societal structures 

(Young, 1987). Also, religious norms and prejudices may reflect patriarchal values, which 

are characteristic of all societies of the world religions (Seguino, 2011). The role of God, 

or a creator of a religion, is always taken by a male and the woman is primarily valued as 

a mother, especially as a mother to a son. Her place is in the household, less so at religious 

ceremonies or in public positions. The real status of a woman in a religion is more 

complicated, however, as in some religions certain women have acquired significant posts 

(Holm, 1994). 

 

In the histories of religions, the voice of women is rarely heard, due to the patriarchal 

dispositions of societies in which these religions emerged, and which eventually stifled 

some of the changes in the status of women triggered by these new religions. The world 

religions all agree on the respect for women and their crucial role in family life, especially 

with emphasis on women as mothers and wives. They do not, however, advocate 

emancipation in the sense of total equality with men. According to Holm (1994), the most 

severe restrictions apply to women during their periods of menstruation and pregnancy, 

when, for example, they cannot enter the temple or touch the Quran. 

 

Male and female roles are therefore much differentiated and also unbalanced in the world 

religions. The influence of women on the formation of religious norms and traditions is small, 

even though in certain doctrines, we can find women who succeeded in having their normative 

views accepted, or men who advocated equal integration of women into religious ceremonies. 

It needs to be stated that there exists a certain discrepancy between normative conditionality, 

which refers to what the given religion proclaims equality of men and women before God and 

practical conditionality, which involves the role of women in religious communities and state 

societies in terms of everyday life (Holm, 1994). In addition, the heterogeneity of the global 

categories (‘Islam’, ‘Hindu’, etc.) must be emphasized, such that general conclusions must be 

tempered by admitting such variability in religious affiliation otherwise we would tend to 

stereotype religious affiliation, which is certainly not intended here. 

 

3.8.2 Are Women Superior or Inferior? A Study of Religious Texts 

Being brought up in a patriarchal society like Pakistan, have seen how the status of women 

is undermined. “17A patriarchal society consists of a power structure dominated by men 

throughout organized society and in individual relationships”. Power is tied to privileges. 

In a system where men have more power than women, men have a certain privilege to 

which women are not entitled. Patriarchal relations, between men and women and between 

elders and young people, are explained and justified through an ideology of men’s 

superiority and women’s inferiority, in which the former have more social value and worth 

than the latter.  

 

The situation gets even worse when in a post-modern world the word “woman” is used to 

show someone weak or abuse others. 18“In recent News a male politician in order to show 

 
17  James M. Henslin, Essentials of Sociology, (UK: Taylor & Francis, 2001). 
18  “Gender inequality” https://www.dawn.com/news/1453462# 

https://www.dawn.com/news/1453462
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other male politician weak and inferior has said him woman”.  These statements not only 

describe women but also reflect deeply rooted attitudes about gender relationships. 

 

Also, one can grasp the position of women in first century by some of the texts of that time. 

For example, ancient Greek philosopher and scientist Aristotle says, 

 

“19The male is by nature superior and the female inferior, for the male is by nature better 

fitted to command than the females, since man is rational and woman irrational 

consequently for the two parties to be on an equal footing or in the contrary positions is 

harmful in all cases.” 

 

3.8.2.1 Abrahamic Religions  

Abrahamic religion refers a religion whose followers believe in the prophet Abraham. They 

believe Abraham and his sons/grandsons hold an important role in human spiritual 

development. The Abrahamic religions are Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Abrahamic 

religions are monotheistic. They also all believe that people should pray to God and worship 

God often. Among monotheistic religions, the Abrahamic religions have the world’s largest 

number of followers. We will discuss “Women” in the light of Abrahamic Religions: 

 

In Islam, men and women are moral equals in God’s sight and are expected to fulfill the 

same duties of worship, prayer, faith, almsgiving, fasting, and pilgrimage to Mecca. Islam 

generally improved the status of women compared to earlier Arab cultures, prohibiting 

female infanticide and recognizing women’s full personhood. Islamic law emphasizes the 

contractual nature of marriage, requiring that a dowry be paid to the woman rather than to 

her family, and guaranteeing women's rights of inheritance and to own and manage 

property. Women were also granted the right to live in the matrimonial home and receive 

financial maintenance during marriage and a waiting period following death and divorce. 

 

The Holy Quran treats both men and women in the same manner as individuals. The Quran 

states: “And their Lord hath heard them (and He saith): Lo! I suffer not the work of any 

worker, male or female, to be lost. Ye proceed one from another” (Pickthal 3:195). This 

verse makes it clear that all human beings are equal in the eye of Allah for He has the same 

standard of justice for all, male or female. There are many verses in the Quran which state 

that in the matter of reward and punishment both men and women will be treated alike as 

individuals and will suffer the consequence of their actions. Allah says: “And whoso doth 

good works, whether of male or female, and he (or she) is a believer such will enter 

Paradise and they will not be wronged the dint in a date-stone” (Pickthal 4:124). 

 

This is further illustrated in Surah Al-Ahzab of the Holy Quran. It says: “Lo! men who 

surrender unto Allah, and women who surrender, and men who believe and women who 

believe, and men who obey and women who obey, and men who speak the truth and women 

who speak the truth, and men who persevere (in righteousness) and women who persevere, 

and men who are humble and women who are humble, and men who give alms and women 

 
19  Philip B. Payne, Man and Woman one in Christ, 32-33. 
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who give alms, and men who fast and women who fast, and men who guard their modesty 

and women who guard their modesty, and men who remember Allah much and women 

who remember – Allah hath prepared for them forgiveness and a vast reward” (Pickthal 

33:35). 

 

All these verses mentioned above categorically say that men and women will be rewarded 

and punished equally for their actions. There is no discrimination between men and women 

in their legal rights as individuals. Thus, Islam makes it clear that in essential human dignity 

and fundamental rights, all human beings of whatever, race or nationality stand on the 

footing of equality, because they all ultimately sprang from a single source. The Quran 

says: “O mankind! Be careful of your duty to your Lord Who created you from a single 

soul and from it created its mate and from them twain hath spread a broad multitude of men 

and women” (Pickthal 4:1). 

 

Men are in charge of women, because Allah hath men the one of them to excel the other, 

and because they spend of their property (for the support of women). (Al Nisaa: 34)  

 

The argument about this verse is that the general rule is for all men who are in relation to 

women just in social affairs. Man’s strength is not exclusive to family’s relationship but 

also this verse launches all areas, it means, men were dominated on women, their authority 

did not cover their wives. The general reason which has been brought for men dominance 

in this verse. it is given by sentence which expressed the male authority up to female, and 

also it is common like judgment or ruling which society life and both men and women life 

depend on. (Tabatabaei,1996) 

 

Holy Quran has an explicit reference to nature of men and women in creation which is the 

same. They are created by gender one and substance one 1: Alnisa. “This verses the 

reference of single breath is Adam his wife Eve. Who are the parents of human being” 

(Tabatabaei ,1997) Most of scholars believe that Eve was created by Adam's mud and type 

(Tabatabaei ,1997) In other words it means Adam and Eve mud are the same and both of 

them are divine whiff (Mahalati ,1985). In other Quran verses even we can see the men 

and women equality for instance (Al Hujurat:13) The holy Quran with express this 

fundamental and central principle about women will invalidate all theories which assumed 

women insignificant from human values viewpoints or even they don’t have human spirit 

whether had been doubted in being human and the only critic for supremacy has been virtue 

(Bakhtyar & Rezaei, 2012). 

 

One of discriminatory thoughts had ever been had against women that doubts about the 

acquisition of spiritual virtues and perfections. This means that women like men cannot 

gain to the higher authorities and spiritual & human excellence. But Quran in a few verses 

make it clear. Gender has nothing to do with acquisition human excellences and perfections 

& hereafter rewards. But it is related to human faith and practice. whether is the male or 

the female based on Sufi’s interpretation. In the movement toward God, there is no 

difference between men and women (Ghafir 40). In other verse, God counts ten virtues for 

human which is common in men and women. Everyone has these virtues; God gives them 
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rewards. Standpoint of Quran the criteria for quality is their act. there is no difference 

between men and women (Al Ahzab: 35). And also, Quran say about Mary her position 

reached to high level of human virtue and spiritual authority that angels always spoke to 

her in altar (Al-Imran :42). In slavery she reaches to the degree that God send her food 

from heaven (Al-Imran :37). 

 

Women have access to reach to the highest administrative position in the society and take 

the people’s responsibility in two areas: leadership and prophecy (Bakhtyar & Rezaei, 

2012). In other word if women’s potential talents bring up and cultivate properly, she can 

achieve such an excellent position that Quran and Bible approve that by introduce some 

historical examples. 

 

In Christianity, Jesus Christ demonstrated the high value He placed on Women by 

recognizing Their Intrinsic value as persons. For Christ, women have an intrinsic value 

equal to that of men. Jesus said, “…at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and 

female’” (Matthew 19:4 & Genesis 1:27). Women are created in the image of God just as 

men are. Like men, they have self-awareness, personal freedom, a measure of self-

determination, and personal responsibility for their actions. Scanzoni and Hardesty point 

out that “Jesus came to earth not primarily as a male but as a person. He treated women not 

primarily as females but as human beings.” Jesus recognized women as fellow human 

beings. Disciples come in two sexes, male and female. Females are seen by Jesus as 

genuine persons, not simply as the objects of male desire. Hurley believes “the foundation-

stone of Jesus’ attitude toward women was his vision of them as persons to whom and for 

whom he had come. He did not perceive them primarily in terms of their sex, age or marital 

status; he seems to have considered them in terms of their relation to God. 

 

Examples of this even-handed treatment of women by Jesus are found in the four Gospels. 

First, Jesus regularly addressed women directly while in public. This was unusual for a 

man to do (John 4:27). The disciples were amazed to see Jesus talking with the Samaritan 

woman at the well of Sychar (John 4:7-26). He also spoke freely with the woman taken in 

adultery (John 8:10-11). Luke, who gives ample attention to women in his Gospel, notes 

that Jesus spoke publicly with the widow of Nain (Luke 7:12-13), the woman with the 

bleeding disorder (Luke 8:48; Matthew 9:22; Mark 5:34), and a woman who called to Him 

from a crowd (Luke 11:27-28).  

 

Similarly, Jesus addressed a woman bent over for eighteen years (Luke 13:12) and a group 

of women on the route to the cross (Luke 23:27-31). A second aspect of Jesus’ regard for 

the full intrinsic value of women is seen in how He spoke to the women He addressed. He 

spoke in a thoughtful, caring manner. Each synoptic writer records Jesus addressing the 

woman with the bleeding disorder tenderly as “daughter” (references above) and referring 

to the bent woman as a “daughter of Abraham” (Luke 13:16). Bloesch (1982) infers that 

“Jesus called the Jewish women ‘daughters of Abraham’ (Luke 13:16), thereby according 

them a spiritual status equal to that of men.” Third, Jesus did not gloss over sin in the lives 

of the women He met. He held women personally responsible for their own sin as seen in 

His dealings with the woman at the well (John 4:16-18), the woman taken in adultery (John 
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8:10-11), and the sinful woman who anointed His feet (Luke 7:44-50). Their sin was not 

condoned but confronted. Each had the personal freedom and a measure of self-

determination to deal with the issues of sin, repentance, and forgiveness. In His treatment 

of divorce (Matthew 5:32; 19:9; Mark 10:11-12; Luke 16:18), Jesus clearly regards women 

not as property but as persons. They have legitimate rights and should be respected. Evans 

succinctly notes, “Women are not objects to be dismissed at will.” 

 

Christ not only valued women very highly, but also demonstrated a clear role distinction 

between men and women. Nowhere is this issue seen more clearly than in Jesus’ selection 

of only men for the role of apostle. Many Biblical feminists question the significance of 

this obvious role distinction or explain it as cultural or as temporary. Siddons’s brief 

comment is that dangers in travel and the “male-dominated” social structure of the time 

were reasons for the apostles’ being only men. But Jesus was not averse to breaking social 

customs when He felt it necessary. He criticized Pharisees to their face in public (Matthew 

23:13-36), healed on the sabbath (Mark 1:21-27; Luke 13:14; John 5:8-10), and cleansed 

the temple (John 2:14-17; Matthew 21:12-13).  

 

Against custom, Jesus spoke to the Samaritan woman (John 4:7-9), ate with tax collectors 

and sinners (Matthew 9:11), and even ate with unwashed hands (Mark 7:1-23) The point 

is that when moral issues were at stake, Jesus did not bend to cultural pressure. No, it was 

not social custom or cultural pressure that caused Jesus to appoint an all-male group of 

apostles. Had He so desired, He could easily have appointed six men and their wives as 

apostles, since the wives of the apostles frequently accompanied them (1 Corinthians 9:5). 

But no such arrangement was initiated. 

 

In fact, Jewish culture did accept women into positions of leadership. Just three decades 

before Herod the Great took over as king, Israel was ruled for years by Queen Alexandra. 

The fact that an occasional judge (Deborah, Judges 4-5), or ruler (Athaliah, 2 Kings 11:3) 

was a woman also demonstrates that female leadership was possible. Even though many 

women have excellent leadership qualities, God still has clear role distinctions in mind 

when apostleship and eldership are considered. 

 

The role of women in traditional Judaism has been misrepresented and misunderstood. The 

position of women is not nearly as lowly as many modern people think; in fact, the position 

of women in 20halakhah (Jewish Law) that dates back to the biblical period is in many ways 

better than the position of women under American civil law as recently as a century ago. 
21In traditional Judaism, women are for the most part seen as separate but equal. Women’s 

obligations and responsibilities are different from men’s, but no less important (Bowker, 

1997). 

 

 
20  The path that one walks. Jewish law. The complete body of rules and practices that Jews are 

bound to follow, including biblical commandments, commandments instituted by the rabbis, 

and binding customs. See also Torah; A List of the 613 Mitzvot. 
21  The Great Faiths Explored & Explained. (John Bowker) 
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The equality of men and women begins at the highest possible level: 22G-d. In Judaism, 

unlike traditional Christianity, G-d has never been viewed as exclusively male or 

masculine. Judaism has always maintained that G-d has both masculine and feminine 

qualities. As one Chasidic rabbi explained, “G-d has no body, no genitalia, therefore the 

very idea that G-d is male, or female is patently absurd. We refer to G-d using masculine 

terms simply for convenience’s sake, because Hebrew has no neutral gender; G-d is no 

more male than a table is”. Both man and woman were created in the image of G-d. 

According to most Jewish scholars, "man" was created in (Gen. 1:27) with dual gender and 

was later separated into male and female. According to traditional Judaism, women are 

endowed with a greater degree of "binah" (intuition, understanding, intelligence) than men. 

The rabbis inferred this from the fact that woman was “built” (Gen. 2:22) rather than 

“formed” (Gen. 2:7), and the Hebrew root of "build" has the same consonants as the word 

“binah.” It has been said that the matriarchs (Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah) were 

superior to the patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac and Jacob) in prophecy.  

 

Women have held positions of respect in Judaism since biblical times. 23Miriam is 

considered one of the liberators of the 24Children of Israel, along with her brothers Moses 

and Aaron. One of the Judges Deborah (Judges 4:1 - 5:31) was a woman. Seven of the 55 

prophets of the Bible were women they are included in the list of biblical prophets25 (Rabbi 

Shlomo Yitzchaki26). “The Ten Commandments require respect for both mother and father. 

In (Ex 20:12) the father comes first, but in (Lev 19:3) the mother comes first, and many 

traditional sources point out that this reversal is intended to show that both parents are 

equally entitled to honor and reverence” (Wayne D. Dosick, 1995). 

 

On the contrary, Jewish men who pray recite a blessing in their daily morning prayers 

thanking God, ‘who did not make me a women’. A recently published prayer book has a 

little footnote; it says: ‘There is no degradation of woman implied in this blessing. Men 

thank God for the privilege which is theirs of performing all the precepts of the Torah, 

many of which are not incumbent upon women’ (Metsudah siddur, 1982). Biale (1984) 

comments: “The essence of the problem of women in Judaism is their sociologically 

inferior status.”  

 
22  A way to avoid writing a name of The Creator, to avoid the risk of the sin of erasing or defacing 

the Name. Everything in the universe was created by G-d and only by G-d. Judaism completely 

rejects the dualistic notion that evil was created by Satan or some other deity. All comes from 

G-d. As Isaiah said, “I am the L-rd, and there is none else. I form the light and create darkness, 

I make peace and create evil. I am the L-rd, that does all these things.” (Is. 45:6-7). 
23  Older sister of Moses and Aaron, and a prophetess in her own right. She helped Moses and 

Aaron lead the Children of Israel out of Egyptian bondage. 
24  The most common designation of the Jewish people used in Jewish literature. It signifies the 

fact that we are descended from Jacob, who was also known as Israel. See The Jewish People 

are a Family. 
25 https://www.jewfaq.org/prophet.htm#Who 
26  One of the greatest medieval Jewish scholars. 
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She quotes 27Adler (1983), “we are viewed in Jewish law and practice as peripheral Jews”. 

It is this peripheral status which results in women's being 'excluded from the central 

activities of Jewish life' and permits 'laws which make them dependent on men and 

vulnerable to exploitation' (Biale, 1984).  

 

Mead (1976) observes that status is usually attached to what the man does in a particular 

society. Applying this to a Jewish context, Burman (1982) considers the division between 

sacred and profane. When prayer, study and attending to the affairs of the community were 

the man's chief obligation, it was this sphere which was held in high esteem; the woman's 

role “that of being the breadwinner” was necessary and complementary, but it was an 

enabling role. With the increasing secularization of society and the separation of home and 

work, the division then became one between the public and private spheres. The man 

became the breadwinner, a role now carrying high status, and the indication of his success 

was to make the woman's financial contribution unnecessary. Her domain therefore became 

the domestic, private one; again, complementary but lower esteemed. “In each case, the 

activities in which women were engaged commanded little respect, yet, at the same time, 

they played a crucial role in enabling men to engage in their endeavors in the esteemed 

spheres from which they themselves were excluded” (Burman, 1982)  

 

The role of woman in a patriarchal system is that of enabler; it is a self-sacrificing role, 

important for the man, for the family and for the community. The Jewish woman has been 

glorified from Biblical times onwards in this role. The Proverbial “Woman of Worth” freed 

her husband and sons from every day. economic responsibilities so that they could pursue 

sacred tasks; her modern counterpart still sees her family's needs as her highest priority and 

arranges her life to fulfill them. 

 

3.8.2.2 Dharmic Religions 

Indian religions, sometimes also termed Dharmic religions, are the religions that originated 

in the Indian subcontinent; namely Hinduism, Jainism, Buddhism, and Sikhism. 

 

When we discuss gender or gender equality in Hinduism, we have to consider it from both 

spiritual and worldly perspectives. It is because the spiritual and philosophical views 

regarding gender in Hinduism are somewhat different from those followed in worldly life 

and religious practice by most people. Theoretically, they are the same, but in practice, 

there is a clear distinction between both genders. Men and women are expected to perform 

separate roles, as dictated by the tradition and law books for the preservation of Dharma 

and continuation of family and society. They have to do it as a part of their obligatory 

duties to ensure peace and happiness for themselves and others and achieve salvation. 

 
27  “I’ve Had Nothing Yet, So I Can’t Take More.” In this essay, Adler indicted rabbinic tradition 

for making women “a focus of the sacred rather than active participants in its processes,” and 

observed that “Being a Jewish woman is very much like being Alice at the Hatter’s tea party. 

We did not participate in making the rules, nor were we there at the beginning of the party.”  
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The concept of women in Hindu ideology presents an essential element duality28, on the 

one hand, she is fertile, benevolent the benefactor; the other hand, she is aggressive, cruel 

the destroyer. As popular a statement about the goddess suggests, "in times of prosperity, 

she is Laksmi, who gives prosperity in the houses of men; and in period of misfortune, she 

becomes the goddess of misfortune, and brings about the ruin. "Along the same lines, the 

name of the South Indian goddess Mariyamman is made up of mari, death or rain, or 

according to the circumstances people’s etymology change and amman, lady or mother the 

goddess is the change woman, she can be death and life, destroyer and donor at the same 

time. 

 

According to (Susan S. Wadley) There are two aspects of womanliness that reflect this 

“duality” and perhaps provide cultural logic for that. The female is above all Shakti, 

(Power), the energizing principle of the Universe. She is also Prakrti, (Nature), the 

interchangeable matter of the Universe. In Hinduism, all beings emerge from Brahman, the 

universal substrate which is "invisible, inactive, out of reach, which defines shakti. Shakti 

underlies both creation and divine being and is a woman. Though there is neither power 

nor energy in the universe without the female, all beings have their share of shakti, a share 

with which they are gifted at birth but with which they increase or diminish through 

subsequent actions. Yet, woman embodies shakti, the original energy of the universe.  

 

Women are active practitioners but have little religious authority (Orthodox Hinduism 

authorized textually). However, at the standard level they play a prominent role as 

specialists and non-specialists. Among the five broader social classes that encompass 

thousands of castes in India, the four 29varna since ancient times (Brahman the priest; 

Kshatriya the warrior, Vaishya the trader, and Shudra, worker) and the untouchable. Only 

male members of the first three varna have access to the Vedas (sacred texts), the oldest 

and most authoritative of Hindu scripture (A Survey of Hinduism). 30According to Ursula, 

in existing human rights literature, women's human rights are far less often discussed with 

regard to Hinduism than Islam or Christianity. There exists a great need for more detailed 

work on Hinduism and women's human rights. 

 

The transformation the Sikh Gurus brought in woman’s status was truly revolutionary. The 

concept of equality of woman with man not only gave woman an identity of her own but 

tended to free her from all kinds of fetters to which she was bound in the Hindu society. 

 
28  Hinduism, as opposed to Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, lacks a single authoritative text; 

rather, it has thousands, produced over a 3,000-year period. In addition, within the geographic 

space of South Asia Hinduism assumes varied forms and often appears more diversified than 

unified. Thus, any particular practice or belief may be contradicted elsewhere or denied by some 

Hindu. Clearly, not even the textually based and varied “great traditions” of Hinduism can be 

fully explored, and the "little traditions," or local practices that are not based on written texts, 

provide endless problems of interpretation and questions as to belief and practice. 
29  Varna is a Sanskrit word with several meanings including type, order, colour, or class, was 

used to refer to social classes in Hindu texts like the Manusmriti. These and other Hindu texts 

classified the society in principle into four varnas 
30  Hinduism and Women: Uses and Abuses of Religious freedom. Ursula King 
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Within the Guru Granth Sahib, both male and female images and metaphors for “Akal 

Purakh”, the divine, are used by Sikh gurus (Jakobsh, 2014). The divine is understood as 

transcending in every category, moving beyond an exclusively masculine gendered image 

of a monotheistic, patriarchal God. Sexism and taboos against women, female pollution, 

menstruation, and sexuality are rejected and the female body is celebrated in its creative 

power. Sikhism does not expel woman from attaining salvation. She can realize the highest 

religious goal while remaining a woman. There is no need for her to first take birth as a 

man to attain mukti (Jakobsh, 2015).  

 

A woman is not debarred from reading the Scripture. She can act as a priest, conduct the 

service, and lead a prayer in the Gurdwara. She can join any congregation without any 

inhibition and restriction. She does not have to veil herself while sitting in a congregation. 

She can receive as well as impart baptism. She enjoys equal religious rights. Guru Amar 

Das even assigned to women the responsibility of supervising the community in certain 

sectors. They were invested with the office of preachership and missionary work. Mata 

Sahib Kaur, wife of Guru Gobind Singh, participated in the preparation of Amrit by 

pouring sugar crystals in it which was administered to the Five Beloved Ones at the time 

of the formation of Khalsa by Guru Gobind Singh. Similarly, women were invested with 

equal rights in the social and political fields. Mata Kheevi was held in high esteem for her 

dedication to social work. Mata Gujri, Mata Sahib Kaur, Mai Bhago, Mai Sada Kaur, 

Maharani Jind Kaur and Maharani Sahib Kaur participated in political and war affairs of 

the Sikhs (Jakobsh, 2006). Some of them assumed the role of a fighter for dharam yudh 

and fought against enemy forces. The Sikh history records with appreciation the heroic 

deeds performed by these brave Sikh women. It was the impact of the egalitarian Sikh 

teaching that these women could come to the fore and distinguish themselves. 

