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Back in 2014, two of us (Emily and Caroline) met up to discuss the pos-
sibility of co-editing a single volume that explored the complex and mul-
tifaceted relationships between rape culture, gender violence, and religion. 
After putting out a general call for papers, we were inundated with 
responses; these came from academics, practitioners, and graduate stu-
dents, located throughout the globe, who were working in a disparate 
range of disciplinary areas, including religious studies, biblical studies, 
anthropology, philosophy, education, film production, gender studies, 
sociology, theology, linguistics, and counselling. It quickly became clear 
that there were simply too many essential voices and perspectives to be 
contained within a single volume; there was obviously a thirst for scholarly 
and praxis-led engagement within this area. Most of the potential con-
tributors who contacted us expressed their appreciation that we sought to 
provide a platform upon which to participate in this conversation. Acutely 
aware that our scholarly research and practice is carried out in the context 
of a global rape culture, where gender violence has reached epidemic lev-
els, the overwhelming feedback we received was that such a conversation 
was well overdue and therefore urgent.

As we began to collate the chapter abstracts we had been sent, we were 
struck by two realizations. First, these abstracts fell within three main cat-
egories, engaging with the subject of gender violence and rape culture 
from either biblical, Christian, or interdisciplinary perspectives. This 
offered us a natural structure for arranging the chapters into not one but 
three volumes, which we hoped would be published as a stand-alone 
series. Second, in light of the way this project had expanded beyond our 
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initial expectations, we decided it was prudent to bring in another co-editor 
whose expertise in this area would help us manage this ambitious project. 
We therefore invited Katie to join the editorial team, and to our delight, 
she agreed. Working together, we have pooled our editorial skills and 
experience to produce three volumes that we believe are an immensely 
timely contribution to an ongoing international dialogue within this field 
of research.

The three volumes can be read either together or independently of each 
other; each one provides a rich overview of some of the unique scholarship 
being carried out in a range of disciplinary areas. Together or apart, the 
volumes are not exhaustive in their analysis of rape culture, gender vio-
lence, and religion; given the massive complexity of these subjects and the 
infinite ways in which they intersect, even three volumes can only ever be 
a drop in the scholarly ocean. Rather, our intention is to offer readers a 
way to begin or continue conversations about this vital issue. As you read 
through the chapters in this volume, we hope that you are inspired to cre-
ate conversations within your own contexts and communities.

School of Humanities, University of Auckland,� Caroline Blyth
Auckland, New Zealand
Trinity Methodist Theological College,� Emily Colgan
Auckland, New Zealand
Sheffield Institute of Interdisciplinary � Katie B. Edwards
Biblical Studies, University of Sheffield,
Sheffield, UK 
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Caroline Blyth, Emily Colgan, and Katie B. Edwards

Gender violence, rape culture, and religion—how do we even begin to 
make sense of the complex intersections that exist between these phenom-
ena? Observe the following.

In 2013, the chairman of the Samoan Council of Churches publicly 
blamed increased rates of reported rape in Samoan society on the erosion 
of Christian values; he also suggested that women (and girls) should fight 
their attackers physically, otherwise their consent could be implied (Samoa 
Observer 2013). Three years earlier, a United Nations Population Fund 
report (2010) emphasized the vital role that Pacific Island churches play in 
providing education and resources to tackle the causes and prevention of 
gender violence.

Since 2014, there have been countless reports about the abduction 
and rape of hundreds of Yazidi women and girls from Northern Iraq by 
members of Islamic State (Callimachi 2015). Many of these women and 
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2 

girls are sold into sex slavery, where they are raped repeatedly by their 
“owners,” some of whom insist that this behaviour is acceptable to (or 
even sanctioned by) Islamic texts and traditions (ibid.). Meanwhile, 
some survivors of wartime rape carried out during the 1994 civil war in 
Rwanda testify that their Christian faith communities have offered them 
life-saving sanctuary and healing in the aftermath of their assault, while 
others are confronted with only stigma and hostility from the Christian 
churches to which they belong (Mukamana and Collins 2006).

