
Chapter 14 

Gender 

Darlene M. Juschka 

What is gender? What is sex? What is gender/ sex? 

Historical prelude 

Gender as a category o f ana lysis has operated in a va rie ty of ways depending on pedagogical 
loca tio n or h istorical period. For example, in socio logical studies gender consists of the study 
of sex roles in pre-industrial and ind ustria l societies . O r, historically in Eu rope, gender has 
simply been the natural designation of the sexes as opposite since the e ightee nth century. 
However, in the 1960s gender became a central category o f feminist studies. So for example, 
in feminist language stud ies gender becomes the means by which to look at the e rasure of 
women by the generic te rm 'man' and the th ingification of women as the object o f the male 
gaze. 

The development of gender as a category of analysis can be seen in the work of Margaret 
Mead and Catherine Bernd t, for exa mple, as a slow transfo rmation of the belief in na tural sex
roles and sex#fole assignments to an analysis of the social construction of these roles. In o ther 
words, people like Mead and Berndt began to think about how the labor and roles given to 
men and women may have less to do with biological certa inties and more to do wi th societal 
demands. T hese anthropo logists examined women's ritual ac tivities and beliefs among pre
ind ustrial peoples, a foc us that had been h itherto o verlooked by their more androcentr ic 
colleagues. They found that the women they invest igated tended to opera te in a separate 
female sphere with ritu als, symbols, and myths centered on such concerns as fertili ty and 
birth , economics , healing, or the well -being of the society, e .g. tending ancestors, the land, or 
myth cycles. They also became aware of twO significant issues in the study o f human society: 
one, the erasure of women and their ac tivities from all fields of knowledge ; and two, that 
women and men's genclerecl prac tices, c.g. wo rk, paren ting, sta tus, were in fact social roles 
that were secondarily assigned as sex roles. Under the influence of first- and second-wave 
feminism, I then, the analysis o f women as gendered , gender relat ing to both the oppression 
of women and creating a new subject of study based upon women, was established. 

What is gender? 

Gender is something we all know, or think we know. We immediately ca tegorize people 
(and rnost everything, e.g. language , an imals, plane ts, o r inanimate objects) on the basis o ( 
their gender. We categorize ourselves repeatedly by ticking the appropriate box on a form to 
ind icate o ur gender. We are careful to en ter the proper washroom, and we choose particular 
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apparel appropriate to ou r gender. We presuppose gende r as it is manifested in a ll aspects of 
our lives. A s such, we clo not question gender. H owever, under the influence of second, wave 
feminism, ge nder as a category of analysis emerged . Gender, in this formulation, was seen to 
be a way to understand the oppression of women by men. The category of gende r, then, was 
developed in order to think about how social systems, cultures, and religions, for exa mple, 
were gender coded and how these codes impacted upon women and men. T his coding was 
seen to define, regulate, and circumscribe the group named/marked women. Eq ually the 
coding was seen to defi ne ancl regulate the group called men, but as man and human we re 
synonymous, it afforded this group privileges it did no t afford women, c.g. men as priests in 
Catholicism. 

Fro m here, then, gende r ideology, which was seen to construct and mys tify (locate in 
nature) inequalities between men and women, became an operative analytical tool in feminist 
theorizing. It was used to examine re ligio lls. social, nat io nal formations and operations, 
and fur ther, under the sign of postcolonialism and/or international feminisms, to examine 
political, socia l, cultural relations between nations and countries. For exa mple, in feminist 
postcolonial theorizing it became apparent that often countries and their populations 
colonized by the Eurowest were feminized and, as such, were understood as irra tional and 
highly sexual in comparison to the masculinized Eurowest. A good example of this is Rudyard 
Kipling's poem 'The White Man's Burden' published in 1897. In response to this fem inization , 
the elite men of colonialized locations often de manded the subjugation of the women of their 
nation via a st rict gende r d ifferentia tion. A good example of this is the d iscourse around the 
veil in twentieth-century Middle Eastern identity poli tics. Gender ideology was also used to 

exami ne econo mic, historical, medical, and ethical discourses, to name but a few, and their 
contribution to the production of knowledge. This knowledge, then, that see ks to explain 
human social, poli t ica l, cultural organization, and production was determined to be gender 
coded. 

In the development of gender as a category of analysis, gender was separated from sex. 
Sex, male and female, o r the two-sex model, -was seen to be a natural fact or the biological 
rea li ty that gender overlays. W hat is assumed in such a formulation of ge nder is that sex is 
rea l and gender is artificial, o r sex is an ahistorical (outside histOry) natural fact of human 
nature, while gender is a social and historical construction buil t upon that natural fact. Linda 
Nicholson (1994) comments that when gender and sex are thus formu lated, sex is not dealt 
with as a conceptual category, but a biologica l truth. As such, then, ge nder becomes the 
conceptua l category that is hung upon the 'coat~rack' of sex. Fo rmulated as such, sex is fi.xed 
and immutable while gender is social, histOrical, and mutable. 