 

“From woman, man is born; within woman, man is conceived; to a woman he is engaged 

and married. Woman becomes his friend; through woman, the future generations come. 

When his woman dies, he seeks another woman; to woman he is bound. So why call her 

bad from which kings are born. From woman, woman is born; without woman, there would 

be no one at all. O Nanak, only the Creator is without a woman. That mouth which praises 

the Creator continually is blessed and beautiful. O Nanak, those faces shall be radiant in 

the Court of the Creator.” Guru Granth Sahib 

 

The Guru Granth Sahib, Singh Sabha reformist attempts, as well as the Sikh Rehat 

Maryada, therefore, radically innovative with regard to the relations between genders. 

However, they are stuck within a patriarchal social structure, with the consequence that 

much of their revolutionary reach has been set aside in everyday interpretations and social 

practices over time (Kaur Singh 2014; Jakobsh 2017; McLeod 1997).  

 

But on the other hand, this includes the very identity of the divine, conceived initially as 

without substance or gender and as entirely transcendent, but to which gender identity has 

been attributed through social practice. Indeed, according to Jakobsh (2014) the use of the 

term “Sahib” for the Guru Granth denotes a male perspective, as it is an honorary title 

reserved for men. Furthermore, the Sikh gurus themselves often referred to the divine as 
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“Master” or “Lord”, that is, with masculine epithets. All the gurus were males; although 

they have clearly refused to divine status, yet due to the authority of their religious message 

they have often been identified as God’s representatives (Jakobsh 2017). During 

colonialism, some scholarship maintains that the British produced a hypermasculine male 

identity by emphasizing the “martial” character of the Sikhs and massively recruiting them 

in their army (Kaur Singh 2014).  

 

This identity was attributed to the Khalsa brotherhood, thereby reinforcing the patriarchal 

social structure and paternalistic attitudes toward women who were considered instead to 

be repositories of family prestige and honor, and; therefore, as objects of control, 

particularly women’s bodies and conduct, by male family members. In other words, a 

masculine identity founded on bravery and prowess (ability) in battle and on physical 

strength was consolidated, while the feminine instead came to be defined by virtues such 

as modesty and submission, respect, and preservation of male authority.  

 

As a consequence, even today, the public and the privileged traditional role of men translate 

into social superiority, “with the result that male domination is reproduced in the family, 

home, and Sikh society at large” (Kaur Singh 2014, p. 620). As regards religious practices, 

and although there is no official priesthood in Sikhism, in India as in Sikh Diasporas, 

women are tacitly discouraged from conducting public ceremonies (Jakobsh 2006, 2017; 

Singh 2006). They may perform an active role in devotional practices at their homes, or, 

in all-women gatherings, while men usually lead the main worship services in gurdwaras. 

 

Jainism is one of the most ancient religions of India with its core focus being on Ahimsa 

or non-violence. Also, the main emphasis in Jainism is on liberation of the self or Jiva from 

rebirth through control of passions and cultivation of Supreme knowledge. This is achieved 

by stringent disciplines and strict adherence to the doctrines of Jainism thereby eliminating 

the effects of the consequences of millions of lifetimes to achieve liberation. When this 

happens, one becomes a ‘Jina’ or Conqueror and has no rebirth. The ethical system of 

Jainism is based on Right Faith, Right Thought and Right Conduct. 

 

A unified system of practices and beliefs on sacred issues uniting the moral fabric of a 

community is the origin of religion. Women by their very biological nature in comparison 

to man have always been a subject of immense discussions and views in the context of 

religion. They are generally considered to be the weaker gender needing protection and 

guidance from man in most Eastern cultures. This has led to subjugation and in certain 

cases oppression of women and is particularly true in the field of religion especially in the 

Eastern societies. Religion and society have always been a point of intersection. Some 

common standpoints in all the religions relate to the physical inabilities of women to be 

granted complete freedom. Inspite of this, all religions have exemplary women who have 

attained liberation after undergoing arduous penances and have been considered role 

models for humanity. 

 

Many women in Jainism have provided great inspiration to men. Most of the monumental 

works of great Jain scholars were inspired by their mothers or sisters. Many exemplary 
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women have inspired their husbands to utilise their wealth for noble and religious purposes. 

They are responsible for the construction of various temples and organisation of 

pilgrimages. It is said that the abolition of the practice of Sati, Dasi system of slavery and 

sacrifice of animals were all due to the emphatic roles played by the Jain nuns who strongly 

resisted them. A Jain woman is also given full freedom and discretion to either accept 

marriage or devote herself to a life of celibacy and piety. Women can also freely attend 

gatherings and listen to preaching or discourses without any restraint. Many women have 

achieved liberation and have attained a high status of respect in society.  Mahatma Gandhi 

is said to have been highly inspired by some exemplary Jain Sadhvis and had even visited 

them. 

 

Jainism is a religion which recognizes equal rights to all living beings, thus women too 

actively play their part in their quest for True Knowledge and liberation.  The foundation 

of the daily life of Jains is the four-fold community of lay men, lay women, nuns and 

monks. Many religious and cultural figures are Goddesses and, in the books, and legends 

of the Jinas, many distinguished women played important roles.  

 

The ‘Sola Sati’ or the sixteen virtuous women highlight exemplary religious qualities and 

are emulated as role models by Jain women. Jain religious activities on food, fasting, 

singing hymns, performance of worship and participation in religious festivals mostly 

revolve around the women in the community. The main core of Jain philosophy is that each 

individual is responsible for his actions and must reap the consequences. Women can read 

the Jain scriptures to enhance their spiritual progress but since they are generally less 

literate than their male counterparts, they are unable to take this opportunity, though this is 

changing in present times. The views of the two sects of Jainism namely Digambars and 

Swetambars are different in the context of the role of women in Jainism. In the Digambar 

sect, one of the essential elements to the path of liberation is lack of clothing or nudity. 

Since this cannot be applied to women, according to Digambars they can attain liberation 

only if they are reborn as men.  

 

Many sects within Jainism do not allow women to enter the sanctum sanctorum and touch 

the idols or anoint them with sandalwood especially during the childbearing years. As 

compared to the Digambar sect which emphasis non-clothing as a prerequisite for 

renunciation, the Shwetambar sect lays greater emphasis on internal purification. Right 

belief, Right knowledge and Right conduct are the main conditions on the path to 

liberation.   

 

Women especially mothers of the Tirthankars have been revered and their motherly 

characteristics extolled. The female spiritual attendants of the Jinas occupy prominent 

places in worship and are revered as the female deities of Jain tradition like Padmavati, 

Ambika and Chakresvari by both men and women. They are generally worshipped for 

fulfilment of desires like progeny, wealth and good health as they appear more 

approachable to women than the illustrious Tirthankars. The legends and hymns of the 

Sola Satis are illustrious role models to women as they remained faithful to their husbands 

in the face of difficult circumstances.   
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Besides this, Saraswati the Goddess of learning, Matrikas or eight mothers who represent 

the eight basic notions of Jain ethics and the Vidya Devis who represent various Sciences 

are revered as all of them represent symbols of knowledge which is an important concept 

in Jainism. 

 

All religions provide logical arguments on women’s spiritual liberation relating to their 

biological gender and their impact on man and society in general. Since most of the 

religions including Jainism are male centric, women are considered subordinate to men 

especially in Indian society in spite of education, experience or personal abilities.  

 

Women in Jainism too are considered threats in preventing monks from observing strictly 

the vows of chastity which is one of the most important hurdles on the path to liberation. 

Despite this, Goddesses and Divine female symbols are important figures, being accessible 

to worship on a daily basis. Many Jain nuns and exemplary women are highly respected 

and praised in literary and oral traditions. Views on feminism is complicated and continues 

to be debated by historians and scholars right up to the present day but a number of Jain 

scriptures have extolled the glory of chaste and virtuous women who have been a source 

of inspiration to all in their quest of self-realization and bliss. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
 

1. Women need to be segregated because they tempt men. Do you agree with this idea? 

Yes/No. Create a critical argument to accentuate your opinion by quoting text from 

religious scriptures or quotes of the prophets, monks, or gods etc. 

2. Why the contemporary churches look for people’s convenience as far as their seating 

at church is concerned. Compare the previous church practices with a gender lens. 

3. Women are not like buggy behind the horse. Do you think US Muslim feminists have 

justifiably used this example for the order of the congregational prayers that bound 

women to stand behind men (in congregational prayers)? Validate your opinion with 

justifiable references.  

4. Sex segregation at churches, synagogues or mosques is a kind of inequality or 

discrimination against women. Do you agree with this feminist approach? Figure out 

and critically discuss all the possible outcomes of this practice of sex segregation. 

5. What are the causes of inequality within various religion: Abrahamic, Dharmic. 

Explain are women superior or inferior as per the prevailing beliefs and texts of these 

religions.  
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Introduction  
 

This unit stick to some of the contemporary debates that have been started by the feminists’ 

theologians who were and are originally Christian. It intends to highlight that how 

feminists’ perspective differ with the practicing Christian believers as far as the concept of 

God the Father is concerned. It also evaluates the grounds on which the radical Christian 

feminists have challenged concept of “God the father” and considered it a tool employed 

by the interpreters to subjugate women. 

 

Objectives 
 

The aims of this unit is to: 

1. Highlight contemporary debates on the concept “God the Father”. 

2. Compare the differing perspectives of the feminists and the Practicing Christian 

scholars. 

3. Evaluate the impact of feminists’ questions on the Christian beliefs.   

 

Learning Outcomes 
 

After studying this unit, you should be able to  

1. Realize and understand the contemporary debates on the concept “God the Father”. 

2. Compare with a gender lens the differing perspectives of the feminists and the 

practicing Christian scholars. 

3. Critically evaluate the impact of feminists’ questions on the Christian beliefs.   
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4.1 Background 
 

One of our course Perspective of Women Rights and Islam sheds light on women’s status 

within various religions and also compares women’s status among monotheistic and non-

monotheistic religions and discusses in detail various aspects that maintains women’s 

status within Christian tradition.  

 

Here, we will stick to some of the contemporary debates that have been started by the 

feminists’ theologians who were and are originally Christian. Those feminists have 

questioned the language employed by the authors of the scripture and or translators of the 

scripture. Feminists have been concerned for why certain words are employed by the 

interpreters of the scripture to benefit a certain group and that’s is the male members of the 

society.  

 

These proponents analyze the important role of the language in reference to humanity and 

society structures and patterns. They advocate a change in the language because for them 

language for people and the language of God are not separate because if one wants to end 

patriarchal structures they must end up or change the use of the language that promotes 

patriarchy by promoting God’s self as masculine. Thus, in this way, for them, the scripture 

the Bible promotes male-domination, exploitation, and oppression of women through 

church and society.  

 

While most of the practicing Christians do not relate themselves with this perspective. 

According to the mainstream believers, God the father is a title given to God where God 

the father is regarded as the first person of the trinity, followed by a second person God the 

Son (Jesus) and then God the Holy Spirit. They believers consider that God the Father is 

the capacity of God as the Creator of the universe.  

 

Alon Goshen-Gottstein who is a scholar of Jewish studies and a theoretician and activists 

working for interfaith dialogue states the Old Testament presents God the father as a 

metaphor. It is even not a proper name given or used for God. However, the New Testament 

and the Christian scholars have used this concept within Christianity in a more literal sense. 

It is explicitly been referred in a substantive sense the need of the son for assessing the 

father, making for more metaphysical rather than metaphorical interpretation1. 

 

  

 
1 "God the Father in Rabbinic Judaism and Christianity: Transformed Background or Common 

Ground?, Alon Goshen-Gottstein. The Elijah Interfaith Institute first published in Journal of 

Ecumenical Studies, 38:4, Spring 2001"(PDF). Elijah-interfaith.org. Archived from the 

original (PDF) on 17 December 2012. 

http://www.elijah-interfaith.org/uploads/media/god_the_father_in_rabbinic_judaism_and_christianity_01.pdf
http://www.elijah-interfaith.org/uploads/media/god_the_father_in_rabbinic_judaism_and_christianity_01.pdf
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4.2 Understanding God as Father 
 

At the heart of the matter is the use of the word ‘Father’ for God, which is masculine. Mary 

Daly and other radical feminists argue that to describe God as male is sexist and becomes 

one of the causes of male domination over women.  

 

It is true that many Christians have taken these terms literally and identified God as male. 

For instance, the American pastor and theologian R.T. Kendall says ‘the God of the Bible 

is seen as essentially masculine’ and ‘any attempt to make God feminine is contrary to the 

plain revelation of him in the Bible’2 The majority of Christians, however, do not take these 

words literally, but metaphorically. In fact, classical theologians like St. Augustine of 

Hippo were ‘overjoyed to learn that God has no body’3. 

 

While acknowledging that the use of the word ‘father’ doesn’t make God male in essence, or 

prove that God has a gender, conventional Christian scholars and leaders of the last century 

emphasize that this is how God has revealed himself in the Bible. The British scholar and writer 

C.S. Lewis said “Christians think that God himself has taught us how to speak of him. To say 

that it does not matter is to say either that all the masculine imagery is not inspired, is merely 

human in origin, or else that, though inspired, it is quite arbitrary and unessential.” 

 

It is interesting to note that Lewis wrote these words while addressing the issue of 

ordination of women to priesthood4. Likewise, Pope Benedict XVI said “Christianity is not 

our work; it is a Revelation; it is a message that has been consigned to us, and we have no 

right to reconstruct it as we like or choose. Consequently, we are not authorized to change 

the Our Father into an Our Mother: the symbolism employed by Jesus is irreversible; it is 

based on the same Man-God relationship he came to reveal to us.”5 The question is y why 

does Bible use the word ‘father’ for God if it doesn’t teach that God has a gender? 

 

When calling God ‘Father, the Bible is using both metaphor and analogy. This means that 

the Fatherhood of God is to describe God as the creator of life. The Bible says in Genesis 

chapter 1 that both men and women are created in God’s image6, which is enough to prove 

the equality of genders in the Bible.  

 
2  Understanding Theology, Volume 1, The Means of Developing A Healthy Church in the 

Twenty First Century, Christian Focus Publications, Great Britain, 1996, pg 40.  
3 Why God is Father and Not Mother, Mark Brumley, EWTN.com. 

https://www.ewtn.com/catholicism/library/why-god-is-father-and-not-mother-

10117?__hstc=43953530.584a0d837fb1d2d526678cf8198412b7.1624212333764.162421233

3764.1624212333764.1&__hssc=43953530.1.1624212333765&__hsfp=2960999046 (last 

accessed June 20, 2021).  
4  Priestesses in the Church?” (1948), God in the Dock, (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 

1970), p. 237. 
5  Why God is Father and Not Mother, Mark Brumley, EWTN.com  
6  So, God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and 

female he created them. (Genesis 1:27, New International Version) 

https://www.ewtn.com/catholicism/library/why-god-is-father-and-not-mother-10117?__hstc=43953530.584a0d837fb1d2d526678cf8198412b7.1624212333764.1624212333764.1624212333764.1&__hssc=43953530.1.1624212333765&__hsfp=2960999046
https://www.ewtn.com/catholicism/library/why-god-is-father-and-not-mother-10117?__hstc=43953530.584a0d837fb1d2d526678cf8198412b7.1624212333764.1624212333764.1624212333764.1&__hssc=43953530.1.1624212333765&__hsfp=2960999046
https://www.ewtn.com/catholicism/library/why-god-is-father-and-not-mother-10117?__hstc=43953530.584a0d837fb1d2d526678cf8198412b7.1624212333764.1624212333764.1624212333764.1&__hssc=43953530.1.1624212333765&__hsfp=2960999046
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God the Father also means that he cares for all his children (mankind) and loves them like 

human fathers do. However, while human fathers can be emotionally distant and even 

abusive, God cannot. Thus, the very first lines of the Christian Creed ‘We Believe in God 

the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth’7 In other words, God is all perfect and 

almighty, but he loves us like a father.  
 

Furthermore, in classical Christian theology, the metaphorical understanding of God’s 

fatherhood in relation to believers is augmented with the metaphysical understanding of 

God the Father as the first person of the Trinity (the doctrine that God as three persons, 

who eternally coexist as one being).  
 

4.2.1 God’s Active Interest in Human Affairs 

In modern times, God the Father is understood as a being who takes a lot of interest in 

human affairs as a father takes interest in the life matters of his children. Although God is 

not visible, however, many Christians believe that they can communicate with unseen God 

and are closer to him with their prayers. Prayer is one of the best way to communicate with 

God as per the beliefs. 
 

4.2.2 God the Life Giver and Omnipresent 

Another reason that is mentioned that why God is imagined or used to be called out, as 

father is that he is the one who has given all his creatures the life and he does not end up 

His all-time charity and blessings upon them. Instead, with His all powers that are infinite 

in nature His charity goes beyond human understanding.  
 

4.3  God the Father – A Hope for Life 
 

Among practicing Christians around the world, God as the father figure serves as an 

eschatological purpose to serve as hope. Their theological stance differs with that of the 

radical feminists like Mary Daly. They say that the concept God the father it is not a 

problematic phenomenon since the word “Father” is used by the authors of the scripture or 

the interpreters of the scripture to express God’s activities as they saw them. In addition, 

God is transcendent which does not bound him to a specific culture, tradition, race and 

gender. Therefore, God is beyond these divisions and arguments because he is neither male, 

nor female. He transcends all creation. 

 

In fact, they have employed those metaphors to express God i.e., father which were 

common to their cultures and societies. For instance, during that time male members were 

the primary protectors and the bread earners who tend to do provide sustenance to their 

families and care, therefore, when human beings felt that God is fulfilling these two tasks, 

they referred to him as “father”. They believe that such a fatherly image serves as a hope 

for single headed families, orphans, and the child-headed families. This metaphor create 

hope in those children who do not have father and relate with God as the one who has all 

power and who has the ability to protect them and safeguard them. This hope helps them 

become a good human being. 

 
7  Nicene Creed, AD 325 
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On the contrary, to this belief of the practicing Christian the radical feminists who were 

originally Christian like Mary Daly and some others find God the father a metaphor not a 

hope for the society. Instead, they consider that the figure of father as portrayed seem 

meaningless to those families who have never experienced a father figure. They say for 

them mother is everything and mothers are playing the role of “superhero” “a goddess” for 

them. In such cases, where the families or the societies have least percentages of men, 

father is not a hope figure.  

 

4.4 God the Father – A Perfect Father 
 

The believers of the Christian tradition find God the father a metaphor that best suits his status 

and role. He has all those qualities which have like he is faithful God who does no wrong8 , 

upright and just 9.They say, that the families where fathers are abusive or do not take care of 

their families, for such families, God the father is a shelter a kind of figure that give them hope 

and do not let them derailed. The religious scholars believe that the statistics show that if a 

person is abused, he may abuse others. So in such a situation, the Godfather is a metaphysical 

being which can help a person to avoid being abusive with others and play the role of a perfect 

father, who is always available for his believers, needy, poor etc.  

 

On the contrary, to this belief, Mary Daly has put up a case that rejects this perception of 

God the father (read the footnote10). She asserts that if you believe in a God having 

masculine traits, which definitely it makes men to behave in God like ways, considering 

them God “If God is male, then the male is God”.  

 

 
 

Figure 1: From Mary Daly book "Beyond God the Father" (1973) 

 
8  God's ways are “perfect” (Psalm 18:30)  
9 He is a “faithful God who does no wrong” and is “upright and just” (Deuteronomy 32:4). 
10  “The widespread conception of the "Supreme Being" as an entity distinct from this world but 

controlling it according to plan and keeping human beings in a state of infantile subjection has 

been a not too subtle mask of the divine patriarch. Supreme Being's plausibility and that of the 

static worldview which accompanies this projection has of course declined, at least among the 

more sophisticated” 
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Therefore, the radical feminists argue that if God has all traits that why to recall him always 

in masculine terms. They quote the words of the religious scholars like Mary Baker eddy 

and Ann Lee who have tried to explain that God has maternal aspects too. This provide 

radical feminist an opportunity to use word “she “for God.  

 

4.5 The Problem of Inclusive Language 
 

Considering the metaphorical and metaphysical definitions of ‘God the Father’ traditional 

Christians of all major sects (Roman Catholicism, Orthodoxy, and Evangelicalism) reject 

the radical notion of calling God as ‘Mother’. Moreover, to identify God as mother instead 

of father doesn’t call the problem either. For one thing, just like fathers can be abusive and 

emotionally distant, so can mothers, and many people have difficult relations with their 

mothers as well11. Moreover, even if we replace ‘father’ with ‘mother’ in relation to God, 

we are still stuck in gender-based titles for God whom we all agree is beyond such human 

categories.  

 

Therefore, changing the language of Bible and the creeds of the Church to replace 

masculine terms with feminine ones is unacceptable to practicing Christians. That does not 

mean that Christians deny an equal status to women. We hold what is considered an 

‘egalitarian’ or ‘complementary’ understanding of gender roles. It means that practicing 

Christians affirm that while men and women are different, they are equal in the eyes of 

God12.  

 

As all are ‘one in Christ’ according to Galatians 3:28, differences of gender are no longer 

significant in a community where everyone share the same relationship with God13. 

 

It should be noted here that we are neither claiming, nor is the text implying, that ethnic or 

sexual differences do not exist. They do, and we should acknowledge them. Galatians 3:28, 

however, teaches us that we should seek to honor God in the particular gender he has 

created us with. All people, regardless of their gender, are now part of the same Christian 

fellowship and worship together.  

 

As mentioned above as well, the society might continue to uphold these differences, but 

they are inconsequential in the Body of Christ. That said, the Church hasn’t always lived 

up to these ideals, and the suppression of women in church history seeks to highlight the 

difference between theory and practice.  

 

 
11  In fact, the Bible says: Can a mother forget the baby at her breast and have no compassion on 

the child she has borne? Though she may forget, I will not forget you! (Isaiah 49:15, NIV) 
12  Galatians 3:28 
13  Mehtab Shahbaz, Gender Equality: A study in Pauline perspective, a dissertation written for 

Masters of Divinity at St. Thomas’ theological college, Karachi. 2019. page 48  
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By interpreting the New Testaments traditionally assumed to promote patriarchy from an 

egalitarian perspective, it has already been demonstrated that there is no gender inequality 

in the Bible. Galatians 3:28 is the pinnacle of the egalitarian view.  

 

So theoretically, men and women are equal in the Bible. The practical outworking of these 

issues, however, is a long-term issue. These have largely to do with our respective cultures, 

which almost always influence how we interpret scriptures.  

 

Considering this Rev. Dr. Pervaiz Sultan says “The writers of the Bible did not always seek 

to change culture, but to provide the ideals through which culture can be ultimately 

transformed”14. So the necessary theological foundations of egalitarianism are already 

there, it is only a matter of time when our culture conforms to it. 

 

To sum up, while human fathers can be emotionally distant and even abusive in our day 

and culture as Mary Daly pointed out, it is important to note that the figure of father was 

perfect in the culture and day when the Bible was written. It is also important to note that 

the Bible is written in a specific language and the language has no gender neutrality in its 

writing. This is where the radical feminist philosophy is lacking.  

 

4.6 Daly’s Perspective About the Concept God the Father  
 

While we are explaining the concept of God the Father, there is a need to study the debates 

raised by renowned feminist Mary Daly who seem radical in her approach while discussing 

God the Father. However, since on this topic, she has done an immense work, therefore, it 

is not possible to neglect her debates, questions and deliberations. (Note: Discussing these 

deliberations does not mean that we are promoting her stance; instead, it is done to study 

radical concepts regarding the most important concept within Christianity). 

 

God as per Mary Daly in her work “Beyond  God the father”(1973) is inadequate because 

when God attempts to control human being especially women by stating that “women are 

will of God”, this indirectly legitimize the existing functions of the society where one 

controls the other and thus people suffer from the status quo. She says that if people would 

look and analyze the biggest sufferer of all this economic, social and political status quo 

are the women. She asserts that God has been used oppressively against women in number 

of ways sometimes in overt manner when the theologians proclaimed women’s 

subordination to be God’s will and “God" can be used oppressively against women in a 

number of ways. First, it occurs in an overt manner when theologians proclaim women's 

subordination to be God's will. 