During the 1980s, the World Council of Churches initiated a campaign 
called Thursdays in Black to tackle the ongoing crisis of wartime rape, 
gender injustice, and gender violence. In 2016, the campaign was 
relaunched in universities throughout Aotearoa New Zealand1 as a grass-
roots student movement working to end campus rape. The revival of this 
movement in Aotearoa was incredibly timely, given the New Zealand 
Human Rights Commission had just issued a report, which highlighted 
the “pervasive” violence perpetrated against women and children in 
Aotearoa (2016, p. 36).

In 2014, the US Southern Baptist Convention passed a resolution to 
“oppose steadfastly” any attempts by governing bodies and cultural com-
munities to “validate transgender identity as morally praiseworthy” 
(Southern Baptist Convention 2014). A few years later, in 2017, the 
Anglican Diocese of Sydney, Australia, donated one million dollars to a 
campaign which was lobbying Australians to vote against same-sex mar-
riage in a government postal survey (McGowan 2017a). Days after this 
donation was announced, the Anglican Diocese of Perth passed a motion 
offering a “heartfelt apology” to Australia’s lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-
gender, intersex, and questioning (LGBTIQ) community, “whom we 
have hurt by words and behaviour that have not displayed the love of 
God” (McGowan 2017b). Expressing a need to atone for the symbolic 
violence of homophobia and transphobia that has marked the church’s 
history, the motion urged Anglicans to “demonstrate our repentance in 
changed attitudes and conduct” (ibid.).

News reports and events such as these testify to the multifaceted and 
complex relationships that exist between religion and gender violence, 
including the subjective violence of rape and domestic abuse, the symbolic 
violence of misogynistic, homophobic, and transphobic intolerance, and 
the structural violence of cisheteropatriarchal power structures.2 These 
events also highlight the significant roles that religious texts, traditions, 
practices, and belief systems can play in both interrogating and perpetuat-
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ing a range of myths and misperceptions that lie at the heart of rape cul-
tures—cultures that conceptualize gender violence as an “inevitable” or 
even profitable outcome of normative gender roles and relationships. 
These myths articulate a powerful cultural acceptance of slut shaming and 
victim blame, female sexualization and objectification, “naturally” aggres-
sive (cishetero)masculinity, and victims who are “damaged goods”; 
together, such myths interweave to create environments in which various 
types of violence against people of all genders can continue unchallenged 
or even flourish. And thus religions—existing as they do within these rape 
cultures—inevitably confront and engage with this violence in myriad dif-
ferent ways, exerting a powerful influence on people’s understanding of 
gender relationships and shaping their responses to gender and gender 
violence within their own sociocultural contexts.

The chapters in this volume therefore engage with these issues, each 
contributor considering some of the ways that religions intersect with con-
temporary cultural discourses of gender, sexuality, gender violence, and 
rape culture. These intersections are particularly potent, given the authority 
that religious texts and teachings can have on determining their adherents’ 
attitudes towards sex and gender, which in turn direct them to either chal-
lenge, confirm, query, or redefine rape myths and gender violence narra-
tives. Unique to this volume, our contributors explore such intersections 
from a range of disciplinary perspectives, including anthropology, theology, 
biblical studies, gender and queer studies, politics, modern history, art his-
tory, development studies, film and media studies, linguistics, religious 
studies, and English literature. Together, these interdisciplinary approaches 
resist the tendency to oversimplify the complexity of the connections 
between religion, gender violence, and rape culture; rather, they offer read-
ers a multi-vocal and multi-perspectival view of this crucial subject.

The volume does not claim to be exhaustive in its analysis of this topic; 
we are acutely aware that a number of important issues have not been 
addressed within the following chapters, including religious discourses 
around male rape, Western conceptions of gender violence in Islam, and 
the complicity of Hindu traditions and teachings in India’s pandemic rates 
of gender violence. Related to this, we acknowledge that the majority of 
our chapters focus predominantly on Jewish or (especially) Christian tradi-
tions. None of these features of the volume were intentional—the topics 
covered in the following chapters are indicative of the dominant preoc-
cupations of current research into gender violence and religion. And, 
although we did seek contributors who could engage with a more diverse 
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range of issues, there were times when we simply could not find anyone 
willing (or able) to address these perspectives. Nevertheless, we hope that 
the volume will offer readers the inspiration to begin or continue their own 
research within these neglected subject areas, thereby widening conversa-
tions around the devastating effects of rape culture and gender violence in 
communities the world over.