In this perspective, then, an assumption resides: that sex is neutral or carries no inherent 
va lue. Ge nder, however, carries value and this va lue is subsequently placed o n 'normatively' 
sexed bod ies. Indeed, these sexed bod ies are not just human bodies, but can include all plants 
and animals. W hen such proofs as plants and animals are used, they are then called upon 
secondarily to uphold the truth of the naturalness of the category of sex. However, in due 
time, the mid- to late 1980s, this kind of understanding of sex and gender, or what is call the 
gender/sex dimorphism was ca ll ed into question (see G ilbert Herdt 1994). 

Complicating the category of gender 

) udith Butler (1990) and C hristine Delphy (I996) also argued that treating sex as a fixed 
and immu table tru th of hu man existence not only confuses the analysis, but also expresses a 
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necessity to adhere to a closely orga nized system of beliefs, values and ideas without question 
or thought. In Delphy's effo rt to make apparent how taxonomies are products of the social 
and therefore equally socially encoded, she pushed the analysis to include sex, male and 
female and the variat ions therein, as a social construc t. She argues that sex, like gender, 
is a social and historical ca tegory and not a natural ca tegory. Sex is not a narurai ca tegory 
because we already understand it in accordance with gender. We read sex through the lens 
of gender. As such, sex is a social and historical category. She further argued, as we read sex 
through a gender lens, gender precedes sex and not the reverse (1996: 30). Therefore, our 
understanding of men as physica lly strong and women as physically wea k is a socially crea ted 
truth enforced by, for example, girls being discouraged from developing muscles and boys 
being encouraged to develop muscles. 

Such an argument would appear to be counterintuitive. But following the development 
of the ca tegory of gender in academic discourses, Dclphy suggested that gender as a concept 
was founded upon 'sex roles' - a line of analysis that looks at the division of labor and the 
differing statuses of men and women. This line of thinking, developed primarily in sociology 
and anth ropology, was picked up and used by feminists. The category of sex, then, in this 
reasoning, consisted of biological differences between the male and fe male while gender was 
the cultural manifestation of these differences or, as she states, 'a social dichotomy determined 
by a natural dichotomy' (l996: 33). Delphy asked why it is assumed that sex would give rise 
to any SOrt of classification. Her argument proceeded from the position that: 

sex itself simply marks a social division: that it serves to allow social recognition and 
identification of those who arc dominants and those who arc dominated. That is thar 
sex is a sign, but that since it does not distinguish just any old thing from anything cise, 
and does not distinguish equivalent things but rather important and unequal things, it 
has historically acquired a symbolic value. 

( 1996: 35) 

Delphy's position was clear: both ge nder and sex arc social constructions. 

Speaking of sex and its history 

In 1978 the first volume of Michel Foucault's I-lislOire de la Sexua/ite (Paris: Gallimard, in 
French) and The I-listo1)' of Sexua lity (New York: Pantheon, in English) was released. The 
series in the end would consist of three published volumes, and as the title promises, the 
category of sexuality would itself be historicized . To historicize sex and sex uali ty was to 
recognize that different periods of time produced different conceptualizations of sex and 
sexuali ty. Foucault's work has implications for all those who think about the categories of 
gender and sex. Following Foucault have been many wri ters who continue to think about 
changes and breaks in the discourses of sex, sex uali ty, and gender. 

Thomas Laqueur (l990), influenced by Foucaul t, examines the social and historical 
nature of the category of sex. He argued that a one-sex Aristotelian-Galenic model of human 
sexuality was operative prior to the 1800s in Europe. In this model of sexuali ty, female was 
misbegotten and genitally inverted and male properly begotten and genitally extroverted. 
A one-sex model, then, was used to define the natural state of the female and male of the 
human species . Subsequent to this the two-sex model emerged wherein female and male 
sexes are understood to be opposite: 
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By around 1800, writers of all sorts were determined to base what they insisted were 
fu ndamental differences be tween the malc and female sexes, and thus between man 
and woman, on discoverable bio logica l distinc tions and to express these in a radically 
different rhetoric ... T hus the old model , in which men and women were arrayed 
according to their degree of metaphysica l perfection, their vita l heat, along an axis 
whose te los was malc , gave way by the late eightee nth ce ntury to a new model o f radical 
dimorphism, of bio logical d ivergence. 