 

However, the religious scholars of the Christian tradition reject this idea. They say that the 

image of the father is not problematic for women as well because many women around the 

world have very strong positive bonds with their father and the relationship of daughter-father 

is always of a great type. Therefore, it is not apprehensive for the women generally. Secondly, 

 
14  Interview with Dr. Pervaiz Sultan, senior priest and theologian in the Church of Pakistan. 
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they argue that this kind of questions have been raised in the past too. Because of such 

questions, a church in the 3rd century Syria started praying Holy Spirit in female terms15. Some 

mystical Christian of the early church went further by believing in many emanations of God 

that are both male and female. They considered that God has female emanations called Aletheia 

(truth), Zoe (life), Spiritus (Spirit), Ecclesia (Church) and Sophia (wisdom).   

 

4.7 Impact of Christian Feminism/Egalitarianism on the Belief 

“God as Father” 
 

Christian feminism is a group of feminists who believe in Christianity and the Christian 

theology but they argue that the equality between men and women morally, socially, 

intellectually and their leadership in the Church all are those topics which were not 

presented by the interpreters of the scripture in a fair way. They consider, God does not 

discriminate between men and the women, but the believers of the scripture who have 

misunderstood the message and discriminate individuals based on biologically determined 

characteristics.  

 

They also advocate anti-essentialism while highlighting the major issues of women’s 

ordination, biblical concept of equality in marriage, moral abilities and the spiritual 

equality as well. It is also witnessed that Christian feminists have raised the awareness 

about calling God with male pronouns in more vocal terms. Some of the early Christian 

feminists include Marie Maugeret, Katherine Bushnell, Elizabeth Cady Stanton. It can be 

seen that the work of these Christian feminists and the other contemporary Christian 

feminists have great impact on the belief system especially as far as the concept of God the 

Father is concerned.  

 

They have highlighted and emphasized that the church can only find gender equality in 

literal sense by rethinking the portrayal and understanding of God as a masculine being. 

They bring forth the concept of Sophia (wisdom) as a replacement and synonym of the 

Holy spirit in the Trinity to include female reflection and symbolism. Interestingly as 

discussed in 4.4, Sophia is a concept that was believed by many Christian groups in 

different areas of the world and still there are some groups who stick to this ideology. 

However, Christian feminists are willing to promote this image by shedding light to the 

characters of Virgin Mary, Mary Magdalene, Eve, and Esther. While some other feminists 

consider God as entirely gender transcendent considering that God has both kind of aspects. 

All these projections do impact modern day Christian beliefs. As a result of these 

projections some visible changes can be witnessed. Another move in this regard can be 

witnessed in the realm of translations. In 2003, John Henson ‘s translation reads “God your 

parent instead of God the father. In this translation, Holy Spirit is “she” whereas the Jesus 

 
15  BBC News. (2, June 2015). Why is God not female? Retrieved from 

 https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-32960507 
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is “he”. While no pronoun is used for God as such. This id due to the Christian feminists’ 

campaign for using gender neutral terms for God and the Christ.  

 

On the other hand, Christian Egalitarians interpret the scripture as affirmed by the apostle 

Paul, and believe that the manner and teachings of Jesus abolish the gender-specific roles 

in both the church and the other spheres of life especially in marriage.  

 

 
 

Figure 2: Christian Egalitarians' Core Beliefs 

  

Thus, Christian Egalitarianism imply that men and women are not identical but affirms that 

God assigned men and women to complement and benefit one another. Thus, they do not 

disregard or find the idea of father problematic. 

 

4.8 Traditional Christian Understanding of God the Father in 

the Light of Radical Feminism 
 

No one can deny that gender bias has always existed in human societies, especially those 

that are overtly patriarchal. It is also true of Church History and the Christian West.  

 

The modern emphasis on gender equality and human rights has sparked debates within the 

Christian world. Some traditionalists believe that superiority of men is affirmed in 

scripture. On the other end of the spectrum are radical feminists like Mary Daly who 

consider traditional understanding of Christianity, especially the understanding of God the 

Father, to be the root cause of bias and discrimination against women in the Judeo-Christian 

world.  However, many mainstream and evangelical Christians take a middle ground, 

affirming traditional family and societal values while trying to interpret (or reinterpret) 

verses in the Bible that seem to be offensive or discriminatory against women according to 

the contemporary situation.  
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4.8.1 Status of Women in the Bible and Early Christianity 

We must understand that the modern understanding of women’s rights or feminism did not 

exist at the time of the Bible. Having said that, the Bible has a lot to say about the status of 

women and their rights, both in the church, household, and society. In places where the 

Christian scriptures seem silent on the issue, traditional scholars focus on the overarching 

themes and principles to derive conclusions in gender-related matters. While it is true that 

the Bible contain some of the passages where we find the idea of women’s submission in 

Church or family life in its interpretation. However, one must remember that the Bible is 

written in a specific culture.  Those who argue that wives have to submit in marriage and 

those who advocated women’s silence in the church refer to some biblical passages. But 

while scripture contains verses that commands silencing the women and submission in 

marriage, on the other hand, we see the liberating attitude of Jesus towards women and also 

other passages where St. Paul accepts female as co-workers (Acts 18:26; Romans 16:1-

4,7), and allowed them to pray and prophecy in the church (1 Corinthians 11:5). 

 

Historian Geoffrey Blainey says: 

 

 The early Christian texts refer to various women activists in the early 

Church, one such woman was St. Priscilla, a Jewish missionary from Rome, 

who may have helped found the Christian community at Corinth. She 

travelled as a missionary with her husband and St. Paul, and tutored the 

Jewish intellectual Apollos, others include the four daughters of Philip the 

Evangelist, from Caesarea, Palestine, who were said to be prophets and to 

have hosted St. Paul in their home16. 

 

The fact that, from the beginning, women were important members of the Church and after 

the ascension of Christ, were part of the early disciples (Acts 1:14). 

 

  

 
16  Geoffrey Blainey, A short history of Christianity, (USA: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2014), 

71. See also Ronald Brownrigg, Who’s who in the New Testament, (London: Routledge, 1995), 11. 
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Self-Assessment Questions 
 

1. What is your understanding of the concept “God the father”? How God the Father is 

a hope for the Christian believers. Why the feminists do not relate themselves with 

this idea. Critically discuss. 

2. Mary’s Daly’s conceptualization of God the Father is apprehensive for many 

Christians around the world. Why? Figure out a few contested points raised by her.  

3. What are the most prevalent perspectives of Christian Egalitarians? Identify their 

core beliefs.  In what ways, they differ with the Christian Feminists. Discuss. 

4. Evaluate, in what ways the Christian feminism challenge the male-domination and 

question the existing oppression and subordination of women in the church and by 

the church. 

5. Is God the perfect father? What is the practicing Christian belief? In what way, the 

radical feminist reject the perfect father belief. Critically discuss. 

6. What do you understand from these words of Mary Daly “If God is male, then the 

male is God”? Do you think the same way? Accentuate your opinion by providing 

valid instances.  
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Introduction  
 

This unit covers the feminists’ perspective on religion by elaborating how various feminist 

strands see religion and religious imagination. It also highlights how there are some 

feminists who critically discuss the negative side of the religious texts and its role. While 

some other explain ways, in which religions can help to promote equality and play their 

part to cause and happen sustainable development.  

 

Objectives 
 

This unit aims to  

1. Highlight the positive stance of feminist on religion   

2. Elaborate the negative stance of feminists on religion 

3. Critically put forth the comparison of the South Asian and Global feminists on 

religion 

 

Learning Outcomes 
 

After studying this unit, you should be able to  

1. Identify the positive stance of feminist on religion   

2. Recognize the negative stance of feminists on religion 

3. Critically compare the South Asian and Global feminists’ perspective on religion 
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5.1 Feminist Perspective on Religion and Religious Imagination 
 

Understanding the feminist perspective on religion and religious imagination for the 

students of gender studies and other social scientist because the feminist perspective and 

critique on religion and religious imagination helps to underpin various beliefs, practices 

and the performative rituals in a better way. Before discussing or mentioning details of 

feminist perspectives on religion one needs to realize religion and religious imagination. 

The early theorists like Emile Durkheim (1915) considers that religion is a unified system 

of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, whereas, Karl Marx views religion as a 

tool used y capitalist societies to perpetuate inequality. On the other hand, Max Weber 

believes religion to be force of social change. Bourdieu considers religion as a “cultural 

capital”, while some find religion as cultural universal because it is found in all societies 

in one form or another. Thus, religion is multifaceted phenomenon because it has many 

forms and are many religions and religious beliefs like theistic, non-theistic, atheistic as 

well as those who do not profess any religion or belief (UN Human Rights Committee 

Report, 1993). Due to its very significance the functionalists, the proponents of conflict 

theory, the interactionists and feminists all provide various ways to understand religion and 

to address issues found within various religions across the world.  

 

Over last few decades the women activists and feminists have realized that since any 

religion plays an important role in defining roles, norms, practices and patterns of any 

culture, therefore there is a need to understand this phenomenon for redefining, re-

conceptualizing and reconstructing gendered patterns, values, norms or practices. Within 

feminists’ philosophical debates this can be witnessed that for many feminists and those 

who conform to non-feminist’s stance religion is understood a social institution that 

defines, sanctions, limit or challenges certain gender roles while reinforce certain gender 

inflected representations. Therefore, they consider that religious imagination plays a vital 

role in an individuals’ position, status and role within society. 

 

There are many feminist perspectives on religion and religious imagination. Before giving 

a detailed description about some of feminist perspectives on religion, there is a need to 

understand that feminism. Feminism itself is not a unitary theology , nor a practice or 

system to fight to women’ rights, instead it also has many forms ; i.e. liberal, Marxist, 

socialists, radicals, modernists, postmodernists, Post colonialist, developmentalists, post 

developmentalists, post humanistic, cultural feminism, indigenous feminism, 

psychoanalytic feminists, lesbian feminism, queer theorists etc. Therefore, there exists not 

a single uniform agenda of feminism to address religion or religious imagination. However, 

for most of the feminists’ school’s religion is a philosophy and it does not necessarily 

believe religious scriptures to be revealed and self-authenticating does not consider it self-

privileging endeavor. It is not possible to cover religion and religious imagination from all 

of the above-mentioned feminists’ philosophical schools of thought. So, here, a brief 

account of dominant feminist perspectives on religion and religious imagination is 

mentioned below. 
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5.2 Feminist Perspective on Religion: Positive Side  
 

Usually, feminism is considered an ideology which is just an opposite of religion and which 

remains in contestation with the religion. However, it is not the case as such. There are 

many feminists around the world who believe that “religions are not essentially 

patriarchal”. Some of them also believe their religions to be revealed from a Super being 

God “Allah Almighty” or “God the Spirit” or “Bhagwan” etc. Similarly, some of western 

feminists argue that in many early religions there were prominent goddesses and other 

female figures who were missed to be mentioned over time due to patriarchal societies.  

 

In addition, the recent scholarship of feminists who are also working on the concepts of 

intersectionality realize the fact that patriarchy is not only promoted by religion but there are 

multiple other factors of masculinities reinforced by various actors. They are probing the issues 

of intersecting patriarchal norms and patterns usually focusing on how religious thought, 

practices and symbols relate with masculinities and how these notions, practices and symbols 

can be revisited in order to provide and advocate alternative concepts of masculinities to reduce 

the negative impacts of patraichalization of religious texts or scriptures on women. 

 

Activity: 

Watch Iranian film Scandal (2013) and find out how the religious scholars can play their 

role to include vulnerable segments of the society to mainstream life. 

 

5.2.1 Religion is a Cultural Phenomenon and Construct 

There are some eminent names within feminist circles who resides with the idea of 

Bourdieu “religion as cultural capital” (1977) and consider that the various most known 

religions can be revisited since those are cultural constructs. First, it is needed to realize 

that what is meant by cultural capital. Cultural capital is understood as “social set of a 

person that promote social mobility in a stratified society”. Thus, cultural capital meant 

education, intellect, style of speech, experiences, style of dressing that help individuals to 

manage social relations within an economy of practices.  

 

Thus, when the religion is understood as a cultural capital, it means that it confers social 

status and power while comprises many material and symbolic meanings and inferences. 

So, religion is what Bourdieu considers to be called as “cultural capital” because it provides 

advantage in achieving a higher social status in society by being labelled as highly religious 

or by being an advocate of religion, scholar or a practicing follower or believer etc. For 

Bourdieu the scholastic yield (in form of religious imagination) from educational (teaching 

of religion, participating in performative practices like rituals, prayers etc) action depends 

on the cultural capital previously invested by the family (in form of socialization, economic 

contribution for education etc (1986, p.244).However, Bourdieu calls religion as cultural 

capital but avoid paying little attention to explain that how this cultural capital intersects 

with class, gender, ethnicity or racism.  

 

Therefore, some of the feminists consider the significance of intersecting factors that 

maintain a particular cultural capital. So, if we consider particular stock of cultural 
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competencies as an important mechanism in the processes, it is easy to realize that these 

processes have reinforced those relationships which are unequal in nature. These processes 

cause class inequality which is organized and reproduced in contemporary societies. For 

instance, Baker (2005) suggests that the role of mothers facilitating and preparing their 

offspring for education (whether religious or irreligious) explains them as “powerful 

vectors of the cultural capital”. So, mothers invest their “emotional capital” to induce their 

children with “cultural capital” (Reay, 2000). This is the cultural capital which asks women 

to behave in certain fashion in the patriarchal societies. Simon de Beauvoir, therefore, 

mentions that woman is not born but becomes a woman. 

 

Thus, religion is a cultural capital about which society’s considerations are strong and the 

individuals consider it to be worth seeking for their lives. If the religious knowledge 

coming and disseminated from religious pulpits “mimber” would promote gender equality 

and gender equality by sharing those instances from the religious scriptures which let men 

think of women not as women but also human beings, the society will be transformed itself 

for truly sustainable community where everyone is getting his/her share as per their needs. 

Since most of the western feminists consider that religion is a socio-cultural construct 

therefore, they believe that there is a need to revisit the patriarchal theories about God and 

the metaphysical being.  

 

5.2.2 Religion’s Role in Disciplining Bodies 
Foucault’s concept of disciplining (ibid, 1990) explains that the bodies are disciplined 

through bio-power. The concept of bio-power explains that human bodies are governed by 

power that is operated through regulatory mechanisms within a given state whether family, 

academic institutions, religion, health system etc. Thus, the individuals are disciplined to 

live their life as per the prescribed way to live life.  All over the world, human beings 

channelized so that individuals behave in a certain way and to react or act in a given 

context. Thus, During the process of disciplining they internalize certain behavioral 

patterns and start enacting them as normal due to “normalization process”.  

 

So, many Muslim and non-Muslim feminists especially those working with a 

postmodernist paradigm sometime critique this bio-power and strategies employed by 

religious authorities and sometime argues that the same disciplining of human behavior or 

life is important to sustain community for upcoming generations. The scholarship on this 

issue assert that many time religious sites like mosques, churches and other organizations 

urge rich segments of the society to provide poor segments especially widows and their 

orphans with donations and charity which help them to manage their affairs on day-to-day 

basis. An example of it can be witnessed during Islamic month of Ramzan in Muslim 

countries when scholars urge rich segments of the society to help the needy and poor 

people. It is a kind of disciplining. Muslims around the world do the same because they 

have internalized this concept and follow it particularly during Ramzan.  

 

This example shows that if in all cases, familial relations, and familial or social affairs if 

the individuals be guided to be tolerant, and respectful while not employing stereotypical 
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language for the women, while providing them their basic rights organized legally, the 

world can be turned into a better place to live in (Fatimah, 2020, p.201).  

 

5.2.3 Religious Rituals and Practices: Means of Agency for Many Women Around 

the World 

Another point, which is discussed by some scholars around the word that some of the 

practices that apparently seem patriarchal leads towards women’s agency. Agency is 

defined as the capacity to lead meaningful life in the world or to engage in the social world. 

It in other worlds is a capacity that allow an individual to act independently and make their 

own choices/decisions. Therefore, the women like Saba Mahmood, Sylvie Tissot and many 

others have talked about how various practices within religions allow women to be 

empowering. Sylvie and Saba both gives an example of veiling of Muslim women and 

explains how in the recent times women are considering that their veiling or hijab practice 

help them to exercise more control on their bodies and their decisions and economic status 

as well. Researches from Pakistani scholars (Haque, 2005, Abid, 2009, Fatimah, 2016) 

confirms the same.  

 

5.3 Feminist Perspectives on Religion: The Negative Side 
 

There is enriched scholarship of feminists who consider that religion is patriarchal and 

oppressive to women. For instance, Simon de Beauvoir states that religion is oppressive to 

women. She asserts that it is oppressive because “it is used by men to control women” and 

also because it compensates women for their second-class status of the world with better 

status in the Heaven. She questions that women agree to this belief that their all suffering 

will end in the heaven and they will gain equality there if they will bear suffering in the 

world. Due to this approach, Mary Daly criticizes “cross” symbolic significance. She 

mentions that how various priests give women the example of Jesus Christ and ask them 

to bear the pains so that they will get bigger reward later on. She says that this kind of 

symbolism is reinforced through “sudo-rituals” to entertain patriarchy.  

 

Marxist feminists who have borrowed various ideas of Karl Marx consider that religion is 

also a structure that works as a tool to maintain the class structure and capitalist economy. 

Karl Marx believes that religion is the “opium of people”. So, religion is a social structure 

that is referred to as an “ideological structure” by Karl Marx that plays part to sustain or 

maintain the “economic structures and super structures”. 
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As per this definition it is asserted that not only religion is shaped by or due to means of 

production or religion of production but both means and relations of production are later 

on also shaped up by super structures and religion is one of the social structures. Since the 

scope of this unit is not to discuss Marx’s theory so here, I am just providing you an 

overview how the Marxist feminists have relied upon Marx’s theory to ascertain how 

religion is a patriarchal tool.  

 

Activity: 

1. Find out the meaning of sudo-rituals. 

2. Look for the definition of ideological structure. 

 

5.3.1 Religion Serves the Interests of the Ruling Class 

Religion does so by serving the interests of the ruling class “the dominant bourgeoise”. 

Religion many times uphold the status quo between various groups and even within various 

segments of the society. For instance, if you look at the any lecture from any religious 

scholar available online pertaining to women’s role within family. You will figure out that 

leaving a few exemptions religious scholars of all dominant, most known religion urge 

women followers to submit to their husbands or other male members. Why this is so? 

According to Marx they are saying so to keep the society stabilize because if half of the 

human race would become rebellious to produce, reproduce and train the coming lot of 

working class, how the affairs of the ruling class will work. So, it is needed to have a 

society where the care economy stays stable to serve the working lot of individuals.  

 

Lorber (2005) mentions that housewives play a vital role for capitalism to sustain especially 

the industrial economy because their unpaid work a home maintains bosses, workers and 

other labor force, and also reproduce next generations. Those women who do not follow 

the principles set by their religious authorities come out of home are less paid, exploited 

and objectified in most of the world. Therefore, many times women quit to work outside 

due to many such reasons1. So, there is a discussion around the world on the various reasons 

due to which women are quitting their jobs2. Religion appreciates women’s role at home 

and most of the known religions credits those women who participate and do their 

household activities. In this way, religion works for the interests of the ruling class  

 

5.3.2 Religion turns the Gaze of the Oppressed from the Exploitation 

Another role of religion as per the feminist thought as a tool of patriarchy is to turn the gaze of 

the oppressed away from the exploitation which in actual is the core reason of their misfortune 

and poor living conditions. The religious scholars many times reinforce to stay away from 

challenging the unequal social relations by mentioning that it is the God who has kept you in 

 
1 The Rand Blog. Women Are Leaving the Labor Force in Record Numbers. Retrieved on 

25.03.2021 https://www.rand.org/blog/2020/11/women-are-leaving-the-labor-force-in-

record-numbers.html 
2  Elting, L. (August 21, 2019). Why Women Quit. Forbes women. Retrieved on 25.03.2021 from 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/lizelting/2019/08/21/why-women-quit/?sh=b14847e16fa7 

 

https://www.rand.org/blog/2020/11/women-are-leaving-the-labor-force-in-record-numbers.html
https://www.rand.org/blog/2020/11/women-are-leaving-the-labor-force-in-record-numbers.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/lizelting/2019/08/21/why-women-quit/?sh=b14847e16fa7
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this position to test you in hardships. So, you need not to be offended seeing people ‘s riches 

etc. These kinds of examples promote “false consciousness” as per Karl Marx. This false 

consciousness encourages cultural values and beliefs that validate and support the continued 

forms of dominant ruling classes. According to feminist, women also remain happy with their 

false consciousness and do not challenge the notions disseminated by superstructures. They 

believe that they are made for serving to the male members of the society.  

 

However, there are some scholars who identified that religion also works the other ways 

around, to promote class consciousness and collective action. For instance, Billings (1990) 

‘s research shows that in Latin America religious beliefs and rituals foster class 

consciousness among coal miners and lead them for collective action. Same was done in 

thappa movement in Sahiwal Pakistan when women helped their men to save their land 

and stood against the state apparatus of General Musharraf considering that it a moral and 

religious duty. The women of this movement mind Asma Jahangir’s words when she 

jokingly asked to use the same thappa when their husband beat them at homes. 

 

5.3.3 Religion is Produced/Interpreted by Malestream 

Radicals with various feminist groups consider that since religion is produced or 

interpreted by male scholars that’s why it misses women’s stance and hence is gendered 

and patriarchal. There are many voices even within Muslim scholars called Islamic 

feminists who have his view that there is needed a reinterpretation of Holy scripture Quran 

from a woman’s perspective. Lisa Teri writes in her Stanford Report (March, 2001), “The 

feminist challenge to reinterpreting religious traditions” that Rabbi Patricia Karlin-

Neumann has shared that each scripture of various religions across the world, there are 

some “troubling texts” found which need a reinterpretation and clarity.  

 

This is required because when scholars were asked to bring any troubling text from their 

scriptures while they were at Stanford University the Evangelical Christians and Roman 

Catholics brought a text about women and gender relations that was concerned with 

prescribing the women’s subordination in marriage. Similarly, Muslim scholars brought a 

text about wife beating. So, feminists like Amina Wadud, Asma Barlas and Nahid Salim 

suggests to reinterpret Holy text from a women’s perspective. Nahid Salim employs a 

sterner stance “snatch Quran from the men” to articulate why there is a need to do so to 

release women from patriarchy.  

 

5.3.4 Religions’ Division of Gender Roles is Gendered 

Another argument presented by feminist in order to explain how religions are patriarchal 

in nature and a source of oppression is the gendered division of labor. After World War II, 

many feminists have written about this and laid their theories to show how women are 

subordinated due to the gendered division of labor which restrains women from working 

outside. As a result, women were urged to be part of the economic activity. Although there 

are certain post development critiques available on this issue how the women’s 

contribution in the labor market is misrepresented and how there arose other issues of 
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sexual exploitation of women that cause women’s body politicization3. Not only working 

women are facing now the problems of triple role and double burden but their family 

system is also not strong.  

 

However, for this part, this discussion and critique of the “gendered division of labor” is 

skipped. Here religion can play a fruitful role if the religious scholars talk about helping 

and supportive men who share the familial responsibilities with women for rearing and 

caring children. The mainstream feminists view that religion can play a supportive role in 

this regard to address issues of double burden or triple role. It is visible that some scholars 

of various religions have started talking about this topic as well. However, the number of 

such scholars is very small.  

 

As per the Marxist feminist family institution itself is gendered and religion as a super 

structure reinforce that woman is the caretaker of the family not only by actively engaging 

herself into household chores but also by involving herself rearing and caring children. The 

stance of these feminists is that if women come out of home, she is perceived to fulfill her 

domestic activities, and if she stays at home, she remains dependent economically, socially 

and culturally on her husband.  

 

Thus, in both cases she is exploited. While some indigenous, Islamic, Christian feminists 

argue that it is not religion which is causing women’s exploitation. Instead, these are those 

believer men who do not comply to religious teachings and cause women’s subordination 

at home and in the public sphere as well, considering them a commodity. They mention a 

few stances like how religions elevate women’s status as a mother like Christianity, Islam, 

Hinduism etc. women’s role as mother is elevated because it reproduces and rear the child 

and train them to be productive beings4. They argue that religious texts are tempered with 

human interpretation; the holy texts’ meaning is forgotten and lost.  

