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In the major world religions, there are ideas and images that have become
implicated in systemic forms of violence and oppression against women. For example,
within the Christian tradition there emerged an identification of women with the fallen
“material” world, and thus as appropriately subservient to men, based on highly
contestable readings of the book of Genesis, certain material from the New Testament,
and neo-Platonism. Regardless of how explicitly “religious” women claim to be, the
assumption is that they have been affected by these ideas and images and that there are
more liberatory interpretations that might enhance human flourishing. Specifically, the
academic study of women and religion can speak to the following important goals that
enhance a robust liberal arts education.
First, it can introduce students to various religious traditions, a knowledge base
crucial to good citizenship in a pluralistic society and one that will serve the student well
regardless of their major or intended career. In fact, an argument can be made (and
indeed has been made by Stephen Prothero, among others) that religious literacy is a
critical component of promoting informed citizens in a world where religion continues to
have a profound impact on our social and political life. While not envisioned as a general
“introduction” to world religions, the students will gain familiarity with them as they
explore the lively contest over important symbols, beliefs and practices.
Second, it can serve to enhance the skills necessary for students to engage with
different perspectives and encourage a thoughtful response to the diversity within and
among the traditions studied. It can introduce students to a very wide variety of beliefs
and practices, requiring an initial openness and suspension of judgment in order to
understand the context in which they are embedded. Even further, however, students can
discover that these beliefs and practices are open to widely divergent interpretations,
often dependent on the perspective and social location of the person or group involved.
Third, it can enhance the development of critical thinking skills among students.
In particular, students would be required to think critically and analytically as they come
to recognize how what is taken for “fact” is often simply the dominant interpretation, and
how group membership influences these interpretations. Students can also discover how
women have creatively reworked oppressive ideologies in their struggle for
empowerment and more mutual relationships, and in the process they will be encouraged
to think critically about the ideas and rituals that shape their own experience.
Finally, a study of women and religion can serve to expose students to the need to
question the taken for granted categories and assumptions we often employ. What is
meant by “religion”? What exclusions allow us to identify “major” world religions? Can
we talk about “women” and “religion” apart from an engagement with issues of race and
class?

Women and Religion: Theoretical Underpinnings
Although the women writers featured in the course would not necessarily name
their theoretical foundations in this manner, the implicit framework employs Narrative
Ethics, Feminist Standpoint Epistemology, elements from Foucault and Marxist critique,
and Intersectionality Theory. The theoretical framework is specifically designed to
uncover structural inequities in that it attends to how certain religious ideas and images
have become embodied in social structures, often in ways that remain invisible until we
explore their sources and trace their impact.
In particular, the overall structure of the course has been informed by the work of
Davidman and Tenenbaum who have identified three “stages” as feminist scholars
engage with religious traditions. First, women examine the tradition in order to establish
the basis for an informed critique; second, women’s often missing voices are added,
filling in the gaps within the tradition—but from within the traditional model of what
counts as “scholarship”; third, the development of scholarship that begins with the great
variety of women’s experience to refigure this model of scholarship. This theoretical
structure is explicitly introduced in the third week of the course via the article by
Vasudha Narayanan in Her Voice Her Faith. At that point, students will have already
employed this theoretical framework in the initial unit on Hinduism—first learning about
the tradition, then adding a variety of women’s perspectives, and finally re-examining the
underlying theoretical commitments implicit in the tradition.
The assumption is that we have all been affected by these structures and the
students will thus have an opportunity to reflect critically on their own experiences. In
addition, based on Foucault’s analysis that power tends to consolidate itself by producing
“knowledge” in its image, the operative theoretical framework will assume that
maintaining these structural inequities serves the interests of some at the expense of
others, and we will attempt to uncover those interests. This theoretical framework is
assumed throughout, but will be explicitly introduced to students in the article by John
Raines in Violence against Women in Contemporary World Religions. Recognizing that
power generates resistance yet works to relegate it to the margins, careful attention will
be paid to the voices of a diverse variety of women from within these traditions. In the
spirit of feminist standpoint epistemology and narrative ethics, we will thus pay particular
attention to women’s voices from the margins as they have creatively reinterpreted their
own traditions uncovering powerful liberatory images and ideas. Finally, this course will
also explore women’s lively on-the-ground contestation of their own oppression drawing
from resources in Marxist critique, a theoretical perspective made explicit in the essay by
Sa’diyya Shaikh A Tafsir of Praxis: Gender, Marital Violence, and Resistance in a South
African Muslim Community.
Given this theoretical framework which argues for privileging the marginalized,
this course will serve to foster an informed openness to difference among the students.
This informed understanding of difference will be enhanced by the introduction of
Intersectionality Theory in week one of the course. At a time when there seems a
tendency to construct sharp “us” versus “them” dichotomies, the treatment of women in
“other” religions has served as a wedge to inappropriately vilify these traditions. In this

course, students will come to see that, in all of the religious traditions addressed, there are
sources for liberation as well as oppression. Drawing from the liberatory impulses, we
can train our attention on creatively re-imagining more humane and mutual relationships.