(1 990: 5-6) 

T he implication of Fouca ul t and Laqueur 's (sec also Blackwood 1999, Brown 1988) 
historicizing of sex and sex uality was the dislodging of sex from the realm of nature to locate 
it in the realm of the social, at least for those who we re convinced. Fouca ult made apparent 
that sexuali ty, and sex therein, as much as gender, was a poli tically charged category that 
was intimately related to power. Foucault (and Laqueur), in his historical- poli tical foray 
into sex, wished to discover o r rather uncover how sex and sex uality were discursively 
formed: 'W hat is at iss lle, briefl y, is the over~ a ll "discll rsive fac t," the way in which sex is 
"put into discourse'" (Vol. 1, 1990: 11 ). Sex, then, like gender is a discursive construction 
with implications of power. A lthough Foucaul t docs not read sex th rough the sign of gender 
as Delphy does, he equally recognizes that sex is a category that is central to 'the order of 
things' and as such is a way that we organize o urselves. Like gender, then, sex has intimate 
relations to the disse mination of power in discourses, and religio ns have often been powerful 
and authori tative d isseminators of the ' truth' of gender and sex. For example, in C hristiani ty 
during the witch-craze or witch-hu nt in Europe (1450-1700) women were understood to be 
more incl ined toward evil because of the ir 'normative' femaleness. S igned as inclined toward 
evil and in league with the devil, females of all ages were tortured and murdered in numbers 
estimated conservatively to be 200,000. And during the same period in India, women who 
outlived their spo uses were encouraged or fo rced to commit Sati. Sari is the act o f a wielow 
be ing burned alive with the body of her dead husband. 

Elaborating a model of ge nde r and sex 

Gender, as an academic category of analysis, has been greatly debated since the 1980s. The 
majority of analyses focused on two categories , gender and sex, as indicated above. In this 
kind of analysis, gender is examined as a social category and sex as a biological category. 
Although this spli t rendered ge nder very useful as a category of analy.;s for purposes of the 
study of religions, the theoretica l d ifficulties this spl it raised began to be discussed in studies 
of sexuali ty, under the influence of Foucault, and in femin ist theo rizing. With theorists like 
Foucault it became apparent that sex was itself socially constructed and demonstrated a 
historicity of its own. T he work produced by feminist academics in religious studies called 
into question the biological given ness of sex (e.g. the female as inherently evil and weak and 
the male as inherently good and strong) as a ca tegory of analysis and, furthermore, sought 
to theorize gender and sex as produced in and by the social (e .g. male as inherently good 
meant he was closer to deity and therefore naturally in positions of power such as a religious 
leader). But, by grounding gender/sex in the social and material twO significant problems 
have emerged. 

T he fi rst d ifficul ty encountered, notably d iscussed in the 1970s, was that ge nder and sex 
we re dealt with as separate formative clements of human identity so that sex was seen to 
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establ ish kinds of bodies, while gender was thought to subsequently shape those bod ies. In 
this understanding, sex marked bodies as differentiated (fi xed) wh ile gender invested such 
marking with meaning (mutable). Here ge nder is seen to fo llow naturally from sex, or gender 
and sex are seen as superficially connected in a co nseclitive fashion, e.g. male is to man 
and female is to wo man. What is not clearly theorized. then, is how gender and sex arc 
interrelated and dependent upon each o ther for definit ion. Understanding that ge nder and 
sex are interrelated and dependent means they need to be understood as related to each 
other by the tension and interaction (d ialectics) between the two categories. In this kind of 
understanding, gender and sex are related in a formative and primary fashion, e.g. man is to 
male as woman is [Q female . 

The second problem that emerged in the 1980s was an absence of theorizing the 
interdependence of the ca tegories of gender and sex. Instead ge nder and sex were presented 
as if they were interchangeable categories or simply synonyms. In this kind of analysis 
the dialectical (tension and interaction) mechanisms of ge nder and sex are erased. This 
theoretical position mea nt that ge nder ideology, or the power ope rations of social inequali ties 
based on gender and sex, could not be adequately analyzed. 

Understanding gender and sex as oppositional categories, the layering of ge nder and sex, 
or the blurring of gender and sex are all equally problematic. Without a clear theorizing 
of the dialectical relationship between gender and sex, studies continue to produce work 
wherein one or both the categories are reified (understood as th ings rather than concepts) 
and therefore resistant to a thoroughgoing analysis. 