 

5.3.5 Religion as a Conservative Force  

Within feminist strands, many strands that consider that religion is one of the force promote 

conservatism in the society that is an opposite of the modernity. Contrary to functionalist 

approach of Herbert Spencer, Auguste Comte and others who believe that there are various 

“organs/institutions” of the society/body that helps to stabilize societal functions feminists 

argue that religion cause conflict and contestations. Before elaborating on why they call 

religion as conservative force first there is a need to understand what conservative mean? 

 

Conservativism refers to the ideology that prevents social change or which support or 

reinforce traditional values and when it is sued with some belief, person or object, it refers 

 
3 Chapter 10: Sex and Gender, Double Burden. Retrieved on 25.03.2021 from 

https://courses.lumenlearning.com/culturalanthropology/chapter/double-burden/ 
4  Bahar, R. (January 15 2020). Islam and Patriarchy: Reading between the Lines of the Quran. 

Retrieved from on 25.03.2021 from https://feminisminindia.com/2020/01/15/islam-patriarchy-

reading-quran/ 
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to as being modest, reserved, austere and not showy. So for many feminists like Simon De 

Beauvoir religion is a conservative force5, which tends to keep women, subordinated6.  

 

Some of them consider that the form of veiling which was banned in France and many of 

other such practices like not providing women to lead the religious ceremonies or rituals is 

a kind of conservative behavior and patterns that is there in various religions across the 

world. However, this idea is not supported by all because there are hundreds of researches 

available online about different topics that highlight the fact how religious organizations 

and institutions like church, mosque etc. also help the oppressed and challenge the ruling 

class or powerful elite in the society. Liberation theology in Latin America was one of 

those movements, which worked against the powerful elite and supported the oppressed. 

 

5.3.6 Religion as a Gendered Knowledge Production System 

The postmodernists feminists who relates themselves with Foucault’s perspective of 

governmentality considers that religion is part of a culture which many times works as a 

gendered knowledge production system which produces such knowledge that works as a 

core player in the exploitation vis a vis emancipation game (Fatimah, 2020). Although 

among sociologists there are some who does not consider religion a “form of knowledge” 

(Hirst, P. 2003). For him since it is a set of belief and practices that why it cannot be called 

a form of knowledge not does it is a knowledge production system because it provides the 

same information and is no learnt due to people’s experience.  

 

On contrary to him, many early sociologists and recent feminists recognize religion as a 

social institution that affect socialization processes and many times reinforce patriarchy or 

gendered ways of living through its practices or rituals or teachings etc. Therefore, these 

feminists reside with the critical theorist who consider religion as an institution that helps 

maintain patterns of social inequality7 . 

 

5.4 Comparing Feminists’ Perspectives from Global & South 

Asian Countries 
 

Feminists’ perspectives differ globally on religions and religious imagination. 

Understanding and comparing the global and south Asian perspective of the feminists is 

essential because it helps in examining the religion and its role from multiple perspectives. 

A social researcher examines a phenomenon from all sides to better evaluate or suggest 

changes. Because Chandra has elaborated that if a researcher may study phenomenon with 

an outsider perspective while maintain “the other” he/she could be mistaken.  

 
5 Feminist views on the role of religion. Available at 

https://www.tutor2u.net/sociology/reference/sociology-feminist-views-on-the-role-of-religions 
6 Simone de Beauvoir: Religion and the Second Sex. Available at 

https://revisesociology.com/2018/07/20/simone-beauvoir-religion-second-sex/ 
 

7 Mcgivern, R. Chapter 15. Religion. Retrieved on 28.03.2021from 

https://opentextbc.ca/introductiontosociology/chapter/chapter-15-religion/ 
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In her work, under western Eye, Chandra Mohanty has argued that how the western 

scholarship has considered all women belonging to various religions and cultural groups 

“the same” and applied the same formula to reduce their subordinated positions. She 

explained by giving various examples for how “third world women” have been portrayed 

as “uniformly as victims of religious ideologies”.  

 

Mohanty’s analysis is important to underpin how understanding various perspective is 

important because all women are not “monolithic”, the “homogeneous” and their problems 

are not “uniformly the same”. Therefore, comparing the various perspective on religion 

and religious imagination is very important, coming from different regions. Many feminists 

in a western context find belief and religion problematic and troubling because for them 

the representation of women within Christianity as per their perspectives is more or less 

identified with oppressive forms “colonizing father rule”.  

 

Therefore, the hierarchical relationship between Christian men and women take a 

dichotomous nature and thus determine exclusion of the women. On the other hand, the 

south Asian feminists although reside with the idea that they are practicing believers. Yet, 

they find out many ways through which their religious texts are misinterpreted causing 

women’s subordination and oppression.  

 

However, there exists multiple perspectives among both global and south Asian feminists. 

Since there exists pluri vocality therefore it is not in the scope of this unit to cover all 

feminist voice coming from various parts of the world. So, here just cover a few countries 

like France, USA, Australia, Canada, Middle Eastern and some South Asian feminists’ 

perspectives.  Many feminists in a western context over the last 60 years, have found the 

discourse associated with ‘belief’ and ‘religion’ hugely troubling. Arguably, what many of 

them are troubled about, however, are first and foremost, historical and contemporary 

representations of Christianity more or less identified with oppressive forms of colonizing 

‘father rule.’3 Christian patterns of sex and gender are aligned within a dichotomous, 

hierarchical relation between masculine divinity and feminized humankind that work out 

to the detriment of the latter or even to its exclusion. 

 

5.4.1 French Feminists’ perspective on Religion 

 a) Fadela Amara 

 

 
Figure 1: Fadela Amara (Retrieved from google images) 
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She is a French feminist considers that religion like Islam promotes patriarchy and leads 

French Muslim women to wear veil, many at a younger age and keep themselves 

submissive before their husbands. She has advocated her campaign and movement Ni putes 

ni Soumises “Neithers whores nor Submissiveness” to denounce an increased influence of 

Islamic extremism on women’s lives of the large population of Muslim women8.  

 

b) Sylvie Tissot  

 

 
Figure 2: Sylvie Tissot (Retrieved from google images)) 

 

Contrary to Fadela Amara, Sylvie Tissot and her contemporary feminists of left wing 

pinpointed this idea that Islam, as a religion is sexist. She argues that any kind of such 

perception leads towards Islamophobia. Therefore, sexism and racism needs to be 

disapproved. She also laid this argument considering only Muslim or their religion sexist 

gives this view that French culture itself is devoid of any kind of patriarchy or sexism9. 

Other than these two there are also some feminists Simon de Beauvoir 

• Luce Irigaray,  

• Julia Kristeva,  

• Hélène Cixous,  

• Monique Wittig 

• Catherine Clément 

• Fatema Mirnissi  

 

They have their own take on religion. Some talked about how women have been left out of 

religious discourse and raised various concerns they have found within Judaism, 

Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, and some issues and topics about ancient goddesses 

and witchcraft. 

 

  

 
8  Fadela Amara. Available at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fadela_Amara 
9  Tissot (2011). Excluding Muslim Women: From Hijab to Niqab, from School to Public Space. 

Public Culture 23(1):39-46 DOI: 10.1215/08992363-2010-014 

https://www.researchgate.net/deref/http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.1215%2F08992363-2010-014?_sg%5B0%5D=snthQHq8lr2E3zq91JrBMnWJ1TI9KMe8zEIaJ7Duy1mkyRpLeLbZdqiHj467YHHaW6IFY1I2oWyoCejjgJZSvNBa5A.1hZBYJ5jyWc-agww0Wi0eSd8OCiFfCdADIj7c3necyK1FgkS4oOD_y-GUCGdeQ--0W3eFB9gtq5gduSb5rxgNA
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5.4.2 Australian Feminist Perspective on Religion 

 Germaine Greer  

 

 
Figure 3: Germaine Greer (Retrieved from google images) 

 

She is an Australian writer and feminist. She takes a radical stance by asking women to 

sexuality liberate themselves. For her, patriarchy has locked women by repressing them 

through various social system and religion is one of them. She considers that women can 

unlock themselves by widening liberating themselves sexually. In an interview online, she 

considers that Muslim women do not accept her stance and stick to conventional thought 

while she is working for them to liberate themselves10. 

 

5.4.3 British Feminists’ Perspective on Religion 
  Karen Armstrong  

 

 
Figure 4: Karen Armstrong (Retrieved from google images) 

 

She lays her argument on religion by stating that the development of “all powerful male 

God”, “monotheistic religions” and their conceptualization and belief with monotheistic 

 
10  Germaine Greer on the Need to Speak to Muslim Fundamentalists, Available at 

https://youtu.be/rxMOcEeHbmU 
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religions (Judaism, Christianity, Islam) imbued religions with “a patriarchal and sexist 

core”. She considers that actually there existed various goddesses and priestesses that were 

replaced with male prophets. 

 

Linda Woodehead 

 

 
Figure 5: Linda Woodhead (Retrieved from google images) 

 

She puts forth her argument not in opposition of religion as such. Instead, she is a woman 

who explain how various religious practices can be positive and empowering for some 

practicing women around the world. She chooses to discuss Muslim women’s veiling 

practice as an example. She argues that Muslim women finds in empowering because 

within Middle Eastern cultures women who used to cover their faces with veils enter in the 

society , obtain employment and involve themselves in various activates which not only 

allow them to do what they like but also provide them to escape from the male gaze. 

 

 
Figure 6: Linda's perspective on Religion 
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5.4.5 Middle Eastern Feminists’ Perspective on Religion 

 Nawal El Sadaawi 

 

 
Figure 7: Nawal el Sadaawi (Retrieved photo from google images) 

 

Nawal El Sadaawi argues that religion itself is not the direct cause of women’s oppression 

and exploitation. However, she contends that religion does becomes a tool that is employed 

at the end to cause and promote patriarchy in the society. She considers that “the powerful 

men reinterpret religious beliefs” in order to benefit them. She believes that veil is one of 

such tools that is employed by powerful men to exercise control to oppress women. She 

criticizes how hijabi women wearing  

 

Activity 

Watch Lila Abu Lughood’s perspective “Do Muslim Women Need Saving” screened by 

Harvard University Press.  available at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uYAM7gMEd1g 

 

5.4.6 South Asian Indian Feminists’ Perspective on Religion 

Kumari Jayawardena (Sri Lankan) 

Kumari Jayawardena takes a political stance against fundamentalism, chauvinism and fascism 

in every respect. She has worked to support the left and secular approach and considers that 

religion is “a personal affair”. She focuses on the politicization and /or mobilization of the 

religious or ethnic identities. She considers that all such identities are political phenomenon11. 

 

 
Figure 8: Kumari Jayawardena (Retrieved photo from google images) 

 
11  Chhachhi, A. (2006), Kumari Jayawardena. Development and Change, 37: 1335-1346. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7660.2006.00529.x 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uYAM7gMEd1g
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7660.2006.00529.x
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Sharmila Rege (Indian) 

 

 
 

Figure 9: Sharmila Rege (Retrieved photo from google images) 

 

Sharmila Rege was an Indian feminist who mainly highlighted the issues of caste, sexuality 

and religion by focusing on Dalit women’s status in India. She is known for developing a 

“Dalit Standpoint Perspective” that has opened up debates questioning the masculinization 

of Dalithood that excludes Dalit woman as a whole12.  

 

Riffat Hasan (Pakistani)  

 

 
 

Figure 10:Riffat Hasan (Retrieved photo from google images) 

 

Riffat Hasan is a Pakistani feminist and activist who have worked to explain how religions 

especially Islam is not patriarchal instead reinterpreting Qur’anic verses pertaining to 

women, she realized that Quran does not discriminate women and it affirms the rights of 

 
12  Sharmila Rege (1964-2013).A tribute. Available at http://feministsindia.com/sharmila-rege-

1964-2013-a-tribute/ 
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women and other disadvantaged groups. In addition, she also researched the three 

theological assumptions by which women face inequality. These three assumptions were13: 

 

1. That God's primary creation is man, not woman, since woman is believed to have 

been created from man's rib, hence is derivative and secondary ontologically. 

2. That woman, not man, was the primary agent of what is customarily described as the 

“Fall,” or man's expulsion from the Garden of Eden, hence all “daughters of Eve” 

are to be regarded with hatred, suspicion, and contempt. 

3. That woman was created not only from man but also for man, which makes her 

existence merely instrumental and not of fundamental importance. 

 

She spent many years to figure out the status of the above-mentioned assumptions and 

realized that according to Quran there is no difference found in creation, and status of 

women. So, she asserts in the following words: 

 

 “I have spent many years working on these questions, and have shown in my 

writings that none of the above-mentioned assumptions is warranted by a 

correct reading of the Qur’an – which states categorically (in 30 passages) 

that God created all humanity at the same time, of the same substance, in the 

same manner; that both man and woman disobeyed God by going near the 

forbidden tree, but that they acknowledged their wrongdoing and were 

forgiven by God (hence there is no “Fall” in Islam); that God created both 

men and women "for a just purpose" and that the relationship between them 

is one of equality, mutuality, and cordiality”14. 

 

  

 
13  Dr. Riffat Hasan. ( DAWN, Review, Nov. 7, 2002). My struggle to help Muslim women 

regain their God-given rights. Available at 

http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00islamlinks/txt_riffat_hasan/txt_riffat_hasan.h

tml 
14  Dr. Riffat Hasan. ( DAWN, Review, Nov. 7, 2002). My struggle to help Muslim women 

regain their God-given rights. Available at 

http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00islamlinks/txt_riffat_hasan/txt_riffat_hasan.h

tml 
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Self-Assessment Questions 
 

1. Discuss feminist perspective on religion and religious imagination in detail. 

2. Define cultural capital? Why religion is understood as a cultural construct? Explain 

by giving a few examples. 

3. Who are the powerful vectors of the cultural capital? Elaborate the ways through 

which feminists postulate religion’s role in transforming patriarchal societal patterns 

to that of gender equal. 

4. In what ways, feminists explain negative side of the religions and religious 

imagination. Discuss. 

5. Is religions’ division of gender roles gendered? Compare various feminist 

perspective on it.  

6. Compare feminists’ perspective from global world and from south Asian countries. 

Discuss their common grounds. In detail. 
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Introduction  
 

The unit discusses sex, celibacy and the problem of puberty critically.  It highlights how 

different religious scriptures appreciate or reject celibacy/asceticism or mysticism. 

Similarly, in explains how celibacy and asceticism are related with body and are connected 

with the topics of sacred and impure women. Thus, create certain feelings/behavioral 

patterns to live their lives.  

 

Objectives 
 

The unit aims to  

1. Introduce the concepts of sex, celibacy and the problems of puberty. 

2. Compare the stance of various religions pertaining to celibacy, asceticism with 

regard to both men and women. 

3. Highlight how does bodily fluids are perceived to be a hindrance for celibate men 

and women. 

4. Evaluate issues of menstruating women. 

 

Learning Outcomes  
 

After studying this unit, you should be able to  

1. Understand the concepts of sex, celibacy and the problems of puberty. 

2. Identify the stance of various religions pertaining to celibacy, asceticism with regard 

to both men and women. 

3. Probe does bodily fluids a hindrance for celibate men and women. 

4. Analyze critically the issues of menstruating women. 
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6.1 Background 
 

All over the world, the celibacy is c a practice relates with puberty and sex because the 

celibacy requires individuals to abstain from any sexual activity. This topic is important 

for the students of gender and religion because the concept of celibacy is most of the times 

comes from religious injunctions among various religions of the world.  

 

However, the forms of celibacy differ in many ways. There is a need to understand that not 

always religions require it’s all followers to be celibate. Instead, the religions who 

appreciate celibacy does not make it compulsory for all the believers to be celibate. The 

reason is that if all believers will become celibate, there will be no lot of future believers 

or followers to follow that religion.  

 

The scholarship pertaining to the concept of celibacy discusses and highlights how various 

followers of various religions conceive this particular phenomenon or practice. The 

scholars explain ways for how this concept came into use and what is its significance in 

the lives of the believers both men and women. It also put forth the celibacy related 

stereotypes and on how the celibacy of the men or women related with the concept of 

chastity.  

 

The scholars who study celibacy also questions whether being celibate is healthy or is it 

possible for an individual to be celibate all through his/her life. The health practitioners do 

not believe in this that an individual man or a woman can be celibate all through his /her 

life. They argue that men are driven by the testosterone that urges men to involve 

themselves in sexual activity while women are driven to a lesser degree, but they also do 

because they are urged to do this due to a mixture of testosterone and estrogen. For them, 

celibacy is an abnormal behavior and an abnormal state as well1. 

 

Thus, understanding this practice is important being a social scientist because it help to 

understand the individualistic values, assumptions or biases towards celibacy and non-

celibacy. In this way, the social scientist exploring this area can inform those willing to or 

already vowed to be celibate the possible issues involved/associated with this practice. In 

this way, appropriate intervention strategies can be introduced for those celibates who are 

having or suffering with issues of sexuality. Because, if such interventions strategies are 

not introduced or disseminated, it would cause increase in the cases of sexual abuse. In 

America, such cases are reported every year. The researchers report that many such cases 

occur, but many times get unreported. However, in 2014, Silvano Maria Tomasi reported 

to the UN Committee against torture that during past ten years (2003-2013) 3420 cases of 

abuse against minors had been investigated and 884 priests has been removed from their 

positions and reduced to “lay status”. Lay off status of a cleric means that he does not enjoy 

 
1  Tom de Castella. (5 March 2013). Is it even possible to live a celibate life? BBC News 

Magazine. Available at https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-21654663 
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the status of being a bishop, priest or deacon he has lost the right to be a member of the 

clergy. Colloquially, defrocking is a term used which also means the same “lay off status”2. 

 

6.2 Defining Sex and Celibacy 
 

Sex refers to both the biological differences between men and women and the process to 

generate new individuals through sexual activity. Sex is an important process for the 

reproduction of life on earth. All species on the earth have this function but it differs in 

many ways among plants, sea animals, reptiles, and human beings. It is also known as a 

“reproduction mechanism” which is a replicating process that cause production of new 

individual that contain the same genetic information as the original or parent individual. 

 

On the other hand, celibacy means, “a voluntary vowing of sexual abstinence” 3i.e., 

abstaining from marriage, from any kind of penetrative activity, for attaining certain 

religious or cultural purity, satisfaction or moral status.  Some people confuse celibacy with 

abstinence. Both are different in their meaning because abstinence refers to not indulge in 

any kind of sexual activity for a specified period such as until the time of marriage. 

Whereas, celibacy is a vow usually taken up by men (the bishops/monks) to not involve 

themselves in any sexual activity for their entire life.  
 

However, there are researches and data confirming that some celibate men do involve 

themselves in outer course4. 
 

6.3 Celibacy, Chastity & Ascetism-Same or Different? 
 

Most of times people consider that celibacy, chastity and ascetism are the same. However, 

these three words are different in their meanings. As discussed earlier, celibacy is complete 

avoidance of any sexual activity. On the other hand, chastity does not require an individual 

to abstain from sexual activity but put a condition “being married”. In other words, chastity 

is a state or practice to abstain from any kind of sexual relationship before getting married 

or having lawful relationship with husband after getting married and avoidance from any 

kind of extramarital affairs.  

 

Greek traditions use the words “sophrosune and castitas” which reflects the values of 

purity blamelessness and order. However, in the contemporary times, people usually 

understood it as similar to the concepts of ascetism or sexual abstinence. However, in 

ancient Mediterranean or Christian contexts chastity has “a connotation of fertility and 

reproduction”.  

 
2 Lawler, P. (Jun 02, 2010). Defrocking’ Priest: the media keep asking the wrong question. 

Retrieved on 02.04.2021 from  https://www.catholicculture.org/commentary/defrocking-

priests-media-keep-asking-wrong-question/ 
3 12 FAQs about Celibacy. Available at https://www.healthline.com/health/healthy-

sex/celibacy#overview 
4  Tom de Castella. (5 March 2013). Is it even possible to live a celibate life? BBC News 

Magazine. Available at https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-21654663 

https://www.catholicculture.org/commentary/defrocking-priests-media-keep-asking-wrong-question/
https://www.catholicculture.org/commentary/defrocking-priests-media-keep-asking-wrong-question/
https://www.healthline.com/health/healthy-sex/celibacy#overview
https://www.healthline.com/health/healthy-sex/celibacy#overview
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A virgin is an example of chastity that means “someone who never had any sexual 

intercourse”. The opposite of chastity are the lustful activities: masturbation, fornication 

and adultery. Whoever involves himself or herself in the above-mentioned three activities, 

is not a chaste, pure and modest person. 

 

As far as ascetism is concerned, it is a derivative of the Greek word “askesis”. It denotes 

“training/exercise”. Thus, it refers to a lifestyle characterized by abstinence from material 

or sensual pleasures by adopting a frugal lifestyle “avoidance of any lavishness and 

extravagance”. The ascetic people usually use minimum food, clothes, and other material 

possessions, while spending most of their lifetime fasting, concentrating on religious 

activities to reflect and or seek a spiritual connection with God or unity. Thus, all three 

concepts have different meanings, and each refers to a specific context. 

 

6.4 The Concept of Celibacy/Asceticism Within Abrahamic and 

Other Religions 
 

The concept of ascetism is found in many world’s religions. However, there exists 

differences of degrees and levels while being ascetic. In the Late Antiquity5 , a very wide 

range of different religious traditions like Christianity, Buddhism, Jainism, Hinduism 

appears to share some common ascetic practices that involve restraint of bodily activities. 

However, each tradition has different practices associated with asceticism. On the other 

hand, some of the religions like Islam and Zoroastrianism, ancient Egyptian religion, and 

the Dionysian Mysteries6 completely reject ascetism and focus on family life. 

 

6.4.1 Islam, Asceticism, or Chastity /Virginity 

Asceticism: Islamic concept on asceticism/monasticism is mentioned in the holy book of 

Islam the Quran in the verse of chapter 27 “Surah Al Hadid”. It is as follows: 

 

ِ فََما َرَعْوهَا َحقَّ ِرَعايَـتِهَا  َرْهبَاِنيَّةً اْبتََدُعوهَا َما َكَتْبنَاهَا َعلَْيِهْم إاِلَّ اْبـتَِغآَء ِرْضَواِن ٌّللاه

“And (as for) monkery, they innovated it– We did not prescribe it to them– only to seek 

Allah's pleasure, but they did not observe it with its due observance.” 
 

Similar to this Qur’anic verse, a few sayings of Prophet Mohammed are well known among 

Muslims which explains that there is no room for monasticism in Islam”, 

 

However, there is a concept of “zuhd” in Islam which people confuse with asceticism. 

Zuhd as per Islamic view means leading a simple life, avoiding being captive of wealth, 

physical pleasures, and rank. This concept requires an individual to eliminate luxuries that 

 
5 The historians used to describe it as the time of transition from classical antiquity to the middle 

ages in mainland Europe, the Mediterranean world, the Near East and Africa.  
 

6  The Dionysian Mysteries were a kind of ritual among the habitants of Ancient Greece and Rome 

who used intoxicants and other trance inducing techniques like dance, music etc. to liberate 

individuals from stress and to come back to their natural state. These mysteries provided both 

men and women liberation. 
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cause others to develop inferiority complex. However, zuhd does not limit any kind of 

social activity or relationships or wearing good and clean clothes or eating enough food. A 

person having a spouse and children and living among them and paying all his/her duties 

and obligations can be zahid. For example, a well-known tradition mentions that once a 

companion of Prophet (PBUH)’s son died. He was so aggrieved that he declared his house 

to be a mosque and engaged himself in worship while abandoned all other work. Prophet 

(PBUH) comes to know this and summoned him and said: 
 

تِي اْلِجهَادُ يَا  ْهـَباِنيَّةَ إِنََّما َرْهـَباِنيَّةُ أُمَّ َ لَْم يَْكتُْب َعلَْينَا الرَّ ِ. ُعْثَماَن ْبَن َمْظُعوٍن إِنَّ ٌّللاه   فِي َسِبيِل ٌّللاه

“O Uthman ibne Mazun surely God has not ordained for us to be ascetic/monastic. 

ascetism/monasticism of my Ummah is Jihad in the way of Allah”7. 

 

Another saying reads from Ibne Masud (peace be with him) adds emigration, jihad, prayer, 

fasting, Hujj and Ummrah as the ascetism/monasticism within Islam8 because in all these 

activities individuals more often than not remain far from their families for a specified 

period of time as per the given rulings of Quran and sayings of Prophet of Islam (PBUH). 

Another tradition from Companion of the Prophet Hazrat Ali (peace be with him) states 

that while he was interpreting the verses (103-104) from Chapter 18 “Surah al Kahaf”  

 

ْنيَا َو هُْم َيْحَسبُوَن أَ  ْخَسِريَن أَْعماالً الَِّذيَن َضلَّ َسْعيُهُْم فِي اْلَحيَاِة الدُّ ََ  ِسنُوَن ُصْنعاً نَّهُْم يُحْ قُْل هَْل نَُنبِّئُُكْم بِاألَ

“Say: Shall We inform you of the greatest losers in (their) deeds? (These are) they  

whose labor is lost in this world's life and they think that they are well versed in  

skill of the work of hands.” 
 

He interpreted the verses stating 

 

ْهبَاَن الَِّذيَن َحِبُسوا أَْنفَُسهُم فِي السََّواِري.   هُُم الرُّ
 

Allah calls them the greatest losers to those who had imprisoned themselves in the 

mountains and wilderness (for praying) and were considering that by doing this they are 

performing an excellent work9. 
 

So, the above-mentioned traditions and verses explain that there is no room for 

celibacy/monasticism and asceticism within Islam because Islamic rulings give primary 

focus to family life and reject social seclusion in any form. Even, for the four five reasons 

that are been added as monasticism and asceticism within Islam also allow individuals to 

communicate and live with other members of the society like for prayer people go to 

mosque and meet people, Hajj10 and Umrah11 involve the greatest gatherings, jihad 

 
7  Biharul Anwar, vol. 70, pg. 114 (Chapter al-Nahi 'an al-Rahbaniyah), no. 1 
8  Majma'ul Bayan, vol. 9, pg. 243; Another tradition, similar to this but slightly abridged, has 

been mentioned in the commentary al-Durr al-Manthur, (vol. 6, pg. 177) 
9  Kanzul 'Ummal, vol. 2, no. 4496 
10  Hajj, in Islam, is the pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca in Saudi Arabia, which every adult 

Muslim who can afford to go must make at least once in his or her lifetime. 
11  The non-mandatory lesser pilgrimage made by Muslims to Mecca, which may be performed at 

any time of the year. 
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provides an opportunity to work as a team, fasting gives you the feel to realize the suffering 

of the poor and needy and encourage helping them etc. Interestingly these four rituals 

which are considered a way to seek nearness, ask individuals to remain intact with the 

society. So, the scholars say that basically God wants the individuals to teach the art to get 

connected with Him by finding their inner joy and inner connection with God even if they 

are surrounded by many people. Thus, zuhd within Islam leads an individual towards 

realizing the purpose of its own being, God, and the universe. Ibne Sina refers that zuhd 

leads towards ibadah and ibadah leads an individual towards recognition marifah “Irfan”. 

He says that an individual can be zahid and abid and arif at the same time and there is no 

distinction between men and women. He says the highest level of understanding and 

abstinence from evil doings, extravagance enable individuals to pray God and God’s 

various prayers (salat, fasting, hajj etc.) leads an individual to be an arif. 

 

Sufism: Islamic monasticism and asceticism are what discussed above. However, there 

exists many stories of Muslim Sufi saints who spent their lives following strict practices 

which are available in various books on Sufi saints. Some of those stories are considered 

to be fabricated because there is not proper reference found and available about them. 

However, the stories of Sufi that are known among Muslims explains that among them 

some Sufi saint figures are considered “empowering” for women like Hazrat Rabia Basri, 

The Muslim feminists consider her a light and an empowering woman who daringly 

corrected the men of her time, taught many other men, who later became saints, lived an 

unmarried life, served poor and talked about the cruelty of the rich segments directly.  Leila 

Ahmed considers that her account liberates women from colonial and repressive patriarchal 

connotations and mindset because “Rabia lived a free life, retaining full control and legal 

autonomy with respect to herself in that she is neither wife, nor slave, nor under any male 

authority”. 

 

Mysticism: Motaheri in his book “Introduction to Irfan” states that Quran has its own 

language to explain all stages from which an individual man or woman go through: 

‘commanding self’ (al-nafs al-ammarah; 12:53), ‘the self-accusative self (al-nafs e 

lawamah 75:2), and ‘the contented self’ (nafs al mutaminnah 89:27). Individual men and 

women (with no gender difference) can reach the last stage “nafs al-mutmainnah” and 

reach a level of that is mentioned in the Qur’an as “liqa Allah “, ridwan Allah”. This is a 

stage where an individual is bestowed with “ilm e ladduni”. So, for him mysticism ‘irfan’ 

is the stage which is achieved when first an individual irrespective of gender struggles with 

himself or herself to recognize his/her being. Later on, reach the stage of Irfan where he/she 

able to recognize God.  

 

However, as far as mysticism/Irfan is considered, Islamic view reinforce that both matter 

and soul are related to each other and when individuals recognize their true being, they 

recognize Ilah in a way, where that individuals becomes the manifestation of God’s 

qualities “Mazhar e Sifat e Khuda”. So, the Quranic term liqa Allah is what is the highest 

level of spirituality. 
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Status of men and Women in terms of Mysticism: Islam does not elevate men over 

women to seek God’s nearness and to enjoy life as He prescribed in the Holy Book ‘Quran’. 

Both are given and provided the same chance to attain that highest level. The sayings of 

Prophet of Islam (PBUH) elaborate that each activity which a woman does for her family 

(prescribed by rulings) is a spiritual activity that helps her to excel her being. Thus, make 

her connection stronger with God. Thus, a married woman is not deprived from being close 

to God. It is narrated from Holy Prophet that women’s work and engagement in household 

chores is “Jihad bil nafs” (struggling with conscience. inner being) and that is the “greatest 

struggle/jihad”. Similarly, the men who go to find sustenance for their family are  

being told about great rewards. This shows that Islam is so much keen of sustaining the 

family life.  

 

There Muslim feminists like Amina Wadud, Fatema Mernissi and others believe that 

Qur’anic teachings are egalitarian. However, they found male interpretations and traditions 

problematic. Riffat Hasan explains in her work that as far as spirituality is concerned, 

Quran and Hadith both explain that women and men both can seek nearness to God.  

 

Chastity and Virginity: The scholarship on chastity and virginity within Islam explains 

that since Islam promotes establishing a family, and want individuals to be active in their 

social spheres, therefore Islam requires both men and women to avoid any such contact 

with the other gender which may lead them to involve in any premarital or extramarital 

relationships. To ensure chastity, Islam prescribes men and women to cast down their gaze 

and to protect their private parts. In the case, when any man or woman get involved in any 

activity like adultery or fornication, the Quran and hadith explains that until it is not 

confirmed by four truthful pious Muslim men, any of them would not get whipping 

punishment. It is ruled out to provide them with a chance to repent on their sins. Islam also 

prohibit people to disseminate false accusations to pure men and women. The people who 

do so are also liable to whipping punishment. There are some reports from Abu Daud and 

Al Nasai mentioned in their books that Prophet of Islam (Peace be Upon Him) said that 

“God loves modesty and cover of pitfalls”.   

 

Contrary to it, the chastity and virginity is misunderstood in Muslim societies. The 

researches show that Muslim girls/women entering into marriage are to prove their chastity 

and virginity. Women especially the newly married couple’s first night plays a very 

important role to confirm a girl’s virginity because on this night the hymn breaking and 

bleeding is considered an important sign of her virginity Due to this prevalent 

understanding about hymn to be intact and as a sign of virginity, girls usually avoid any 

strenuous activities and do not participate in those activities which could cause breaking of 

the layer. This shows that how girls’ chastity is ensured on the basis of a layer. It also 

explains that Muslim societies not necessarily follow what Islam prescribes them.  So, 

disseminating scandals by seeking if the girl is a virgin or not just on the basis of some 

physical symptoms create among women feelings of fear, shame and despair on their first 

wedding night.  
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Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs)  

1 Define sex and celibacy. Explain how celibacy is different from chastity. 

2 What is asceticism? Does asceticism is appreciated by all Abrahamic religions? 

Explain in detail. 

3 Is Sufism in a form of asceticism? Why feminist consider Rabia Basri an empowered 

figure of ascetic women? Explain 
 

6.4.2 Celibacy and Asceticism in Other Religions  

Judaism: Similar to Islam, the Judaism also does not approve celibacy. The stories of 

ancient Israelite warriors explain that only during war time, the soldiers were required to 

abstain themselves from sexual activity. However, other than this condition there was no 

such binding or rule to be an ascetic. Alternatively, there is great emphasis placed on 

“procreative union of legitimate marriage”. The biblical dictum “be fruitful and multiply” 

taken from the following verse explain that in Jewish history there had not been any 

moment which appreciates celibacy. Instead, it rejects celibacy.  
 

“Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it and have dominion  

over all creation (Genesis 1:28)”. 
 

The historian mentions that Israelites especially the priests were married, householder and 

have large number of children. The high priests were usually scrutinized on the basis of 

their ethical and sexual purity and treatment within and outside their households. However, 

only the story of Prophet Jermiyah gives the indication that he did not marry and rejected 

to get married. 

 

Christianity: While in Christianity, especially in Bible there is not a single verse from 

Jesus Christ that discusses anything about celibacy or about marriage, sexual relationship 

etc. Only one sermon of Jesus Christ condemn adultery and explains what he refers to as 

adultery. He (PBUH) said in Matthew, (5:27-29): 

 

 “Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time, thou shalt not commit 

adultery. But I say unto you, that whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after 

her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart. And if thy right 

eye offended thee, pluck it out, and cast it from thee for it is profitable for 

thee that one of thy members should perish, and not that thy whole body 

should be cast into hell.” 

 

While the catholic church see celibacy as a “special gift of God by which sacred ministers 

can more easily remain close to Christ with an undivided heart and can dedicate themselves 

more freely to serve God”. They think this way because the first-person St. Paul who talked 

about it mentions in 1Corinthians 7:32-40: 

 

 “I want you to be free from anxieties. The unmarried man is anxious about 

the things of the Lord, and how to please the Lord. But the married man is 

anxious about worldly things, how to please his wife, and his interests are 

divided.” 
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1Corinthians (7:1-40) mentions that “it is good for a man not to have sexual relationship 

with a woman”. It states that however, “because of the temptation to sexual immorality”, 

each man should have his wife and each woman her own husband”. The quotation 

continues and explains that both must have conjugal rights over each other and should not 

deprive one another, except perhaps by agreement for a limited time, that both may devote 

themselves to prayer. It also states that even for prayer both should come together so that 

Satan may not tempt any of them due to “lack of self-control”. 

 

The above-mentioned quotations from St. Paul clarify that unmarried (celibate) individual 

men and women both are more anxious about God and they maintain better relationship 

with God by being undivided. The verses also explain that marriage is the solution for those 

men who are not able to maintain self-control. These verses in this way give high rate to 

being celibate and pose that the ones who can’t maintain self-control must get married to 

avoid being tempted by Satan. However, St. Paul was aware of the fact that celibacy 

suppress human nature which cannot be suppressed therefore He does not forbid marriage 

completely and speaks: 

 

 “to avoid fornication, let every man have his own wife and every woman 

have her husband.” (Corinthians I, 7:2). 

 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs)  

1. What are the requirements of a celibate within Christianity? Why does Judaism not 

approve celibacy? Explain. 

2. What is the special gift of God for the believers as per Catholic Church?  

3. Discuss, are the concept of celibacy as discussed by Catholic Church is available in 

any saying of the Christ? Which are the arguments posed to validate celibacy within 

Christianity? 

 

Hinduism: Celibacy within Hinduism is associated with the holy men usually referred to 

as sadhus. They withdraw from society, renounce all worldly ties. However, there are some 

forms or levels of sadhus who are referred to as ‘brahmacharya’ in the Vedic scripture. 

Yamas is a fourth scripture of Veda that is associated with the details of brahmachariya. 

Yamas means “dedicated to the divine life”. Sometime among the brahmacharya group of 

people those who do yogic practice also called celibates because they deny pleasure, but 

this is not the whole picture of a complete brahmacharya. The word brahmacharya means 

the behavior that leads to Brahman “the God”. It is believed that when one individual 

renounce all worldly ties, and keep his focus on the purpose of life, he attains the feelings 

of peace and contentment that enable him to cultivate the occult powers and many 

supernatural feats. The Krishna, the Supreme Personality of Godhead, Chapter 87 “Prayers 

by the Personified Vedas” (pp. 407-408) mentions that a brahmacharya can be of four types 

which are as follows: 

 

Level 1: Savitra: At this stage an individual believer initiates his brahmacharya activity 

through a ceremony known as sacred thread ceremony. After this ceremony an individual 

observe celibacy for at least three days. 
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Figure 1: intiation Ceremony (Initiation ceremony retrieved from kailasapedia.org) 

 

Level 2: Prajapatya: At this stage after initiating the brahmacharya resolution, an 

individual remains celibate for at least one year.  

 

 
 

Figure 2: PrajaPatya Ceremony (Retrieved from Isha Vidhya) 

 

Level 3: Brahma-Brahmachari: The individual who wants to reach the stage/level of 

Brahma-Brahmacahri remains celibate before the age of puberty till the completion of his 

Brahmacharia education (based on Vedic literature) which takes usually 14-20 years. 

 

Level 4: Naisthika: The individuals decide to remain celibate all through his life and offers 

himself for the service of Brahman. Usually, the saints of Hindu Dharma practiced it for 

their whole life. 
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Figure 3: LokNath baba (Retrieved from loknathbaba.com) 

 

In the contemporary times, there are many women who also follow the same path known 

as Brahmacharini. They are praised, appreciated, respected and honored in the society. 

However, they don’t enjoy the same position as a brahmachariya men has. 

 

Celibacy for Widows 

In the earlier periods, Hindu women usually are asked to remain sati “chaste women” who 

remains celibate and do not marry again after the death of their spouse. Some women use 

to prefer to sacrifice themselves with the funeral ceremony of their husband showing her 

love for him.  

 

Buddhism: In Buddhism Thervada school of thought and Mahayana both advocate 

celibacy as an ideal way of living. The reason behind this belief is that Buddha in his 

discourse asserts sense pleasures ‘kama’ as one of those five hindrances to the attainment 

of ‘jhana’. For him, the sexual pleasures are “arrows” and “darts” that cause suffering. In 

Kama Sutta (4:1) Buddha says: 

 

If one, longing for sensual pleasure, achieves it, yes, he’s entrapped at heart. The mortal 

gets what he wants. But if for that person-longing, desiring-the pleasures diminish, he’s 

shattered, as if shot with an arrow. So, one, always mindful, should avoid sensual desires. 

Letting them go, he will crossover the food like one who, having bailed out boat, has 

reached the far shore”. 

 

Another saying of him is that “just as rain ruins an ill-thatched hut, passion destroys an ill-

trained mind” (Sangharakshita, 2010, pp.161-164). 
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Another account which is known in Buddhism as “the Great Renunciation” also urges 

Buddhist to be as ascetic because Gautma Buddha was a prince named “Prince Sidharta” 

who deprived all his wealth, the new born son “Rahula” and wife “Yashodhra” and went 

into woods and jungles when he was 29 years old. He did this because he came across four 

sights “an old man, a sick person, a corpse, and an ascetic”. Shortly after when he woke up 

at night, he found female servants lying in an unattractive pose which shocked him, and he 

left the palace moved by all these sights. 

 

6.5 Celibacy, Asceticism and the Body 
 

Interestingly, the both concepts of celibacy and asceticism reinforces certain forms of 

bodily control or desires control. Flood asserts (2004: 14) that among Christian, Hindu, 

Buddhist and Stoic writings and texts there is a concept that “freedom from bodily 

limitations comes through bodily limitation”. Thus, following is a detailed account for how 

various religions teach bodily control and treat various fluids coming out of body 

problematic for both celibacy and asceticism.  

 

6.5.1 Bodily Fluids A Cause of Impurity 

According to most of the religions in the world, a part of physical impurities (i.e., dust), 

the bodily fluids also cause impurity. So, the religious teachings assert that individual 

should get rid of those impurities first before praying and worshipping God. 

 

Male-Issue: Semen Emissions and Impurity: Each religion considers that for being 

ascetic/spiritual or celibate, an individual need to adopt those practices which reduce 

emissions of bodily fluids. Like the monks and sadhus are encouraged to eat less, and not 

to fall asleep to avoid semen emission. Similarly, Olivia writes (1998: pp.188-189) that in 

some traditions of Brahamnical ideology the body’s quintessential purity is essentially 

threatened with impurity occurs through the discharge of bodily fluids and excrements. 

Laidlaw (1995:  239, 255-256) research shows that in some Tantric traditions even consider 

an involuntary emission of semen while asleep regrettable and emphasize on its 

preservation”. 

 

Similarly, the Jewish teachings regarding it quite strict. In verses (13-15) of Leviticus, it is 

mentioned that: 

 

 “when a man is cleansed from his discharge, he is to count off seven days 

for his ceremonial cleansing; he must wash his clothes and bathe himself 

with fresh water, he will be clean (Verse 13). One the eights day he must 

take two doves or two young pigeons and come before the Lord to the 

entrance to the tent of meeting and give them to the priest (verse 15). The 

priest is to sacrifice them, the one for a sin offering and the other for a burnt 

offering. In this way, he will make atonement (forgiveness) before the lord 

for the man because of his discharge”.  
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Such perception and teaching, makes men who want to be ascetic or celibate or spiritual 

needs to develop certain eating lifestyle and activities that could not cause semen 

emissions. A few researches show that in some religions men are asked to avoid “she-goat 

or she-animal’s meat”. It was perceived that since females are provocative therefore even 

if they will eat from a she goat or she animal’s meat., they may get provocative or it may 

lead towards semen emissions at night. It is been confirmed that many such ascetic men 

usually ask the ones who bring food for him that the meat should not be from she 

animal/goat etc. This explains that how such stereotyping was prevalent and still prevalent 

in many world’s religions.  

 

Menstruation Blood and Impurity: Most of the religion talks about body fluids as impure 

and recommends or require the followers to adopt certain methods to remove impurity.  

 

Judaism:  The Jewish laws and regulations concerning women’s blood of menstruation is 

restrictive in the sense that the Old Testament mentions the “menstruating women as 

unclean and impure” to an extent that anyone who touch any menstruating women, her 

impurity “infects him/her” and he/she may become impure and unclean for a day. 

Therefore, many women around the world even in the western world also consider 

menstrual bleeding a “shameful and embarrassing phenomenon”. The verses (Leviticus. 

15: 19-23) states the follows: 

 

 When a woman has her regular flow of blood, the impurity of her monthly 

period will last seven days, and anyone who touches her will be unclean till 

evening” (Verse, 19). Anything she lies on during her period will be unclean 

and anything she sists on will be unclean (Verse.20). Anyone who touches 

her bed will be unclean; they must wash their clothes and bathe with water, 

and they will be unclean till evening (verse 221).  

 

 Verse 22 and 23 also reinforce that if she sits on any place, it is unclean and 

if anyone touches that place remain unclean till the evening and he/she 

should take bath to be clean and pure.” 

 

In the book Babylonian Talmud, which is the book of laws, and ethics menstruating women 

are considered “contaminating” to an extent that she is considered as fatal for the 

society/other believers and especially the men. The chapter BT Pesaḥim 111a states that 

even if a menstruating woman just passes between two (men), if it is at the beginning of 

her menses, she will slay (kill/greatly amuse or impress) one of them and if it is at the end 

of her menses, she will cause strife (conflict) between them.  

 

However, after the destruction of Second Temple in 70 CE the purity system largely 

inapplicable (Meacham, 1999, p.29). In the contemporary times, the Laws of Niddah are 

applied which prohibit contact between a married couple during the days of a woman’s 

period until she immerses in a ‘miqyah’ (ritual bath) for purification. In addition, physical 

contact is prohibited to avoid sexual arousal. Proper adherence to avoid contact is 
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motivated in part because a child conceived during menstruation is considered “severely 

defiled” (Avishai 2008, 414). 

 

Christianity: Contrary to the Jewish provisions, The Christian Church is of the view that 

the provisions mentioned above have symbolic or pedagogical references to explain  

how both physical and soul are related with each other and purification of soul and  

physical purity is related with each other (see Galatians 3:23-25; 1 Corinthians 10:6.11; 

Romans 15:4).  

 

According to the New Testament and Fathers of the Christian Church, the character of 

these Provisions and Mosaic Law was generally mainly pedagogical (see Galatians 3:23-

25; 1 Corinthians 10:6.11; Romans 15:4) and aimed at helping the Israelites to pass from 

physical purity to purification of the soul and from the worship of stereotypical rituals to 

spiritual worship where prophetic teaching is centered (4, 5).  

 

Islam: Islamic teachings about menstruating women explains menses “adha” referring to 

pai/harm and Qur’anic verses explain that if your wife is menstruating do not go to her 

(don’t have sexual intercourse) because it is adha12. In Surah al Baqra Quranic text 

mentions that when some people came to ask about menstruation, Allah has revealed these 

verses: 

 

 They come and will ask you about menstruation. Say it is adha’. So, keep 

away from women during it. Do not approach them until they get purified of 

it, when they are purified you may approach them as Allah has ordained 

(2:222). 

 

A menstruating woman is relieved to not observe compulsory fast of Ramazan but is asked 

to complete/make them up after Ramazan. She is also relieved from five times prayers (and 

is not asked to make up them later). She is asked to not have sexual intercourse (if is 

married). Other than this, she could lay with her husband, cook food, and do all her 

household chores and go anywhere if she is willing for any case. The sayings of Prophet 

of Islam (PBUH) and the life stories of him explains that men can hug his wife during 

menses but can’t do any sexual activity. 

 

Earlier, on the basis of a zaeef Hadith some schools of Muslim thought barred women from 

reading/reciting their Holy Book Quran during menstruation but now the scholars have 

realized that the Hadith which kept women away from reciting Quran during menstrual 

cycle is zaeef and thus cannot be followed. Therefore, Muftis and scholars now allow 

women to recite verses of the Quran without touching the text/words and some allow to 

better recite Quran through a mobile application.  

 

 

 

 
12  Adha is something not good for health, 



109 

 

Self-Assessment Questions 

1. Do bodily fluids a cause of impurity? Discuss it with reference to the texts of some 

religious scriptures. 

2. What men usually do to avoid fluid emissions? Are those practices good for their 

health and overall, well-being? Discuss.  

 

6.6 Issues of Menstruating Women and their Ascetic, Spiritual/ 

or Social Life 
 

As discussed above most of the religions restrain women from engaging actively in various 

chores which cause different feelings to develop and certain activities to be performed by 

the women. As a result of this perception, in many cultures menstruation is a taboo word, 

and thus perceived to be unclean and embarrassing. Anthropologists have identified how 

even mentioning the word menstruation in public or in private is perceived embarrassing. 

They identified that this is due to the traditional religion’s conceptualization of 

menstruation as “ritually unclean” due to the intimate connection of the terms ‘sacred’ and 

‘unclean’. 

 

6.6.1 Feelings of Shame and Powerlessness 

Women around the world have developed feelings of shame and powerlessness due to 

being menstruation. Many studies suggest that people in many cultures have certain 

connotations attached with women’s puberty and first bleeding. Most of the cultures find 

it a matter of shame and do not want it to be shared openly. Women also feel the same way. 

The scholars who study this shame factor identify it as gender inequality and consider this 

practice as “patriarchal organizing principle”. They say that such teachings posed a great 

danger to women because menstrual shame factor let women to believe that they are 

inherently flawed, inferior to men. The women with a powerless feel remain subjugated in 

the society because these women have been told that menstruating women are demonic. 

Similarly, the others with a Christian affiliation especially the orthodox belie believe that 

menstruation is a curse on women due to their sinfulness, therefore they do not enjoy the 

beauty of being a menstruating woman. The health practitioners suggest that menstruation 

is itself a healthy process, good for a girl/woman. However, due to the connotations 

attached with menses and the perceptions about impurity of women during menstruation, 

many women around the world find it shameful and keep it secretive. These women find 

issues related to spirituality, mysticism or asceticism.  