The diffi culties encountered in the theorizing of ge nder as a category of analysis ca n 
be related to two basic issues: (I) essentialism (the sexed body remains fi xed according ro 
evolu tionary requirements, e .g. man the hunter, female the ga there r) versus constructio nism 
(the sexed body is mutable reflecting social roles and lives situated in particul ar social and 
historical surroundings); and (2) the lack of a theory of gender and sex. 

Some of the most successfu l studies of gender/sex have emerged from two areas of study: 
feminist cultural studies (the study of cul tural productions from a feminist deconstructive 
perspective, e.g. film, media, and wri tten text) and quee r theory (deconstruction of the 
discursive production of sexuality-and gender, e.g. challenge to heterosexuality as normative 
sexuali ty as presented in Genesis 1: 27 'So God created man in his own image, in the image of 
God he created him; male and female he crea ted them') . In both of these locations there has 
been the recognition that the categories of gender and sex each require carefu l delineation 
and intersection. Feminist theorists in the study of religion have directed their attention 
toward this challenge and the analysis of gender and sex , as ideology (gender/sex), should 
prove a fruitful trajectory for the continued development of the ca tegories of gender and sex . 

The importance of gender/sex in the study of religion 

If, in the study of religion, the scholar is to understand the structural development of the 
system under study, and is to understand the means by which that system is communicated, if 
s/he is to grasp why deity in the Tanaklt (Hebrew Bible), for example, takes on both masculine 
and feminine attributes, then certainly how gender and sex are understood and used to 
express belief abo ut existence in ancient Hebrew systems of religious belie f is necessary 
to know. Examining the complexities of gender/sex, as produced in the social (e.g. myth) 
and signed on the level of the metaphysical (e.g. symbol) and enacted on the level of the 
biological (e.g. ritual), means engaging the study of religion as a human signing system. A 



250 Key topics in the study of religions 

human signing system refers to language, 3rt, sto ries, and traditional ri tual practices and the 
iike used to express beliefs about existence, the world, the human, male and female, or deity. 

To engage religions as human signing systems req uires paying attention to such th ings 
as who is speaking; in o ther wo rds, the person, the group or institution that is generating 
the discourse, and to whom the discourse is directed. By tracking the who and the whom 
in the communicative event, by paying an cnrion to what is at stake and investiga ting what 
kinds of persuasions proliferate, one is better able to elucidate their understanding of social 
systems. Toward this end, then, onc wi ll want to examine gender/sex as they are del ineated 
through religious discourses. An example of this kind of analysis is Helen Hardacre's study of 
a Japanese new religious movement, Buddhist RisshiiKoseika i. 

In her study Hardacre relates how Buddhist RisshiiKoseikai had bee n co-founded by a 
woman, Naganuma My6k6, but after her death in 1957 there was an internal power struggle. 
O ut of this struggle emerged a new myth of origin , one that erased My6k6 as a co-founder 
of the group. Instead her male co-founder was given sole recognition. At one particular 
gathering of the women of the RisshiiKoseikai, who had come toge ther in order to celebrate 
the anniversa ry of their female founder's death , the importance of My6k6 within the 
movement was undercut di rec tly by reference to her gender/sex. At this gathering a male 
elder, in support of the new male genealogy of RisshiiKoseikai, spoke to these women about 
gender/sex and to do so drew on ge nder ideology to validate the new male genealogy. This 
was donc , of course, in order to assert the legitimacy of masculine do minatio n. To do this he 
naturalized men's dominatio n ove r women via re ference to femaleness and maleness in the 
'state of nature'; 

You women know that in the animal world, it is the males who are the most powerfu l. 
Take the gorilla for example - did you eve r hear of a female gori ll a leading the pack? 
... And it is the males who are prettiest. Whoever paid any attention to a drab female 
duck? ... Being the stronger and most powerful , naturally the males are the most 
attractive as well. What I'm trying to tell you today is that it's the sa me way with 
human be ings. It's the men who are supe rio r, and the wo men who are behind all the 
trouble in the world. 

(Hardacre 1994: III) 

Delineated in a specific gender-based narrative, there is a necessity to understand how 
gender/sex operate on the sociopoli tical level in order to know what is at sta ke for the speaker 
and the listeners. Clearly the male elder was attempting, via his use of biology, to locate men 
over women. But equally that the women of the group had come together to celebrate their 
female founder's death anniversary indica tes that they were resisting the ne w myth of o rigin 
that located the founding of RisshoKoseikai with only its male co-founder. 

Equally, when doing a gender/sex analysis another aspect that requires attention is 
awareness that the discourse of the hegemonic elite (those limited few who have control 
and power over the social, economic, political, cul tural, and religious domains) is no t the 
sole or only representation of the religion or culture. O ften the views, perspectives, religious 
activities, and so forth of a small eli te group of men have been, and continue to be, used as 
represe ntative of the entire gro up. In this formulation any contestation and differences within 
the group related to class, race, or gender/sex are erased. To ignore such social categories as 
status, gender/sex, sexuali ty, race, or class that speak about power and that point to the 
particulars of social formations is to ignore the social and historical parameters of the system 
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of belief and practice uncler study. Engaging gender and sex as interrelated categories of 
analysis (gender/sex) in the study of religion clarifies the object of one's study. 

In the past, under the influence of Enlightenment epistemology, wherein the category 
of the human was the origin and basis for much theorizing clone in the study of religion, 
complexity and diversity within an analys is were erased in order to e nsure the subject of 
European philosophy, man. This man haunted, and in some measure continues to haun t, 
theorizing in religious studies, anthropology, SOCiology, philosophy, history, and science. At 
the same time, those studies that have shi fted from this perspective continue to remain 
marginal in the university. Focusing solely on this man not only misses the social complexity 
and the structures that hold the religious edifices in place, but also distorts the analysis. 
Paying attention to gender/sex, sex uality, race, and class allows us to theorize the structures 
and understand better the multifaceted complexity of human social bodies. 

The gendering of religions 

The intersection of gender/sex and religions has been of interest to a number of theorists 
who study teligions. Over the las t five decades excellent work that looks at the ideological 
implications of gender/sex in the study of religion, or how gender ancl sex effect and affect the 
practice of religion, has been produced. These studies share a commo n interest in examining 
how religion has been o ne me thod co ensure the subordination of women in a variety of social 
and cultural locations, and the absence of women as liv ing persons within the development 
and dissemination of re ligio ns. Such stud ies have sought to reveal the power imperatives, to 
bring women as subjects back into the variolls religions under study, and to examine men as 
gendered subjects. From here those interested in the intertwining of gencler/sex and religion 
have developed analyses that examine historical and social shifts in a variety of cultures as 
registered by gender/sex, the political efficaciousness of gender/sex, and linked to this, the 
intersection of gender/sex with colonization. The interrelated categories of gender and sex 
provide a means and a way to understand not only the how and why of religions, but equally 
the how and why of social organization and the manufacturing of culture in and of itself. 

Gender/sex and religious ideologies 

The work of gendering religions has been taken up by a variety of feminists studying religions 
and theology. In the late 1960s and into the 1970s the work of Mary Daly, Rosematy Radford 
Ruether, and Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza presented some of the ea rlier gender interventions 
in to the study of religion. Each of these feminists did triple duty in terms of their work in the 
study of religion. First, they brought tools of analysis to the study of religion in order to think 
about how these systems of belief and practice were used to legitimate and shape the social 
body. Second, each then focused on women in the religious system under analysis in order 
to make apparent women's activities and contributions. Third, each then furthered their 
analyses by interrelating patriarchal imperatives with women's contributions and activities in 
order to think about religion. 

Daly's approach, after her rejection of Christiani ty, was to propose a two-world system 
loca ted in most if not all societies. O ne part of this two,world system she named the 
foreground, which was a patriarchal construction operating in terms of patriarchal relations. 
The foreground was the site of women's exploitation and oppression, and detrimental to 
women's well-being. The second aspect of this two-world system was the Background, which 
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was the real world that was obscured by the patri archal world of the foreground. It is, Daly 
arglled, in the Background that women ca n find their tru e being. This du alist world system, 
in large measure , refl ects aspects of what is called feminist standpo int e pistemology. 

Feminist standpoint epistemology developed by Nancy Hartsock, Dorothy Smi th, Patricia 
Hill-Collins (black feminist standpoint). and Mary Daly, among others, takes the position 
that women, as an oppressed group, are in a position to have a clea rer and less distorted 
picture of rea lity as they arc o utside, or marginal [0, the dominant system of power rela tions 
and therefore considerably less invested in maintaining it. According to stand poin t theory, 
the picture of rea li ty developed in patriarchy (and all oppress ive syste ms) is an inve rsion of 
reality, and those who are marginal to the system arc able to see this inversion. Further to 
this, as patriarchy is invested in maintaining its vision of the world, which empowers it , it is 
unable to see beneath the surface. O nly the oppressed can clearly determine the operations 
of this inversion, based upon their expe riences, and envisio n a mea ns to rnove beyond it. 
Institutionalized religion, understood as patriarchal religion, Daly argues, is one of the pillars 
that supports the foreground . God the father is merely an inversion of the reali ty of the 
Goddess and a means and a way to ensure that the patriarchal reality of the foreground 
continues to endure . 