 

6.6.2 Facing Stereotypes of Single, Celibate Women as Fitna  

Islam and Judaism does not appreciate celibacy and thus encourage getting married. 

However, in recent times, the Muslim states have raised the age and now girls usually 

marry at the age of 20. For example, a girl who usually starts bleeding at the age of 12, 

remains celibate for eight years due to legal restrictions and bindings. However, it is a time 

when people and society attach various connotations to her. Ali (2006), and Riphenburg 

(1998) confirms that the single women are often positioned as “fitna” or having he 

potential of sowing social disorder by inflaming men’s passion. 
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6.6.3 Development of Inferiority Complex 

Although all Abrahamic religions and other religions as well have their own rituals to take 

bath after emission of bodily fluids, i.e., semen or bleeding, and both men and women are 

asked to avoid any kind of prayer until immersion or taking bath “ghusl”. Yet, in the society 

women are considered and treated more stereotypically to avoid going places of worship. 

As a result, many women develop this notion that they are inferior because they are asked 

to avoid any such visiting for longer periods. Based on this, many times women are 

perceived as inferior for attaining the highest level of spirituality as per the description of 

the particular religion. Whereas, the scriptures do not confirm that women lack due to their 

physical fluid discharge. 

 

6.6.4 Feelings of being Empowered/Free 

There are also practicing women belonging to various religions around the world who 

enjoy their first bleed considering that now they are grown up and become a woman. These 

women find it empowering because they think it is the time when they have been 

considered responsible not only for Islamic rituals; five-time prayer, fasting, Hajj, hijab 

etc. but as a result to this phenomenon they will enter a married life and will be able to give 

birth. For them, the whole activity is empowering and powerful.   There are some cultures 

where women’s first bleed is celebrated. Like in some parts of India, menstrual bleeding is 

celebrated.  

 

Contrary to the connotations attached with it, people in India’s different parts celebrate this 

occasion. The celebration has different names like Manjal Neerattu Vizha in Tamil Nadu, 

while Tunoli Biya is a name known in Assam. Girls are usually are immersed, adorned with 

new clothes, and jewelry and are presented gifts. The people out there welcome the natural 

phenomenon with joy and grace that is otherwise considered a taboo.  

 

 
 

Figure 4: Tunoli Biya Ceremony 
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The reason for celebration is that it gives the good news of a fertile woman and her capacity 

is conflated with that of the earth and ritualized as a sacred participation in the power of 

Goddess (Chawla, 2014). In addition, people are practicing in some parts to inform the 

community that now girl has attained puberty and possible suitors can send the marriage 

proposals. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs)  

1. Why menstruating girls or women feel empowered? 

2. Why in India women are symbolized as earth? How does his symbolism impact their 

lives? 

 

Activity  

Look for the meaning and the rituals of the different first bleed celebrations’ Manjal 

Neerattu Vizha and Tunoli Biya that are held in different parts of India 

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
 

1. Does divine interaction matter in terms of an individual wellbeing? How? Elaborate 

by giving your day-to-day experiences.  

2. Discuss in detail the impact of menstrual bleeding related religious perspectives 

impact on a woman’s decision to be an ascetic/celibate/mystic. 

3. Do you think Christian scripture appreciate celibacy? Discuss it by providing some 

evidence from the Bible. 

4. How do male face problem in the attainment of true celibate status due to their bodily 

fluids? Explain. 

5. How celibacy and asceticism relate with body? What are some of the issues faced by 

women on their menstrual bleeding? 
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Introduction  
 

The unit women and gender in world’s religion by highlighting the gender of the deities. It 

also informs students about the doctrine of headship and doctrine of complementarity of 

the gender. The myths about the human creation are also been laid out to encourage 

students to realize how certain myths exist among various religions of the world which 

limit women’s roles in the society while specifying for them certain roles. In addition, sex 

segregation is also an important practice among world’s most known religions. The unit 

discusses what texts of various scriptures say about sex segregation and ow it is been 

interpreted and practiced.  

 

Objectives 
 

The unit aims to  

1. Understand some important topics with regard to women and gender in world’s 

religions i.e., doctrine of complementarity, and doctrine of headship, the concepts of 

sex, celibacy and the problems of puberty. 

2. Highlight the myths found among various religions pertaining to the human creation 

and highlight how these very myths impact lives of those women. 

3. Educate why sex segregation and gender segregation exists among various religions 

especially at their places of worship. 

4. Put forth feminist concerns about religious doctrines of worship, headship, rules of 

sex segregation and the myths of human creation. 

 

Learning Outcomes  
 

After studying this unit, you should be able to  

1. Debate some important topics with regard to women and gender in world’s religions 

i.e., doctrine of complementarity, and doctrine of headship. the concepts of sex, 

celibacy and the problems of puberty. 

2. Compare the myths found among various religions pertaining to the human creation 

and highlight how these very myths impact lives of those women. 

3. Highlight why sex segregation and gender segregation exists among various 

religions especially at their places of worship. 

4. Evaluate feminist concerns about religious doctrines of worship, headship, rules of 

sex segregation and the myths of human creation. 
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7.1 Women and Gender in the World’s Religions 
 

The previous chapters have discussed in detail how women are positioned in various most 

known religions around the world. It is evidently visible that most of the religion’s male 

enjoy authority and have a higher status. This is due to the internal or external sex 

differences. The internal factors or sex differences are due to scriptural texts or the religious 

beliefs, practices and gender division of roles within a particular religion. While external 

factors that create possibility of gender-based differences include the particular context in 

which a religion is situated. External religious factors that promote sex differences can be 

also defined as those factors which are emerged due to the in-depth examination, evaluation 

and study of religion from an outsider’s perspective. The outsider perspective at times 

questions the very nature of the religious leaders and laity, and how they in the religious 

institutions are enjoying their position while denying others of the same. 

 

7.2 Gender of the Deities and the Doctrine of Headship 
 

It is interesting to note that most of the religions around the globe whether monotheistic or non 

monotheistic, their deities, prophets or messengers are usually male. However, as discussed 

earlier that within monotheistic religions the God is a genderless God. However, among the 

believers’ certain traits of God shows him at times masculine and at times feminine. However, 

the headship in the form of prophets, or the messengers in monotheistic religions was male-

oriented. Islam, Christianity and Judaism all have male prophets.  

 

7.1.1 The Doctrine of Complementarity of Genders 

These religions run heir affairs by following a doctrine that is known as “the doctrine of 

complementarity of genders”. What is doctrine mean and how it works? This doctrine 

basically considers that the genders are equal in honour but different in assigned tasks. 

Therefore, men usually lead the women as far as money matters and other decisions are 

concerned and women follow the men. Thus, men earn money and women tend to the 

household chores.  

 

This doctrine is also known as the doctrine of ‘complementarity’ of genders – equal in honor 

but different in assigned tasks. Men get to lead and women to follow, men earn money, women 

tend to the household. The Gospel So in this respect the scriptures’ text although do not give 

very much details but the basic idea that men are the leaders and women need to submit is 

found in the texts as discussed in the previous chapters. For instance, a book known as The 

Anglican Book of Common Prayer Service for Matrimony which is in use among Anglicans 

until the 70s required the bride to promise to obey her husband.  

 

Kasian (2012) mentions with surprise that women are asked to promise o obey their 

husbands, while in the past until the 19th century women especially the brides were usually 

handed to groom by their parents especially the fathers as a chattel owned by one man and 

then another. So, when the bride was a chattel then why there was a need to ask her to obey 

husband, definitely she must obey him in any case. The Islamic Sharia books written by 
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Islamic scholars also have the same idea that women need to follow their husbands. 

However, these books also explain husbands their responsibility while treating women.  

 

7.1.2 Headship Theology 

Whereas, according to the headship theology women are equal but different. For instance, 

men are called to loving, humble, self-denying and leader, while women are called 

intelligent, and willing to submit. This theology controls women and requires women to 

not lead men in any case especially in the places of worship i.e., church, mosques, temples.  

The Qur’anic word “qawwam” usually been interpreted by traditional scholars as “head” 

while the recent religious scholarship refers it to as headship in the money maters or 

running the affairs of family institution. However, in any case most of the religious or 

household leadership except in single headed female households are led by men. Generally, 

the social scientists consider that this has happened because God is consistently referred to 

with masculine pronouns which led men to enjoy a higher status (Perales & Bouma, 2019). 

 

Bloyi (2008) mentions that there are many Biblical passages that have been misused to 

make people believe that women are inferior creatures to men and they should, as such, be 

subjected to abuse. For instance, 1 Corinthians 14:34-35 has been used to bar women from 

active participation in the public church worship. Another passage which, according to 

Gundry (1977:71) has been interpreted to mean that wives must do whatever their husbands 

require, regardless of its propriety or moral significance, is Ephesians 5:22-24. Because of 

these misunderstandings and misinterpretations, the church and the traditional African 

community helped each other to put women under unconditional subordination. Therefore, 

the church has become instrumental in subjecting women to abuse and creating in the 

woman an inferiority complex to an extent that when the constitution of our country (South 

Africa) speaks about the rights of women, it becomes a serious problem to those who 

adopted the misunderstandings of the Bible passages. Similarly, in other religions as well 

headship especially in leadership roles is considered to be the men’s right. Some of the 

feminists have criticized these ideas. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Corinthians 11:11 Speaks of No Headship (Retrieved from Marg Mowezko.com1 

 
1  Mowezko, M. (Sep, 18, 2011). Kephalē and “Male Headship” In Paul’s Letters. Retrieved 

from https://margmowczko.com/kephale-and-male-headship-in-pauls-letters/ 
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The critics of the headship theology asserts that within Judaism a woman is on the level of a 

slave or heathen and sometimes of a child. They say that in the Old Testament the incidents, 

laws and stories present the treatment of a woman within Hebrew culture as less than a human. 

A woman, according to Jewish custom is on the level of a slave or heathen and sometimes she 

is treated as a child. None of the other Gospels mentioned the statement on women. African 

women are also treated the same way. In the Old Testament the incidents, laws and stories 

depict the treatment of women in Hebrew culture as less than human (Bloyi, 2008, p.3).  

However, many such theologies are deep rooted in most of the cultures around the world. 

 

7.3 Myth About Human Creation 
 

How human beings are created, and how they came to life is a question which is still 

unanswered. However, the believers of various religions or mythologies have their own 

stories of creation. Following is a brief account of the myths known among believers of 

various faiths and some cultures as well. 

 

7.3.1 Greek Mythology 

The ancient Greek believed that the world was in a state of nothingness which they referred 

to as “chaos”. Then suddenly, from light came the mother Earth known as “Gaia”. From 

Gaia came the sky “Uranus” and other old gods “primordial”. The Uranus and Gaia got 

married and gave birth to 12 children. Among those children were Koronos and Rhea who 

got married and gave birth to six children, who became gods later.  

 

7.3.2 Creation Story in The New and Old Testament  

While within monotheistic religions story of creation is different. According to biblical 

texts men was the first creation of God and then, God created Eve from his rib. Since 

women are supposed to be created from man’s rib. 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Genesis 22-23 

 

Therefore, from centuries among Christian and Jewish societies women’s position is 

inferior in the society as compared to men. 
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Figure 3: Genesis 2:23 (Retrieved from iCan 4Peace Youtube) 

 

The creation story which is known among most of the religions give a lower rank to 

women. The Christian belief is that Eve caused the fall.  

 

7.3.3 Creation Story Among Other Religions 

The religions like Buddhism and Hinduism although do not have any such stories and 

among Hindu goddesses there are some goddesses who are very powerful like Durga and 

Kali. Yet, overall, we see that women still do not enjoy their rights and are subjugated. The 

reason among Hindus of such maltreatment of women is not the creation story but they 

have highlighted certain portrayals as ideals like Parvati who has been very loyal to her 

husband. In this way, the myth about human creation become a stumbling block for 

women’s equal treatment and good status. 

 

7.3.4 Quranic Story of Human Creation 

Women’s creation generally is under constant debate not only among Islamic scholars but 

among Muslim and non-Muslim feminists and research scholars specialized in gender 

issues. The differing views, and arguments are found among contemporary and earlier 

scholars. Since Eve was the first woman created by God so there lies a question that was 

Eve been created from the rib of Aadam as Christian and Jews assert or her creation was 

equal to that of Adam. The majority of the earlier exegesis and scholars had this view that 

Eve was created from Adam’s rib based on the following verse of the Quran: 

 

 ان خلقکم من نفس واحدۃ و خلق منھا زوجھا 

(Sura Al Nisa verse 1) 

 

They also use the following hadith  

 
 المراۃ خلقت من الضلع2

“Women are created from the rib” 

 
2  Masnad e Ahmed Hadees 7130. 
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While, many contemporary Muslim scholars believe that Eve was not originated from 

Adam’s rib. They say that the verse above does not mean that Eve was created from 

Adam’s rib but God has explained that the origin of both Adam and Eve was the same from 

the soil. Thus, the Qur’anic exegesis and the interpretations of various sayings of the 

Prophet Mohammed (PBUH) by the contemporary scholars are different from the old 

scholars because the contemporary scholars have realized that some of the texts are not to 

be construed literally; instead to be understood as parables and allegories. So, they contend 

that creation of the Eve was not from Adam’s rib. 

 

So, they say that in the Islamic scripture “Quran” the story of creation does not talk about 

man as the first creation of God. Quran asserts that God has created all creatures in couples. 

It also does not give any clue about women’s creation from the rib. It speaks that both men 

and women were created by God, and Eve did not seduced Adam. Instead, the Quranic 

verses give details that Adam was tested through the fruit of the garden. However, among 

Muslims there are notions that women are created from the rib. The scholars consider that 

these notions are due to interacting with Christians and Jews. However, in some sayings of 

the Prophet of Islam (peace be Upon Him) he has used rib as a symbolism to show that 

women are very delicate so treat them well. The gender scholars consider that the 

misinterpretation of the Quranic text and the sayings of the Prophet (PBUH) caused women 

to suffer for long. 

 

Activities 

1. Greeks have their creation mythology.  Look for the answer (on the google search) 

that which Greek God has created he first women and why?  

2. Are women really created from the mana ‘s rib? What do Christiane texts say? Find 

out a few arguments posed by Christian scholars.  

3. What are the creation stories known among Hindus. List out the ways (as per Hindu 

beliefs) through which female God Shakti created the world or some other God 

created her?  

 

7.4 Religious Leadership Roles 
 

The religious leadership includes the leadership to do religious rites and rituals. In addition, 

most of the religious leaders known as monks, pops, fathers, imams, prophets, messengers, 

etc. In most of the religions across the world, the religious leadership is patriarchal in nature 

which means that usually men are involved in the religious activities. 

 

7.4.1 Ordination of Buddhist Monks 

Within Buddhism, most of the monks are men. Ordinations of monks is a process by which 

individuals are consecrated “set apart or elevated from the laity class to the clergy”, and 

thus then authorized to perform various religious rites and ceremonies. The process of 

ordination differs among religions and various religious denominations.  

 

As far as ordination of monks within Buddhism is concerned, in most of the countries 

having Buddhist communities have men as monks and rarely found the women as monks. 
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However, the history shows that in various periods there have been a few women who were 

ordained as monks like the first woman who received ordination was the aunt and foster 

mother of Buddha whose name was Mahapajapati Gotami. However, in Thailand women 

are not allowed to be ordained as monks. Yet, recently a female monk Venerable 

Dhammanada founded her temple and became the first female monk. BBC has included 

her name in BBC 100 women’s list 2021. Other than her, Buddhist women generally 

becomes nuns who are often remain involved in housekeeping of the temples. 

 

7.4.2 Brahmachari and Swami Status within Hinduism 

Within Hinduism, the swami is the highest level of a religious monk. Swami means the one 

who strive for the mastery over one’s smaller self and habit patterns, so that the eternal self 

within may shining through. 

 

Generally, men are swamis who put heir worldly pursuits aside and devote their time to 

fulfilling their optimal spiritual realization. Usually, swamis are fed by the people of their 

communities because they generally serve and support people in their problems by 

providing solutions as given by the religion or what they have acquired over time through 

their experiences. Interestingly most of the swamis are men and there are very few women 

who reach to the greatest level of a Hindu monk. The Brahmacharini who are found in the 

contemporary world, usually preach and guide but do not perform all religious rituals as 

such which other swamis usually perform. Usually, the Brahmacharini women include the 

devoted female student who lives in an ashrama with a guru along with other students. So, 

it can be witnessed that although in contemporary times, Brahmacharini are ordinated yet 

they are small in number and they do not lead as the men do. 

 

7.4.3 Women Imams within Islam 

Islamic traditions and the teachings of the prophet explain that women are not less than 

men as far as spirituality is concerned but women cannot lead a mix gathering. Therefore, 

women are acting as leaders, teachers, preachers, mujtahidas, muftis etc. However, one 

role about which there is found a difference of opinion among various schools of Muslim 

thought is regarding women as imams. There are certain circumstances in which women 

can lead a congregation prayer. There are certain schools of Islamic thought which do not 

approve women’s leading of congregation prayer in any case. While the other consider that 

women can lead a tarawih prayer led by women, where other women and blood relation 

can join her. 

 

However, women are allowed to lead the group of other women. From the last two decades 

this topic is brought into light questioning why women cannot lead a mix gathering prayer. 

As a result, Amina Wadud became the first woman who led a mix gathering prayer in the 

U.S. However, her activity has not been approved and appreciated by the majority of men 

and women around the world. The argument presented was that Prophet of Islam (PBUH) 

in his lifetime never had such a prayer where women were given the responsibility to be 

the imams. In addition, the sayings of Prophet clearly explains that women need to be in 

the second row if the male are there and in the last row if the male child and the transgender 

are there. 
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 Abu Huraira said: The best rows for men are the first rows, and the worst 

ones the last ones, and the best rows for women are the last ones and the 

worst ones for them are the first ones (Sahih Muslim Book 4, Hadith 0881). 

 

The scholars say that it does not imply that women are kept in the second row because they 

are inferior, instead this is done to keep women’s dignity prevail and so that they would 

not face any kind of problem while praying. However, the critics still oppose the idea and 

there are some mosques in the U.S where women lead men and others. 

 

7.3.4 Christian Women as Pastors 

Christian women as pastors are not usually encouraged. Most of the texts which are 

mentioned most of the time related to women’s role in the church assures that women must 

not lead as pastors. A text of I Timothy 2.11-12, where it says “Let the woman learn in 

silence with all subjection. But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over 

the man, but to be in silence”, also affirms the same. 

 

This kind of text appreciates women to sit separate and in silence for understanding Bible. 

Within Christian tradition, some texts in the New Testament have been reported as the ones 

which deny women’s right to be priests and pastors for much of its history. Another such 

verse is found in 1 Corinthians 13:34-35. It says “women should be silent in the churches. 

For they are not permitted to speak, but should be subordinate, as the law also 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”. 

 

Many Christians churches in Sydney Australia and other parts of the world also inform this 

that women should not lead religious communities because they have complementary, non-

leadership roles. Thus, this can be found that most of the religions consider that women do 

have complementary roles but they cannot be in the leadership position just like priest, 

pastor, imam or monk. The feminist scholars now a days argue that Christian texts that are 

cited above though limit women’s role, however there are other texts, which complicate 

this case of leadership because they refer to St Paul in Romans 16, and say that in it there 

is a point of greeting Phoebe (a woman) who was a “deacon of the church” (a kind of 

minister), as well as greeting Junia, to whom he regarded as “a prominent among the 

apostles”. Such cases explain that there were female apostles and deacons of the church at 

that time. Similarly, hey bring forth names of some other women like Priscilla (a teacher) 

who was along with her husband in Aquila (act 18-26), the four daughters of the Phillip. 

 

Activities 

1. Find out can women be ordained as monks. Write Buddha s stance about women’s 

ordination as monks by visiting a few Buddhist websites 

2. Identify that what tasks Brahmacharini women can do and what they are supposed 

not to do by reading a few interviews of Brahmacharini women available on the web. 

3. Muslim women cannot lead a mixed gathering of a congregational prayer. Can they 

lead any other prayer as imam? Look for fatawas of different scholars belonging to 

various schools of Muslim thought. 
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Self Assessment Questions 
 

1. Critically discuss how major world’s religions treat women. Also, analyze how the 

doctrine of complementarity is problematic for feminists? 

2. What is headship according to Bible and Quran. Examine in detail how do the 

Biblical word for headship differs with that of Quranic word qawwam.  

3. In what ways, Greek mythology, Christian and Hindu beliefs about creation story 

give women an inferior position. Explain. 

4. Quranic verse و خلق منھا زوجھا. speaks that god has created both from the same nafs. 

Critically figure out all possible meanings provided by various scholars (the religious 

and feminists). 

5. Critically compare who enjoy religious authority more, men or women? What do 

you think, are men best for the religious leadership roles? Justify your argument with 

valid instances. 
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Introduction  
 

Religion plays a very important part in life of every individual. Beside Islam and 

Christianity, variety of religions which are known as African traditional region (ATR) are 

practiced in Africa. The traditional religions of Africa are dynamic and have developed 

from prehistorical role that religion plays as a cultural force in Africa. The role of gender 

and its mythical construction is the central theme of this unit through which we will   look 

at how women social roles depicted within religious paradigm.  This unit will also briefly 

describe women social role in association with their cosmological roles as goddesses within 

African traditional religion.   

 

Objectives 
 

The unit aims to; 

1. Provide basic knowledge   about African religion  

2. Shed light on the difference between African Traditional Religions (ATR)and other 

major religions 

3. Introduce the gender construction in African Traditional religion (ATR) 

4. Highlight the role of different goddess in African Traditional Religions (ATR) 

 

Learning Outcomes  
 

After studying this unit, you should be able to  

1. Understand the diversity in term African religion  

2. Differentiate African Traditional Religion (ATR) from other religions  

3. Discuss the construction of gender with the African traditional religion 

4. Recognize different goddesses and their roles in ATR   
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8.1 African Religions  
 

Religion is a difficult concept to define because the objects of religion are spiritual beings 

that are invisible, and different people conceive it differently. Taylor (1958) an 

anthropologist defines religion as the belief in spiritual beings.  Africa is a massive 

continent with diverse religious traditions and the three main religious traditions that are 

African traditional religion (ATR) Christianity, and Islam, constitute the triple religious 

heritage of the African continent. 

 

African religions encompass a variety of indigenous religions of Africa south of the Sahara 

Desert. Christianity and Islam, long confined to Africa north of the Sahara and east of the Nile 

River, have in recent centuries expanded into sub-Saharan Africa and today are the dominant 

faiths of the continent. Generally, the presentation of African religion is strictly confined to the 

indigenous religions of sub-Saharan African peoples, distinguished from churches, missions, 

mosques, or any other religious bodies that have recently taken root in parts of Africa. 

Traditional African religions generally believe in an afterlife, one or more Spirit worlds, 

and Ancestor worship is an important basic concept in mostly all African religions. Some 

African religions adopted different views through the influence of Islam or even Hinduism. 

Christianity came first to the continent of Africa in the 1st or early 2nd century AD. Oral 

tradition says the first Muslims appeared while the prophet Mohammed was still alive. Thus, 

both religions have been on the continent of Africa for over 1,300 years. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Religions in Africa 
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8.2 African Traditional Religion (ATR) 
 

African religions1comprise of religious beliefs and practices of the peoples of Africa. In 

fact, Africa is a vast continent encompassing both geographic variation and tremendous 

cultural diversity. Each of the more than 50 modern countries that occupy the continent has 

its own particular history, and each in turn comprises numerous ethnic groups with 

different languages and unique customs and beliefs. African religions are as diverse as the 

continent is varied. 

  

According to Mbiti, a philosopher, writer, and father of African theology (1991) gives a 

comprehensive definition of African Traditional religion (ATR) despite its diverse forms 

of expression, is 

 

 “…a global framework of life, encompassing every human situation and 

governing the whole of society. It is closely linked to the ancestral soil and 

places each African both in the succession of the generations (the ancestors), 

in his [sic] relationship with his fellow creatures and in his productive 

activities. Everything is religious! The direct relation with God is rarely 

explicit but the belief in one God, who is Creator … underlies everything 

else. God does not intervene in the day-to-day affairs of life. These are 

governed by other invisible forces, good or evil, from whom it is possible to 

win favors through the ritualized experience of the ancestors. Strict 

observation of the rites and taboos and total solidarity within the group are 

the best guarantee of group survival and the transmission of life to numerous 

descendants. Seen from the outside, constraint and fear seem to be the 

dominant notes of traditional African religion, but this would be to forget 

that it offers an overall framework of security in an often very hostile 

environment, where only the survival of the group ultimately counts”. 

 

Mbiti, a philosopher, writer, and father of African theology (1991) proposes five 

interrelated elements of African Traditional religion (ATR) that are as under:  

 

• Beliefs - these are an essential part of ATR, expressing how and what Africans think 

of the universe and their attitude towards life, and connected with belief in God, 

spirits, human life, magic, and life after death. 

• Practices, ceremonies, and festivals - these manifests in the way people express 

their beliefs, and include prayers, sacrifices and offerings, ceremonies, rituals, and 

the observance of various customs. 

• Religious objects and places - these are objects and places regarded as holy or sacred, 

which are rarely used except for religious purposes. While some of these objects and 

places could be man-made, others are taken from the natural environment, such as 

trees. 

• Values and morals - these are religious ideas which provide directions to people on 

 
1  https://www.britannica.com/topic/African-religions 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/encompassing
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/diversity
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/comprises
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/diverse
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how to lead their lives and how to relate to one another. They include issues such as 

love, justice, decency, crime and punishment, character, good and evil, integrity. 

• Religious officials or leaders - these are individuals, mostly trained, who conduct 

religious matters, such as ceremonies, sacrifices, rituals, formal prayers, and 

divination. 

 

The African traditional religion is being explained briefly as these fundamentals are part 

and parcel of African Traditional religion system. 

 

8.2.1 God 

The sky symbolizes God used interchangeably with Supreme Being and is the author of all 

life forms, including the spirit world. God represents the omnipresent and the eternal, living 

in the sky but also living “through all the generations of man” (Parrinder, 1974). 

 

According to Mbiti (1970) The attribute of God as omnipotent2 is conceived differently in 

different African societies. The Zulu, for instance, describe God as the “irresistible, He 

[sic] who bends down… even majesties, and He who roars so that all nations be struck with 

terror” (P:9). The Abaluyia( an ethnic group in  Africa ) on the other hand, conceive of 

God’s omnipotence differently, as they believe God is powerful enough to change the 

natural laws which God established, and, in response, they need to continuously offer 

prayers that God not change natural laws/phenomena. While some writers speak of 

conception of God as a female, the Great Mother, symbolized by the moon, others speak 

of God among the Ashanti as having a duality of sex, Father-Mother God, who is 

symbolized by the sun. 

 

8.2.2 Spirits  

Spirits are divided into nature spirits and human spirits. According to Mbiti (1991) spirits are 

creations of God, and occupy a status between God and humans, though they are not identical 

to either. There are different types of spirits, all of which are subordinate to God and dependent 

on God. Africans pacify and communicate with spirits primarily because they are considered 

powerful enough to bring harm or good to a given people. People believe that they can 

communicate with the spirit world through prayer, divination, dreams and visions, or 

possession, although some are thought to be more able to communicate than others. 

 

Mbiti (1991) argues that nature spirits are personifications of natural objects and forces, in 

that people ascribe personal characteristics to certain objects and forces of the universe. In 

this respect, they treat these objects and forces “as if they were living, intelligent beings of 

the invisible world. 

 

Nature spirits can be subdivided into spirits of the sky and spirits of the earth. Spirits of the 

sky comprise the sun, moon, stars, rainbow, rain, storm, thunder, lightning, wind, etc. 

While some African societies believe spirits reside in these natural objects and forces, 

others believe that these natural objects and forces themselves are spirits. The Mende of 

 
2  Almighty  
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Sierra Leone, for instance, believe in spirits (or genii) residing in rivers and forests. Storm 

spirits, particularly in West Africa, are considered divinities and are held responsible for 

calamities such as storms, lightning, thunder, and thunderbolts. as the most dreadful and 

worshipped as the most powerful of divinities because of their power to unleash lightning, 

storms, and thunder (Parrinder, 1974). In the African cosmology, myths, symbols, and 

legends are used to illuminate the origin, activities, and relationships of these spirits to 

human beings. Offerings and sacrifices are often made to them either asking for their direct 

help or to relay the people’s requests to God. 

 

8.2.3 Human Spirits  

Mbiti (1991) explains that human spirits are thought to have a direct physical relationship 

with the living. These spirits were once ordinary people living on earth, and since they 

expired, they have been worshipped, venerated, prayed, and respected. Human spirits are 

divided into spirits of relatives who died long ago and have become ghosts, and those who 

recently died. While the spirits of those who died generations ago are invoked, the actual 

memory of the deceased has often been erased from the personal memory of the living 

because they died so long ago. Their stories are often told in myths, legends, folklore, and 

spirit possessions. On the other hand, people who have died recently are often remembered 

for up to five generations by their families, relatives, and friends. Their spirits are often 

called the living dead to distinguish them from ghosts who died many generations ago and 

can only be remembered through folklore, myths, or legends. 
 

Belief in the living dead, used interchangeably with ancestors, is persistent in Africa, 

though it is much stronger in some societies than others.  
 

The spirits of the living dead are revered and communicated with. They are regarded as 

ever living and watchful beings who possess powers which are useful to humans, thus 

making it necessary to seek their blessings or avert their anger by due offerings. Ray (1976) 

explains that the spirits of the living dead are a vital part of the dynasty of belief in ATR. 

The spirits of the living dead are believed to possess powers that can harm or help surviving 

relatives. Rites and offerings are made to the ancestors, who are feared, respected, and 

considered as divinities. Among the Bantu, for instance the ancestors are considered the 

most intimate of deities (Parrinder,1974).  
 

8.2.4 Divine Rulers  

In many parts of Africa, rulers, kings, or chiefs have religious connotations. In the 

hierarchy of belief, kings and chiefs are perceived as God’s representatives on earth. For 

instance, the Bantu people of South Africa perceive their chiefs as symbols of tribal unity. 

Each chief is simultaneously a magician, priest, lawmaker, and ruler, while the Zulu3, in 

the time of famous Chaka, raised the king to a godlike eminence” (Parrinder, 1974). In 

many western African tribes, renowned monarchies, such as those of Benin, Yoruba, and 

Ashanti (ethnic groups in Africa) were given quasi-divine4 honors and revered as religious 

symbols of God. 

 
3  African tribe  
4  The condition, as of a king etc., of being considered to have some attributes of a god 
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8.2.5 Humankind 

At the bottom of the hierarchy are humans, as anthropocentric objects, whose relationships, 

and existence are connected to the Supreme God, divinities, and ancestors. Humans 

perform rites and rituals to invoke the Supreme God, the deities, and ancestors, in the hope 

that this will avert calamities and bless them in their productive and reproductive activities. 

People have constant contact with the divinities, including the ancestors, at every stage in 

their life cycle. Rites of passage are undertaken to mark various stages in the life cycle of 

women and men. These transitional rites reflect the transition from one stage of life to the 

other. For instance, Africans have rites associated with pregnancy, birth, puberty, marriage, 

and death. This is done according to a threefold ritual pattern consisting of rites of 

separation, transition, and reincorporation. The specific object of rituals of passage is to 

create fixed and meaningful transformation in the life cycle (planting, marriage, death) in 

the ecological and sequential cycle (planting, harvest, seasonal changes, New Year) and in 

accession of individuals to high office” (Ray, 1977). 

 

Rites of passage therefore mark a symbolic destruction of an old person/event and the 

creation of a new person or event. By this rite, a person or a people are reborn into new 

beings with new social roles ascribed to them. For instance, rites at birth mark the making 

of a child into a human person, puberty rites marks the transition from childhood into 

adulthood, marriage rites marks transition from woman and man into wife and husband, 

and death rites mark the transition from the living to revered ancestors. 

 

8.2.6 Concepts of Evil Spirits, Witches and Sorcerers  

A scholar of African religion studies, Ikenga-Metuh(1987) explains  that one of the 

fundamental beliefs in ATR is the belief in evil spirits, witches and sorcerers. Inasmuch as 

African traditional religion is concerned with the quest for good, it is also concerned with 

the quest to ward off evil. To Africans, evil is both physical and moral. While the former 

is regarded as any misfortune which befalls an individual or community, the latter is 

conceived as “any voluntary anti- social behaviour or any infringement of the decrees of 

God, the deities, or the ancestors” (P:161).  

 

There are two categorizations of evil, those that cause physical evil and those that incite 

people to do evil. Within certain African cosmologies, unusual events are often attributed 

to mystical interventions. While some Africans attribute misfortunes to the work of evil 

spirits, witches or sorcerers, others associate misfortunes with an evil eye, broken taboos, 

perjured oaths or even God. While some mystical actions are regarded as just and 

fundamentally good, such as God, the deities and ancestors, other mystical agencies, such 

as witches, sorcerers, and evil spirits, are regarded as unjust and evil. Ikenga-Metuh (1987) 

contends that though most African societies regard God, deities, and ancestors as good and 

just, these mystical agencies could actually inflict physical evil as a warning, corrective or 

disciplinary measure.  

 

The other category of mystical powers, evil spirits, witches, and sorcerers, unlike the just 

and good mystical powers, exist to cause evil. Some evil spirits, for instance, are believed 

to be disincarnate human spirits, while others are non-human spirits who attack individuals, 
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families, and communities. According to Idowu (1973) the evil spirits of young children 

are feared the most by young mothers, as the spirits of these children form “a group of 

spirits who visit the world in personified form for short periods. The spirits are born into 

babies who will die in infancy or boyhood.  Idowu (1973) on the other hand, describes 

these evil spirits as ‘wandering spirits who specialize in the punishing harm and find their 

way into wombs to be born to die.’ 

 

8.3 Constructing Gender in African Traditional Religion (ATR)  
 

Ethnological and religious studies point to differentiation in the status of men and women, 

which eventually results from cultural conditions, and not from biological differences. 

Many researchers indicate asymmetry connected with the gender, which also refers to the 

religious sphere. The non-literate peoples consider life to be the fundamental value and that 

is the reason why their cultural and religious traditions put emphasis on woman's biological 

functions and see procreation as her main vocation and task. A woman performs the role 

of a native doctor and healer among many African peoples, since the basic medical care 

takes place within the family.  

 

In Africa, older women after menopause perform priestly duties to a smaller degree. 

Researchers of the African peoples emphasize that spirit possession takes place more 

frequently in the case of women than men, which they consider a reaction to the inferior 

status of women in the social, political and religious life. Both men and women are diviners 

among many African peoples. Among some peoples of Eastern and Southern Africa 

women control the Earth fertility and they are renowned rainmakers. Women belong to 

secret societies in some African peoples. Both men and women can be sorcerers and 

witches, although among many African peoples it is more often older women who are 

accused of witchcraft, which is explained by social and economic inequality and the desire 

for power. 

 

The Africans’ worldview is very religion centric, with religion permeating all realms of 

life to the extent that life is perceived holistically without separating the ‘sacred’ from the 

‘profane’ (Mbiti, 1970). To be human in Africa is to be a community, that of female and 

male, young, and old, whether abled or differently abled. A specifically African 

anthropological philosophy which goes ‘I am because we are and since we are, therefore, 

I am’, captures the African communitarian spirit, which is supposed to be the basis of 

human relations (Moyo,2004).  

 

While gender constitutes personality traits, attitudes, feelings, values, behaviors and 

activities that society ascribes to the two sexes, sexuality is the total expression of who we 

are as human beings, physically, emotionally, culturally, spiritually, and sexually (Nelson, 

1978).The roles played by the female and male persons in as supernatural power agencies 

have deep implications for the expected roles of females and males in society. Some 

prominent attitudes on gender are signified in African tradition religion (ATR) includes 

fertility, motherhood, cleansing, healing, deviance, and interdependent gender relations. 
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These attitudes are reflected in narratives on traditions of the goddesses, sacred power, 

rituals, and cosmology. 

 

Cosmological accounts in Africa prescribe and establish complement gender relations and find 

expression of men and women in their relations in the religious interactions and in society. 

Consequently, female leadership roles and access to power in religion are anchored on divine 

provisions and confirm the African preference for areas of specialization for the female and the 

male. Whereas the obvious area of authority in the society is in the custody of men, women 

control the base of men's public authority through mystical powers. An example of such power 

is demonstrated by the Yoruba people, where the women exercise tremendous influence in an 

informal and often invisible but effectual way. Men are seen as authorities and in official 

settings as rulers yet perceived as unable to stand without the help of the invisible base. In 

general, interdependency and mutual support of African gender relations. 

 

In African indigenous religions, deities who serve as deputies to the supreme being are 

both female and male. These gods and goddesses derive their authority and function from 

God. The conduct and interaction of goddesses in African religion provide models for 

female roles at the religious and social levels. For instance, goddesses are usually 

represented as "givers" of children, as being in charge of bodies of water, and as possessing 

healing abilities for effecting physical and psychological well-being. Thus, a study of 

goddesses provides tool for evaluating and analyzing the status of women in African 

indigenous religions, and  assist in analysis of the integral gender dynamics in the societies 

such as  the goddesses assume maternal roles to ensure fertility, motherhood and fertility 

are important features assumed for African women. Divine dimensions of feminine 

empowerment reinforce roles that are linked to female reproductive attributes. 

 

African traditional religions often ascribe to women the ability to heal. This healing 

aptitude may be exhibited by women as individuals in their capacities as priestesses and 

healers and also in a collective as a religious group, such as the zaar cults of Ethiopia, 

Somalia, Egypt, and Eritrea. As wives to gods, goddesses are said to possess independent 

mystical powers, which they display independently or in combination with their husbands. 

Goddesses are sometimes perceived as wives in polygamous5 settings, just as polygamy 

often prevailed as a widespread social practice in Africa.  

 

In addition, goddesses are presented as industrious beings who are often well off 

financially. In the same vein, African women are hardworking and prosperous, sometimes 

more so than their husbands. African traditional religion (ATR) conceive of women as 

possessing mystical powers, which they are at liberty to use in the service of a personal 

agenda. Some refer to this mysticism as "witchcraft." Often, allegations of witchcraft 

indicate some level of fear or respect concerning women's lives and physiology, although 

these indications do not eliminate cases of witchcraft. Goddesses are closely connected to 

the governance of some African communities. For example, Osun, the goddesses of cool 

waters in Nigeria, is closely connected with the authority of the town and the king. 

 
5  Having more than one partner at one time 
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8.4 Mythic Contexts in Constructing Gender 
 

The underlying basis of African gender issues could be located in the people's mythology, 

especially in cosmological myths. Myth, as a conveyor of meaning for that which history 

offers no explanation, provides a paradigm for gender construction and power relations. 

Myth supplies explanations for values and meanings in people's lives. As a model for 

human activity, myth elucidates the connections between the supernatural and the natural. 

Consequently, the roles played by the female and male personae in mythical narratives 

have profound implications for the expected roles of females and males in society. Some 

prominent attitudes on gender are signified in African mythological narratives, including, 

fertility, motherhood, cleansing, healing, deviance, and interdependent gender relations, as 

well as ambiguous perceptions of the body and of blood. These attitudes are reflected in 

narratives on traditions of the goddesses, sacred power, rituals, and cosmology. 

 

African cosmological accounts often submit that God, the supreme being, created the 

world, nature, animals, and humans. Also, the consensus is that God created the first 

humans as male and female, "even if the exact methods of creating man differ according 

to the myths of different peoples" (Mbiti, 1969: 93). The Boshingo of Luanda's 

cosmological myth, for example, states that Bumba (God) was in terrible pain at the 

beginning of time and banned and vomited up the sun. After that, light spread over 

everything. Later, Bumba vomited the moon, stars, animals, and last of all, humans (Eliade, 

1967). Moreover, some African creation myths record tension in gender relations  

and the sanction of God for mutual respect between male and female (Badejo, 1996; 

Olajubu, 2003).  

 

The Yoruba cosmological myth states that Olodumare (God) sent seventeen primordial 

divinities to earth at the beginning of time, Osun being the only female among them. The 

sixteen male divinities ignored Osun and excluded her from all decisions. In reaction to 

this, Osun gathered all women together and formed the Iya Mi group, which disrupted the 

smooth running of the universe with their powers, and the earth became ungovernable for 

the sixteen other primordial divinities. Olodumare advised them to make peace with Osun 

so that all might be well again. This they did, and everything returned to normal (Badejo, 

1996). References to God's distribution of power to theo the female and the male in 

different areas may also be discerned from some of these accounts (Adediran, 1994). 

 

Cosmological accounts in Africa thus prescribe and entrench complementary gender 

relations that find expression in the religious interactions of men and women, as well as in 

their relations in the polity. Consequently, female leadership roles and access to power in 

religion are anchored on divine provisions that are validated by these cosmological 

narratives. Again, these narratives confirm the African preference for areas of 

specialization for the female and the male. Whereas the obvious area of authority in the 

polity is in the custody of men, women control the base of men's public authority through 

mystical powers. An example of such power is demonstrated by the Iya Mi group of the 

Yoruba, where the women wield tremendous influence in an informal and often invisible 

but effectual way. Men are seen on the thrones and in official settings as rulers yet 
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perceived as unable to stand without the help of the invisible base. In general, 

interdependency and mutual sustenance mark African gender relations. 

 

In African indigenous religions, deities who serve as deputies to the supreme being are 

both female and male. These gods and goddesses derive their authority and function from 

God. The conduct and interaction of goddesses in African religious narratives provide 

models for female roles at the religious and social levels. For instance, goddesses are 

usually represented as "givers" of children, as being in charge of bodies of water, and as 

possessing healing abilities for effecting physical and psychological well-being. 

Consequently, a study of goddesses would provide tools for evaluating and analyzing the 

status of women in African indigenous religions, as well as for assisting in analysis of the 

inherent gender dynamics in the traditions. For example, just as goddesses assume maternal 

roles to ensure fertility, motherhood and fertility are important features assumed for 

African women. Mystical dimensions of feminine empowerment reinforce roles that are 

linked to female procreative attributes. 

 

In addition, goddesses are presented as industrious beings who are often well off 

financially. In the same vein, African women are hardworking and prosperous, sometimes 

more so than their husbands. Similarly, African indigenous religions conceive of women 

as possessing mystical powers, which they are at liberty to use in the service of a personal 

agenda. Some refer to this mysticism as “witchcraft.” Often, allegations of witchcraft 

indicate some level of fear or awe concerning women's lives and physiology, although 

these indications do not obliterate cases of witchcraft. 

 

Goddesses are closely connected to the governance of some African communities. Osun, 

the goddesses of cool waters in Osogbo, Nigeria, is closely connected with the sovereignty 

of the town and the king. Osun is recognized as the owner of the land on which Osogbo 

stands. She is reported to have defended the people during wars, and provides for the people 

as well, including the provision of money, health, and peace. Appreciation for her care is 

demonstrated yearly in an elaborate festival that attracts devotees from within and outside 

Nigeria (Olupona, 2000). The king of Osogbo (Ataoja) rules in behalf of Osun; her support 

is crucial to the success of every endeavor in the land. Indeed, the state in which Osogbo 

is located is named after her. The relationship between Osun and the king and the indigenes 

of Osun State is that of mother and children. 

 

8.4.1 Relationship of Female Images and Symbols to “Real” Women 

There are some interesting points about the images of women in African traditional religion 

and their role in African society. Some of them are briefly mentioned below. 

 

1. Hackett (1999) says that it is not surprising that many religious images of females 

and the feminine in African societies relate to women’s procreative powers.  Thus, 

women are often linked to the creativity of nature and are viewed as essential to the 

maintenance and continuity of the community, which is the highest value in most 

African cultures.   

2. Associated with nature, Hackett (1999) observes women are frequently viewed in 
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African religions as both a source of generation and of destruction.  They are often 

regarded doubtfully, and their powers are respected as overwhelming, yet also as 

mysterious and uncontrolled, polluting, and a potential threat to be controlled, 

especially in order to prevent disorder or misfortune.  Thus, women are often linked 

to witchcraft, especially in relation to infertility and adultery, and regulated by 

menstrual and pregnancy taboos.  These associations are used to justify male control.  

As with stereotypes of women in many other cultures, women are considered to be 

more emotional than men, and thus as more susceptible to spirit possession. 

3. There are some interesting surprises about women’s place in traditional African 

religions, however.  One of these is the existence of female-gendered gods or 

goddesses in several of these religions.  Among the Yoruba of Nigeria for example, 

are Orisanla, or Oduduwa, “creator” deities;  Aje, the female deity of wealth and 

fertility; Odu, the deity who controls all others; and Yemoja (“Mother of Fishes”), 

who is the progenitor of all water deities (Hackett ,1999)  . 

4. Hackett (1995) finds out that Ewe people of the Republic of Benin6 worship a bisexual 

supreme deity called Mawu-Lisa.  As Hackett notes, however, “the existence of a strong 

female deity is no guarantee of female ritual authority.  Understanding the relationship 

between female deities and “real” women is also complicated by the androcentric 

character in scholarship on African religions that has been produced to date. 

5. Many of the secondary divinities in African religions are of androgynous sexuality 

or dual-gendered.  Thus, the divinities may shift from one gender to another within 

the same setting.  This understanding of gender as shifting and amorphous rather 

than fixed and unchanging helps explain why gender-role shifts and cross-gender 

impersonations sometimes occur during rituals. 

 

Hackett (1999) observes, one of the challenging aspects of studying women in African 

regions is the ambiguity, complexity, and shifting nature of women’s place in relation to 

region.  Despite the difficulties in learning about women’s relationship to African religions, 

it is clear that women are centrally involved in these religious traditions. 

 

8.5 Women-Specific Aspects of African Religions 
 

Despite the difficulties in making any generalizations about African religions, as Hackett 

suggests, there are a number of commonalities that allow some generalizations to be made 

about the roles and status of women.  African women are “demonstrably more religious 

than men.”  There are connections between women’s ritual roles and their (perceived) 

physical and emotional natures (Hackett 1994). 

 

Women do not often play primary ritual roles, but are generally relegated to subordinate 

ones, especially in the central public rituals.  In fact, they are often restricted to domestic 

space, especially during important ritual occasions (Hackett 1994),As in many other 

traditional societies, Women’s rituals are embedded in and related to their daily lives – as 

wives, child bearers, child rearers, and so on. 

 
6 West African ethnic group  
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Like other religions traditions African religions generally devalue women and marginalize 

their participation in ritual activities, with some exceptions.  Since religion in Africa tends 

to be integrated with the rest of social life, however, women’s subordinate status in the 

religious realm follows logically from their overall social status.  Women have mostly been 

in asymmetrical relations with men in African societies. 

 

Most of African kinship is arranged on patrilineal lines, and women have held subordinate 

roles to those of men in most spheres, which are largely gender segregated.  One of the 

major exceptions is their roles in spirit possession cults as diviners and mediums, roles 

which are about the most important and public ritual roles available to women.  In the 

African context spirit mediums are highly regarded as ritual specialists possessing the 

ability to “channel” or embody the essence of the gods.  Mediumship is regarded as a form 

of service to the divine and to the community. Some African cultures do have distinctive 

rituals for women, many of which revolve around aspects of reproduction, such as the onset 

of menstruation, pregnancy, childbearing, and the lack thereof (infertility).  For example, 

contrary to most religious or other cultural traditions, Yoruaba societies practice a female 

puberty ritual to mark the transformation of girls into women.  Although initiation rituals 

are more common for boys than girls, this ritual is participated in by all postpubescent 

young women who have not yet participated in such a ritual. 

 

Activities 

1. Highlight the women specific aspects of ATR by analysing their Godly figures. 

2. Discuss how images of African goddesses portray their cultural role in African society.   

3.  Considered the mythical context by looking at the representations of goddesses and 

identify how gender construction takes place in African traditional religion? Discuss  

 

8.6 African Traditional Religion Goddesses  
 

Africans had always believed in the existence of the Supernatural even before Europeans 

came to colonize them and presented Christianity. They believed in a Supreme natural 

being who created everything on earth. Although this Supreme Creator is always referred 

to as Him, it is beyond gender, as there are many African gods and African goddesses.  