Schussler Fiorenza's contribution to the gendering of religion came in the form of 
uncovering pa triarchal imperatives fou nd in the New Testament and other tex ts related to 
the study of ea rly Christiani ties. This method she ca lled a feminist hermeneutics of suspicion , 
which exposes the intention to locate in the heavens and in natu re the gender ideologies 
prod uced by the group. So for example, Paul 's letter to the Corinthians (I Corinthians 11: 
1- 16L when discussing men's and wo men's hair related to normative male and female being, 
makes apparent Paul's operative gender ideology, which is his own and is one that emerges 
from his social location and has little to do with either deity or nature . Certainly Paul supports 
his understanding of normative male and female being by making recourse to de ity and 
nature. Much as in the Buddhist RisshoKoseiklli example, Paul's understanding of normative 
male and female appearance and behavior calls on nature to legitimate his view. In this 
passage Paul understands that it is a disgrace for women to have short hair and dishonorable 
for men to have long hair. Working wi thin the honor- shame oriented culture of ancient 
Rome, the maintenance of social standing is in timately linked to hono r, and (o r women to 
atte mpt to appear masculine (short hair) and therefore eleva te the ir status is a disgrace, 
while for men to appear feminine (long hair) means a loss of social status and therefore 
dishonor. Male and female hairstyles, then, are cul turally coded and refl ect a gender ideology. 

Second , she sought to make apparent women's activities in the early Christian communities 
through a feminist hermeneutics of remembrance . In this gender-sensitive methodology 
she examined not only the actions and contributions of men, but also those of women in 
these communities. Finally, by combining the hermeneutics of suspicion and remembrance, 
she developed what she termed a feminist critical hermeneutics of liberation. Through this 
model she hoped to be able to reclaim Christian history for conce rned women and men of all 
nations, colors, and sex ual orientation without engaging in Christian apologe tics. 

Rosemary Radford Ruether's gendering of religion also challenged patriarchal imperative 
of religions, particularly Judaism and Christiani ty. She too noted the absence of women and 
set upon a project of reclaiming and reconstructing wome n's Christian histories. She too 
developed a projec t of rereading and rewriting in order to reconceptualize a new Ca tholic 
Christiani ty as a system of belief and practice that creates a positive space for concerned 
women and men of all nations, colors, and sexual o rientatio n. By gendering re ligio n she , 
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li ke Daly and SchUssler- Fiorenza, sought not only to understand the ideological impact of 
religion o n women, and construct histories of women and religion, but also to move the study 
of religion toward developing analyses that refl ected more honestly the social and historical 
realities of human systems of meaning. 

Gender/sex and religious practices 

The kinds of analyses indicated above represent some of the work of femini sts in the study 
of religion through the 1970s and I 980s. Feminists, having learned the need to reread and 
rethink religious and historical texts, went on to thin k about how the interrelated categories 
of gender/sex shaped the knowledge and the systems of belief and practice that women 
produced. A particularly influential thinker worki ng in this frame is Susan Starr Sered and 
her comparative text Pries tess, Mother, Sacred Sister: Religions Dominated by Women published 
in 1994. There were of cOllfse other texts published in a similar vein, for example, Diane 
Bell 's text Da"ghters of the Dreaming published in 1983. In such texts, theorists took gende r/ 
sex as their c ue and began to exa mine the religious orientations, creations, and incl inations 
of women. At the center of their studies was an interest in women's symbolic discourses and 
how women's symbo lic discourses might differ from me n's. 

Sered's in troductory chapter in Pries tess, Mother, Sacred Sister briefl y relates how the author 
engages specifica lly the category of gender in o rder to think about what might be central 
to women's religiosity and how it might be different from men's religiosity. This question, 
circling around the category of gender/sex, assumes from the outset that if indeed there is a 
d ifference between men's and women's religious beliefs and actions, that this diffe rence could 
be related to their d iffering social lives. She notes that cross-culturally women of d iffe ring 
social groups share conce rns such as ch ildbeari ng and mothe rhood, which o( course intersect 
with economic, social, phys io logical, and psychological concerns. Connected to this explici tly 
is child rearing and related to child rearing is heali ng. T hese appear to be issues that are often 
at the center of women's religiosity and as such suggest a gender/sex difference. 

However, as Sered notes, men and women's re ligiosity are more ali ke than they are 
unalike. A lthough concerns mal' demonstrate gender/sex d ifferences, both women and men 
make recourse to superordinate bei ngs (singu lar or plural) I both use ritual to irrlaginat ively 
interact with these beings, and both have central myths that organize the system of belief and 
practice. As female and male are not opposite in sex, so wome n's and mcn's religions are not 
opposite in religion. Sered (1994: 8-9) suggests that whcn women and men's rel igiosity do 
differ, it is related to how superordinate be ings are imagined, e.g. Jesus as feminine as among 
the Shakers of the American Colonies; the how and why of engagement with superordinate 
beings, e.g. through possession to heal the afflicted as with the 2m cul t in the northern 
Sudan; the shaping and understanding of ritual actions, e.g. women as ritual leaders; and the 
way that they engage such issues as existence, e.g. women's ritual power as social power as 
with the Sande secret society in Sierra Leone and Liberia. But equally important to women 
and men's religiosity is the issue of powe r. Religiosity can and does confer power, whether 
on the bas is of ge nder/sex , status, race , prestige, or age and is a means by which power is 
circul ated or contested. Because of the propensity of gender/sex to be rela ted to power, it is 
necessary to analytica lly engage ge nder/sex head-on when studying re ligion. 
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Gender/sex and performance 

Judith Butler in her formative text Gender 1i-o"ble, first published in 1990 (10th ann iversary 
edi tion 1999), equally suggests that it is gender that supports the category of sex and not the 
reverse . Fo llowing up o n this t she makes an extended and complex argument demonstrating 
what is a t stake politica lly when the category of sex is left as fi xed and immu table beneath 
the ca tegory of gende r, heterosexism. Linked to hete rosexism, she argues, is the idea that 
individuals are trapped, not by biological imperatives as feminism had challenged this by 
socializing the category of gender, but now by cultural imperati ves, since feminists had left the 
category of sex untheori zcd. She states that' ttl he institution of a compu lsory and naturalized 
he terosexuality requires and regulates gender as a binary relatio n in which the masculine 
term is differentiate d from a feminine term, and this d ifferentiation is accomplished through 
the practices of heterosexual desire' (30). Butler clearly and succinctly demonstrated how 
gender in feminist theorizing continued to uphold 'normative' ideas conce rning sex and 
ge nder to the peri l of a feminist analysis and its claims to be liberating. 

Added to this kee n observa tion, Butler made ano ther equally important observation; 
that gender/sex is performed. Butle r, a feminist poststructuralist, underscored in her tex t 
the political imperative affili ated with the ca tegories of gender/sex, and asked what might be 
the effects of such an imperative. T his question allowed her to conjecture how identi ty itself 
was a political category with gender/sex ce ntral to this identity. Linked to this, then, was the 
necessity to perform gender/sex, so that rhose who ascribe to (are ascribed to) the category of 
female must perfo rm as feminine or those who ascribe to (are ascribed to) the ca tegory male 
must pe rfo rm as masculine . Furthermore , those ascribed as male , but desiring [Q the female , 
could perfo rm as feminine and those ascribed as female, but desiring to the male, could 
perform as masculine; although this was done at their peril since they would be disciplined 
for transgressing gender boundaries. Butler argued ' [t]here is no gender identi ty behind the 
expressions of gender; that identi ty is performatively consti tuted by the very "expressions" 
that are said to be its results' (33) . 

In the field of religious studies, particularly ritual, the instability and perfo rma tivity of 
gende r/sex arc eminently apparent. Most visible in rites slich as female and male c irc umcision, 
one sees the instabili ty of sex as a natural ca tegory since the cutting of the body's genitals, 
the primary site of gender/sex , is used to properly fi x the sex of the initiate. Furthermore, one 
nOtes the necessity to perform as woman or man in the acceptance of the c ut that moves the 
child who would shriek to the adult who would capture said shriek between clenched teeth. 

Gender/ sex and historicity 

In the text S/Jirited Women: Gender, Religion and C"Ill/ral Identity in the Ne/xli Himala)'a (1996) 
Joanne C. Watkins, an anthropologist, is conce rn ed with the 'interpl ay between changing 
trade patterns, ge nder mea nings, and cultural identity in Nyeshang soc iety ' (4) . Her 
concern , among o ther things, is to chart the changing ge nder ideology under the pressure 
of trade with the large r world. The interrelated categories of gender and sex , fo rmu lated 
in relation to religious beliefs, cultural systems and imperatives of kinship relations, are 
shifting and these shifts, then, registe r change in the social body and in the social identity 
of the group (Buddhist) . In this kind of fo rmul ation, gender/sex, then, provides a window 
not o nly in to understanding a c ul tural system, bu t prov ides a way to chart changes within 
a cul tu ral system. It is this latter func tion, a window for unde rstanding social and c ul tural 
change, fo r example, that has led some to assume that gender/sex was a mea ns by which 
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to determine religiolls fundamentalism, rather tha n a means by which to chart change . 
In o ther words, rather than ass ume a change toward more austere gender re lat io ns marks 
a shift towa rd fundamenta lism, one should recognize that gender/sex actuall y becomes a 
means and a way to mark change in itse lf. Gender and sex, then, as they are both social 
ca tegories are historical ca tegories that reflect changes in the be lief system ove r time (see 
also Laura L. Vance, Seventh-day Adventism in Crisis: Gender and Secta rian Change in an 
Emerging Religion (1999) who also registe rs changes in the social body by using the category 
of gender/sex). 