 

Most African cultures believe that God used to live amongst them in the past before He left 

for His Kingdom in Heaven after several human transgressions. In His place, He appointed 

lesser African gods and goddesses to perform certain functions. As such, Africans have the 

god of water, rains, winds, earth, and fire, among others, whom they can pray to directly, 

and they will intercede on God's behalf. African mythology gods and goddesses are 

considered powerful in different areas and in most cases. Their images reflect what they 

are associated with. A brief introduction is presented below of some of the famous African 

goddesses and gods in their respective communities.  

 

8.6.1 Oshun  

Oshun became a popular African goddess and has her origin in Yoruba. She is the god of 

sweet and freshwaters. She always has a mirror to admire her beauty. Oshun is revered by 
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many for her abilities to heal the sick, foster prosperity, and bring fertility. The image of 

this goddess is represented by a stunning, charming, and coquettish young lady. Oshun 

means sweetness, joy, beauty, and good cheer.  

 

 
 

Figure 2: Oshun Pictographic Representation (Retrieved from google images) 

 

8.6.2 Oya  

Oya is a ferocious and protective deity worshipped by the Yoruba tribe in Nigeria, as well 

as some Brazilians. Oya is wife to Shango, the god of storms. Oya is the goddess of wind, 

thunderbolt, and fire; she has the power to transform gentle breezes to raging hurricanes or 

cyclones. It is believed that she accompanies her husband during his thunderstorms to 

destroy buildings, blow things up, and rip off trees.  

 

 
 

Figure 3: Oya Goddess (retrieved from google images) 

(Retrieved from Google images) 
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8.6.3 Ala  

Ala is one of the oldest goddesses. Her name 'Ala' means earth in English, demonstrating 

her power over the planet. Ala is the goddess of fertility, creativity, land, and morality. She 

is the wife of Amadioha, the god of the sky. This goddess is honored and celebrated during 

the yearly yam festival. When angered, Ala will convince her husband to deny rain to the 

people and can also cause other natural disasters. 

  

 
 

Figure 4: Ala goddess (Retrieved from google images) 

8.6.4 Yemaya  

Yemaya is considered the mother of all since she is the goddess of the Living Ocean. All 

life is believed to have started in the sea. Yemaya is motherly and protective of all her kids, 

comforting them and cleansing away all their sorrow   It is thought she can cure infertility 

in women, and symbolizes wealth. 

 

 
 

Figure 5:Yemaya 's Pictographic Representation (Retrieved  from google images) 
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8.6.5 Modjaji  

Modjaji is a South African goddess of rain whose spirits live in the body of a young woman. 

She is considered a key figure by the Balodedu7 people, as she can start and stop the rain. 

The rain queen has been around for the longest time, and it was only in the 16th century 

that her spirit decided to dwell in a woman. 

  

 
 

Figure 6:Modjaji Portrayal Image (Retrieved from google images) 

8.6.6 Nana Buluku  

Nana Buluku is a prominent deity famous in most West African nations. She also has 

different names in various tribes. Nana Buluku is worshipped as the mother goddess. Her 

image is that of an older woman who is thought to be the creator of the world. 

 

 
 

Figure 7: Nana Buluku's representation (retrieved from google images) 

 
7  A Southern African ethnic group  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Southern_Africa
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8.6.7 Abena  

Abena known as the river goddess, Abena shields children and looks after them as adults 

and perceives her believers as her children. Her name is associated with gold, brass, as well 

as with other wealth symbols. 

 

8.6.8 Oduda Oduda 

Oduda is among the African goddess names and meanings respected by the North-West 

African community in Benin, Yoruba, and Dahomey. Her name Oduda means 'the black 

one,' and her appearance is that of a serpent.  

 

8.6.9 Inkosazana Inkosazan,  

Inkosazana which means 'lady heaven' is a prominent and adored goddess of the Zulu 

community in South Africa. She is thought to be responsible for corn, one of the vital 

dietary supplements in the Zulu tribe.  

 

 
 

Figure 8: Inkosazana Inkosazan’s Representation, (Retrieved from google images) 

 

8.7 African Traditional Religion Today  
 

The African cosmology is basically religious. According to Kibicho (1990), ATR is the 

title given to the religion which Africans had and practiced long before the introduction 

into the continent of new religions and  aggregates of indigenous belief systems and 

practices which existed in Africa prior to the coming of the new religions such as 

Christianity and Islam, and to which millions of Africans still adhere covertly and overtly.  

 

An important point to be emphasized is that although ATR is no longer the only religion 

of Africa, and although there are some parts of Africa where it is no longer being directly 

or regularly practiced, the religion does continue to the modern times in different ways and 

forms where it greatly influences the lives of the African people (Kibicho, 1990). 

Therefore, the term ‘traditional’ as Opoku (1978) contends does not imply that ATR is a 

dead religion. It rather refers to the cultural transmission, that is, oral tradition-stories, 

songs, legends, riddles, and proverbs- that are used in passing this religion from generation 

to generation. Many scholars who have attempted to define ATR have been very careful 

not to detach it from the present, as this would be ignorant of the immense influence it 

continues to exert in Africa.  
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For example, Adamo (2011) defines it as the inborn and aboriginal religion of Africans, 

embraced by the forefathers of the present generations. It is described as the religion that 

emerged from the sustaining faith of the forebears of the present generation of Africans 

passed from generation to generations and still practiced today by the present generation 

of Africans. The significance of ATR in Africa South of Sahara remains due to the fact that 

it is still the religion followed by the majority of the African people many years since the 

introduction of the new religions. Today, more than one hundred years since the first 

Christian convert, ATR persists and shapes the attitudes and actions of large numbers of 

people. Although new religions like Christianity and Islam seem to be doing well in Africa 

where they claim to have many followers, Africans always resort to ATR in the time of 

crisis. Africans superficially follow other religions but remain deeply rooted in ATR.  

 

A survey by Pew Forum on Religion and Public life conducted in 19 African countries in 

2010 found that whilst Africans overwhelm practice Christianity or Islam, they extensively 

incorporate elements of ATR in their daily lives, a clear indication that Africans are 

followers of ATR before they are followers of other religions. The continuous influence of 

ATR in Africa is emphasized by Mulago (1991) in his observation that, 

 

A superficial observer might make a mistake of believing that ATR is disappearing, but for 

anyone who lives in real contact with the Africans, the question does not arise. The future 

of ATR is not at all problematic for our generation. It has its place and plays its role at 

every level of our societies. 

 

This is further clarified by Idowu (1967) by his assertion that ‘ATR is living religion . . . It is a 

contemporary living reality’. ATR is found in all aspects of the Africa people including social, 

political, and economic, and it has been largely responsible for shaping the character and culture 

of the Africans throughout the centuries (Mbiti, 1991).  Nthamburi (1991) denotes that religion 

in Africa is a way of life, a culture that permeates all spheres and levels of living. To date, ATR 

remains the base of Africans’ religious feelings and reverence whether they are followers of 

Islam, Christianity, or any other religion. In fact, as Nthamburi (1991 a), puts it, it touches some 

‘soft spots’ in an African way that no other religion is able to do so. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions  
 

1. Define African traditional religions (ATR) Also, explain the term African religion in 

detail. 

2. What are the fundamentals of African traditional religion (ATR)? Also, elaborate 

what the interrelated elements of African Traditional Religion (ATR)? 

3. Explain the fundamentals of Africa Traditional religion (ATR) in detail.  

4. Discuss the concepts of evil spirits, witches, and sorcerers in African Traditional 

religion (ATR)? 

5. Discuss the construction of gender in relation to ATR in detail. 

6. Describe in detail the Relationship of Female Images and Symbols to “Real” Women 

in ATR? 
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Introduction  
 

All over the world, new campaigns, movements and activism can be witnessed which is 

bringing a new discourse, but also influencing the day to day life patterns, behaviors, and 

belief systems. This is all happening because the activism and feminists’ campaigns are 

challenging various cultural and religious traditions. As a result, society and religious 

scholars have also conceptualized these movements negatively. This unit discusses how 

new activism and campaigns shaping up the believing women’s lives, belonging to various 

religious groups. It also gives details about some of the movements that are initiated to 

reduce gender gap in the provision of believing women’s rights. Also, puts forth some of 

the most known movements and campaigns that dealt with the society’s hot button issues. 

It also shed light about the societal response to these movements. 

 

Objectives 
 

The unit aims to: 

1. Discuss how new activism and campaigns shaping up the believing women’s lives 

2. Shed light on some of the movements that are initiated to reduce gender gap in the 

provision of believing women’s rights.  

3. Introduce the most known movements and campaigns that dealt with the society’s 

hot button issues 

4. Highlight the societal response to these movements. 

 

Learning Outcomes  
 

After studying this unit, you should be able to  

1. Understand how new activism and campaigns shaping up the believing women’s 

lives 

2. Identify some of the movements that are initiated to reduce gender gap in the 

provision of believing women’s rights.  

3. Analyze the most known movements and campaigns that dealt with the society’s hot 

button issues and why those have received criticism. 

4. Evaluate the societal response to these movements. 
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9.1 New Scholarship and Activism for Reclaiming Believing 

Women’s Position Within Religious Knowledge and Practice 
 

From the last few decades, a lot has been done to explore the intersecting concepts of 

gender and religion, which most of the times contest one another in many ways. We are 

witnessing the activism that challenges, denounces or rejects the religious knowledge and 

practices. This activism and scholarship does not contest or challenge any specific religion, 

but it considers all religions especially the monotheistic religions quite problematic due to 

their specific role division or other rulings pertaining to men and women’s position, status 

and behavior within a society. 

 

It is interesting to note that as far as scholarly material production on women’s position 

within religion is concerned, the feminist scholars remain preoccupied discussing a few 

topics like leadership of women, sex segregation, women’s rights in marriage, reproduction 

etc. However, the empirical studies discussing all these topics also try to unpack the 

stereotypical assumptions regarding women’s inferior status as well. The women’s 

entrance in writing scholarly content became visible during 1970s. Until then, a lot of work 

has been done that highlights that how religion as a social institution and a knowledge 

production system effect women’s life in different spheres of their lives. 

 

Feminists around the world talk about ways to undo religion for reclaiming women’s 

position in the societies. Undoing religion or undoing gender are two terms that are used 

by the feminists like Judith Butler and some other. Undoing gender means by not referring 

to or ignoring the gender binary of men and women (Hirschaur, 2001).  Whereas undoing 

religion means stop referring to those practices or rituals of the religion which maintains 

women’s subordinate position. It also means to separate religion from day to day lives by 

separating religion from the state. When feminists talk about undoing of religion, they call 

for the changes and reinterpretation of the religious scriptures that were being 

misinterpreted. While some feel that, this institution itself is problematic. Different 

feminists and activists have employed different ways to undo religion or to reclaim their 

position and status within societies. There is a need to look at those strategies. Following 

is the account of some of those strategies 

 

9.2 Awareness Raising Through Campaigns 
 

Around the world, feminists have started different campaigns to make women aware about 

their rights and responsibilities. They also through these campaigns try to explain what 

wrong the male interpreters have done. In addition, what positive role these scholars could 

play. Some of the campaigns or imitative were launched by platforms like United Nations 

while others were apparently started by different groups within various regions 

 

9.2.1 Global Platform on Gender Equality and Religion 

UN Women launched this program in 2017. This initiative is launched to achieve the 

sustainable development Goals 2030. The UN women is devising strategies to address the 
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role of religion in advancing gender equality and empowerment. The actors realized that 

since faith-based organization are very important part of the communities, there is need to 

include them to redress inequality. As a result certain initiatives have been started and in 

pipeline that look for the possibility to include voice of the religious actors, especially who 

are linked with the religious organizations to provide their full support at all levels ; 

normative, programmatic and advocacy for the empowerment of women. This is a unique 

initiative started by the UN platform.  

 

9.2.2 Musawah Campaign for Justice in Muslim Family Laws 

Musawah is an organization that highlights many issues that cause discrimination against 

women based on religious interpretations. This group has started various awareness raising 

campaigns. Musawah contends that Organization of Islamic cooperation (OIC) has 

codified and uncodified Muslim family laws that govern family relationships. Some of 

those laws are problematic for the Muslim women and due to those laws not only women 

but girls also suffer. Therefore, Musawah has launched certain campaigns. It conducts 

webinars, conferences, and engages with the policy makers and state officials to end 

discrimination. It highlights those ways that help to reduce or elimination of discrimination 

against women at entry into marriage, during marriage and at the dissolution of marriage 

is concerned.  

 

 
 

Figure 1: Illustration by Tahira Rifath (Retrieved from 

https://www.musawah.org/campaign-for-justice/) 

https://www.musawah.org/campaign-for-justice/
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9.2.3 16 Days of Activism: Islamic Relief Worldwide 

Islamic Relief worldwide is a faith-inspired humanitarian aid and development agency, 

which works to save the lives of women and the most vulnerable people around the world. 

It is working in 84 countries around the globe and its head office situates in UK. To assist 

the people of all faiths it specifically aims to provide aid to people without discrimination. 

To make its voice clearer it also becomes part of worldwide campaigns. As it contributed 

to educate people by becoming part of 16 Days of Activism Campaign that aware people 

about Gender based Violence (GBV). Women working with this agency work to promote 

gender justice. IRW has nominated its ambassadors of change (women) in many countries 

around the globe. 

 

9.2.4 Amina Campaigns  

Amina is a Muslim Women’s Resource Centre in Scotland that has started certain 

campaigns. This group operates its services and campaigns in Scotland. Some of its 

campaigns include self me, Reclaim the Name, you can Change this, and I speak for myself.  

 

9.2.4.1 Self me  

SelfMe campaigns celebrated the contribution of Muslim women for the advancement of 

Scotland in any field, work, sports charity or arts etc. This campaign asked for a selfie of 

the Muslim women who are making a difference followed by a hashtag Muslim Enganging 

SelfMe ScotlandisME. 

 

9.2.4.2 Reclaim the Name 

This campaign has collected the stories of Muslim women and their experience that are 

diverse yet belonging to the same community and group of people. This campaign 

specifically questioned women about the following questions and recorded their stories: 

• Is Jihad a man’s Holy war 

• Can you be Muslim and feminist?  

• What does oppression look like to you? 

• Will you get married in a white dress? 

• Can you work? Have a life of your own, be independent? 

 

9.2.4.3 You can change this 

By this campaign Amina recourse Centre started a campaign to bring together Muslim 

fields and community to promise opposition to all forms of violence against women and 

girls and help breaking the silence by taking action to raise awareness and spread the word 

to stop violence against women. 

 

9.2.4.4 I Speak for Myself 

Another campaign was launched by Amina group that is #I speak for myself. A national 

campaign has been started to empower Muslim women to share their personal messages 

with their fellow scots. This campaign aims to challenge the existing damaging stereotypes 

regarding Muslims and especially Muslim women in the Scotland. This campaign is 

organized because over 70% of secondary school students and young people belonging to 

Muslim community are associated with words like “terrorists, foreigners, oppressed, 
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uneducated” etc. To cater and challenge the stereotypes a travelling exhibition of women’s 

personal messages is started that aims to tackle misconceptions and common stereotypes 

about Muslim women thus reducing inequality and sexual discrimination with only within 

Muslim community but also in the widest society. 

 

9.3 Campaigns that Created Contestations 
 

There are some campaigns launched under various groups or platforms that have created a 

massive criticism and heated debates especially. We are discussing below a few only. 

(Students are encouraged to search for some other such movements). 

 

9.3.1 MeToo 

MeToo is a campaign that has created a debate. The practicing believers from different 

religions find it hard to understand, should they be part of this movement or not. Tarana 

Burke a civil rights activist launched this campaign in 2006 to support the sexual 

harassment victim that they are not alone by stating the words me too. However, when 

Alyssa Milano used this in 2016 suggesting that all women who have been abused ever, 

must share about her assault stating #MeToo. This tweet of Milano received hundreds of 

responses coming out of Hollywood and others. Years later, political morass swept into it, 

insisting to add and include abortion rights, equal pay, gay agenda and other hot-button 

issues. Tarana also shared her concern how the movement has lost its potency. Therefore, 

due to the hot button issues that caused the movement to lose its potentiality religious 

segments and different scholars of different religious showed their less interest in this 

campaign. 

 

Since, this campaign was hijacked by those agenda dwellers who were willing to bring 

forth their agendas, therefore, religious scholars asked believers to stay away from this 

campaign. A Christian church website gotquestion1 while responding to a query wrote that 

hashtag movements cannot bring change, it is the people and the society that can cause 

change and help and support victims and help to catch up the culprits. 

 

Similarly, the Muslim scholars also pose the same concern for such movement. On one 

hand, it provides one person the chance to speak while if it is a false allegation such, 

movement can spoil a person’s life, individual respect and honor. In Pakistan, a college 

professor committed suicide because of #MeToo campaign when a college student accused 

him of sexual harassment. He wrote a letter that the college committee was not helpful and 

listening to him fairly. Therefore, as per the religious scholars, in such situations when such 

movements have the possibility of defaming other or their death or lose of honor, it is better 

to file a case and report properly. They also say that if the legal systems will be improved, 

there will be no need for such movements that cause women or men to commit suicide. 

They also say that standing for the rights of victims is our religious right but its biter to 

avoid any those movements that have implicit agendas under some slogans. 

 
1  How Should a Christian view the #metoo movement? Retrieved from 

 https://www.gotquestions.org/metoo-movement.html 
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9.3.2 Mera Jism Meri Marzi 

Another campaign with a catchphrase Mera Jism Meri Marzi launched which has also 

talked about the gender role reversal in Pakistan. Since the rhetoric was chanted in a way 

that is unusual for the Pakistani culture, therefore it is not welcomed.  

 

 
 

Figure 2: A Woman Rejecting Mutual Marital Sexual Relationship Concepts 

 

When women chanted slogans mera jism meri marzi, while articulating different meanings 

of the same catchphrase, it received a heated debated. Some women at the women march 

were holding placards that intend to voice how sexual harassment and violence against 

women have caused women to not attain a higher status in the society. Some have placard 

with phrases to challenge gender division of labor, some have statements in favor of gender 

role reversal. 

 

 
 

Figure 3: Placard calling for gender role reversal in day-to-day life & household chores 
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Some have statements in favor of gender role reversal, while others have vulgar undertones and 

some overtly sexualized messages that have made the catchphrase a negative catchphrase. 

 

 
 

Figure 4: Image negating gendered sitting posture (Retrieved From Aurat March Wikipedia) 

 

The Pakistani religious scholars considered this phrase a complete opposition to what God 

says in the Qur’anic text because as per their understanding the body is God’s amanat, and 

human beings are given this to use it in a better way. They came with multiple detailed 

explanations. (You can search for some videos available on the internet and listen to them). 

On the other hand, some media persons, singers and actors brought forth the positive side 

of the slogan stating that this slogan challenge the concept of sexual harassment or rape. 

No one can touch my body without my consent. The religious scholars who appeared on 

various media channels said that they are in favor of the genuine demands laid by the crowd 

but the slogans that import western culture and are having their agendas cannot be tolerated. 

The voices to allow homosexuality, the LGBTQ Rights and the permission to wear any 

nude dresses are the ones that are against the teachings of Islam and therefore cannot be 

appreciated, welcomed or approved in any case. 

 

9.4 Discourse Dissemination on Gender Role Reversal and/or 

Gender Role Sharing 
 

A certain kind of discourse is there which talks about why men cannot work at home and 

women in offices. This kind of discourse is produced by not only different study material, 

research studies but also the art, media, films, and activism by the feminists are producing 

this kind of discourse. An Indian film Ki& ka represents such a couple who try to reverse 

their gender roles. However, feminists were not pleased with this movie, since they find ki 

not a true feminist, portraying a true gender role reversal. 

 

Gender role reversal that means men getting involved in those activities which are 

considered to be women’s job like home making, working at home, rearing and taking care 
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of the children etc. are to be done by the men and likewise women get involved in those 

activities or roles that have been associated with men earlier. 

 

 
 

Figure 5: Fathers rearing child (Retrieved from Fristcry parenting) 

 

In the western world, women are pursuing more jobs, and are looking for opportunities 

where they can participate in the economic activity. Many women are willing to pursue 

jobs for their own satisfaction while some others are willing to do jobs since they are getting 

more jobs opportunities than men. Thus, women’s increasing level of human capital and 

their participation in the workforce has moved the plight of gender equality to another level 

where women get an upward level when they try to climb the corporate ladder and it 

sideways those men who want to carve their time with their kids and families. However, 

some couples are negating any kind of conventional set up, creating their own where 

husband stays at home, cooks food, take care of children, and women go to work, earn 

money etc. In the western countries, there are some couple who have completely reversed 

the roles where women dress up like men and men like women. They find crossdressing a 

way to challenge existing role division.  

 

 
 

Figure 6: Crossdressing as a sign of gender role reversal (Retrieved from Pinterest2) 

 
2 Gender Role Reversal 104 pins. Retrieved from https://in.pinterest.com/ssattwa/gender-role-

reversal/ 
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A BBC News’ documentary3 of such a couple is shown. However, it can be witnessed, that 

these kind of couples suffer a lot. At certain point, they get offended or feel bad for each 

other. However, they are managing to do it because they need to fulfill their and family 

needs. Due to this gender role-reversal setup, another problem is sprouted, and that is, that 

the deviated couples from the traditional setup and traditional gender roles find themselves 

at margins, get limited legal support etc. 

 

The couples who deviate from the expected gender role, they pay a high price at all levels. 

They pay high price in terms of the individual identity where men’s masculinity and 

women’s motherhood are questioned. While they also experience issues in intimate lives. 

To cope up problem, paternity leaves are introduced that are a kind of encouragement to 

adopt this model and to normalize this pattern of living. UK has taken an initiative in 2015 

for shared paternal leaves. Paternity and Maternity Leave Act 2020 allowing fathers to stay 

with their babies for 1 month approves a paternity leave bill.  

 

However, if we look at this trend from a religious perspective, the religions especially the 

dominant religions find it problematic because for the dominant religions like Judaism, 

Christianity and Islam, women and men have been prescribed to do certain roles. As per 

the religious commentators , scholars and even those who do a comparative study of 

religion, this division of labor is not only just as a religious principle but due to its impact 

on psychology do agree that the division of labor is justified and create a balancing life. 

However, religion like Islam appreciates father to love to their children, telling them 

stories, bringing for them gifts, giving them quality time. The prophet of Islam (PBUH) 

was very kind, loving and affectionate for the children and that is why fathers’ expressing 

love are highly encouraged. 

 

 
 

Figure 7: Father Playing with his Child (Retrieved from talkplayandread.com) 

 
3 Gender Role Reversal. Retrieved from 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b045yb21/topics/Gender_role_reversal 
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Islam really appreciate men the fathers to develop a strong bond with their children, but 

this bonding is not a matter of being another mom. That is why, complete gender role is 

not appreciated to be the norm forever. In circumstances, it could happen. 

 

Activities 

1. Conduct a case study of a couple who have employed gender role-reversal strategy. 

Are they satisfied? What are the problems faced by them? How do they cope up their 

issues? 

2. Watch film Ki and ka. Figure out the consequences of gender role reversal within a 

society. 

3. Find out and write some of the sayings of the Prophets of monotheistic religions or 

any Abrahamic religions’ scripture’s text encouraging husbands to help wives, 

and/or taking care/loving children. 

 

9.5 Overall Response of Society Towards this Activism 
 

Since long times, the patriarchal system has been there in the societies around the world, 

therefore, it is difficult to bring a societal change all of a sudden. However, the activism is 

bringing change that has both negative and positive consequences and impact. The larger 

community around the world finds feminism and activism problematic except in some 

matters where they do not stand in direct opposition to religion or other societal institutions.  

The religious segments especially the practicing individuals find radical theories of 

feminism problematic and they consider that those are challenging to the completely 

societal structure and all the efforts will end up in nothingness and destabilize societal 

integrity. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions 
 

1. Identify the new scholarship and activism from 2005-to date for reclaiming believing 

women’s position within religious knowledge and practice  

2. Compare the various awareness raising campaigns. In your opinion, how can these 

campaigns be more successful in realizing their targets to reduce inequality within 

religions? 

3. Analyze how the discourse dissemination on gender role reversal does and/or gender 

role sharing is bringing a social change. Do you think, the gender role-reversal will 

really bring a positive change? Substantiate your argument with valid justification. 

4. Develop a conceptual framework to study the gender role sharing impact on the 

larger society. 

5. The society’s overall response society toward radical activism is not good. What are 

the reasons? Elaborate with valid instances. 
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