Gender/sex and politics 

The categories of gender/sex are a central concern in Patricia Jeffery and Almita Basu's edited 
text ApjJrojJrialing Gender: Women's Activism and Polilicized lleligion in Sowh Asia (1998). In 
this text, as the title suggests, gender ideology acts as a category to register political activism. 
Basu scates that 'in the past decade or so, religion and ge nder have become increasingly 
intertwined in the political turmoil that envelops South Asia' (3). Women, the gendered 
ca tegory, have, in some locations, become the repository of 'religious beliefs, and the keepers 
of the purity and integrity of the community' (3) felt to be under attack by the increasing 
globalization genera ted by such insti tutions as the World Bank, the World Trade O rganization, 
the International Monetary Fund, and the United Nations. As noted above, gender and sex 
are not static categories and indeed register shifts and change in social bod ies and, as the 
authors no tc, can become the means by which to init iate or resist social change. For example, 
the scate, which can take on the masculine in relation to the feminized social body, can act 
as a paternalistic force that oversees the social body ensuring its proper functioning. It can 
be the state, as evinced in the United States in the ea rly twenty-first century, that calls upon 
a particular gender ideology, heterosex ual and masculine in this instance , to shore up and 
protect a social body it perceives to be under attack. The twin towers, symbols of American 

- masculini ty, attacked and felled in September of200 I, initiated a hypermasculine response of 
excessive militarism that was launched against the feminized Middle Eastern 'other.' 'Gender 
provides;' as Basu rightly comments, 'an extremely fruitful lens through which to in terpret 
the actions of the state and of ethnic and religiOUS communi ties' (5-6). 

Gender/sex: where to from here? 

As I hope I have made clear in the above, the interrelated categories of gender and sex are 
infinitely useful toward interrogating and understanding religions. In many ways gender/sex 
is a signing system that acts as a window that allows the viewer to see the complexities of 
human existence . Gender/sex, although still not a central category of analysis in the study of 
religions for many theorists, must be further sounded to push further our understanding of 
human social and cultural systems. 

For example, in my own work I have sought to make apparent the mythological ground 
of gender ideology. This has been a process of revealing or bringing to consciousness the 
binarism that continues to fuel the ways in which we understand gender/sex. To first uncover 
the logic of binarism, noting that a significant root binary in most cultura l systems is the 
male/female binary, and then to underscore the Iinguisticali ty of binarism allow for the 
socialization and historicization of binaries and subsequently, gender/sex. Yet this does not 
fully reveal just what is at sta ke in gender ideology. 
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First, gende r ideology includes sex as a mythologized discoursc . T he foundational quality 
of myth - its appa rent rootedness in natu re - means that the social, historical, and political 
aspects of gende r and sex arc elided . As I havc indicated , bach gender and scx, as dialectically 
related categories, must be submittcd to a thoro ughgoing socia l and historical ana lysis. 
Sccond, what is at stake in gendcr idcology is power. A lt hough this would secm evident, 
evidently it is not. ' I am a man' or ' I am a woman' see m nOt to be political staterncnts that 
mark power. But indeed they do; such te rms mark socia l pOIVer. Therefore to ana lytically 
engage gender/sex is to unde rstand a significa nt aspec t o f the complexity of human signing 
systems mapped through tha t which we ca ll religion . 

N ote 

First-wave feminism refers to women's political and social action to provide women with both 
political and civil rights in the Eurowcst during the mid· 18DOs and early 19005. Second-wave 
fe minism refers to women's politica l, social, cultural, and legal ac tivities and analyses, beginning 
in the late 19505 and continuing to the present, toward add ressing the oppression on women. 
Both first· <l nd second· wave feminisms are terms used to designate the rise and resurgence of 
Eurowestern fe minism and do not refer to the rise and resurgence of fem inisms of the nineteenth 
and twentieth ce muries in, for eX31nple, India, the Middle East, o r Lat in and South America. 
Third·wave feminism is a current term that is used CO reflect a shift coward representat ion, 
technology, giobalizmion, and international feminisms that began in the mid· 1990s. 
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