To begin this interdisciplinary exploration of gender violence, rape cul-
ture, and religion, the first three chapters of the volume invite us to turn 
our eyes southward to consider the crisis of gender violence enveloping 
Oceania. In Chap. 2, Penelope Schoeffel, Ramona Boodoosingh, and 
Galumalemana Steven Percival explore understandings of gender roles and 
gender violence within rural Samoan villages, applying approaches from 
development studies and filmmaking as their theoretical key. Using 
Percival’s 2015 documentary on gender violence in Samoa (“Raise the 
Sennit Sail”) as the starting point for their discussion, they consider the 
complicity of Samoan cultural and Christian traditions in perpetuating 
gender inequalities, gender violence, and rape-supportive social discourses. 
Samoa is a country whose cultural identity has become irrevocably inter-
twined with Western ideations of Christian piety, brought over to these 
islands during the colonial period. Schoeffel, Boodoosingh, and Percival 
discuss the implications of this, drawing on theories of performativity to 
consider the cultural functions of discourses that render gender violence 
an accepted part of Samoan culture.

Staying within the Pacific Islands, in Chap. 3, anthropologist Jean 
Louis Rallu explores the traditional, pre-contact relations between women 
and men in Melanesia, tracing the changes to sexual and social mores that 
took place within traditional Melanesian societies under Christianization 
and colonization. Rallu then considers some of the recent challenges 
faced by nongovernmental and intergovernmental International 
Organizations in the Pacific Islands in their attempts to confront gender 
inequality and gender violence in this region. Evaluating the multiple 
effects of tradition, Christianization, and colonization on gender relation-
ships and gender violence, he inquires how these have impacted later dia-
logue and cooperation between International Organizations and Pacific 
Island communities.

Chapter 4 travels from Pacifica to nearby Aotearoa New Zealand, where 
feminist historian Harriet Winn traces the origins and development of 
Thursdays in Black, a grassroots activist movement to combat global 
gender violence, developed by the World Council of Churches in the 
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1980s. Revived in 2015 as a student-led group campaigning against cam-
pus rape, Thursdays in Black NZ has become a timely response to the 
urgent crisis of sexual violence within Aotearoa. Winn outlines the reli-
gious origins of this movement, before exploring its attempts to combat 
sexual violence within Aotearoa in contextually specific ways, particularly 
with regard to its commitment to feminist praxis and its adoption of 
mātauranga Māori—Māori knowledge—as a core part of the movement’s 
identity and philosophy.

In Chap. 5, Breann Fallon shifts our attention over to the African con-
tinent, where she explores the critical issue of genocidal wartime rape from 
a religious studies perspective. Focusing on the 1994 civil war in Rwanda, 
she discusses the impact that rape during conflict can have on survivors’ 
personal faith and relationships with their religious communities. Drawing 
on first-hand accounts from survivors of sexual violence during this con-
flict, she discerns the immediate and long-term impacts such violence has 
had on the faith of survivors, concluding that personal faith should be a 
key consideration for care providers in structuring wartime rape victims’ 
recovery and rehabilitation.

In Chap. 6, Valerie Hobbs uses theories from applied linguistics to 
study the gendered discourses in online Christian sermons on divorce, 
which either compromise or espouse efforts to combat violence against 
women. Through close linguistic analysis of some of these sermons, she 
notes that a significant number of pastors use euphemism to talk about 
violence, frequently identify divorce (rather than spousal abuse) as an act 
of violence, and appeal to biblical or religious authority to justify their 
insistence that women remain in violent relationships. Hobbs argues that 
these findings indicate a need for members of religious communities to 
examine closely the ways that their own discourses promote rape culture.

Chapter 7 continues to focus on the symbolic violence of language, as 
Caroline Blyth and Prior McRae discuss the transphobic violence that  
appears to be inherent within some conservative Christian discourses. 
Written as a dialogue between the two authors, Blyth and McRae look at 
a number of conservative Christian responses to the “transgender debate” 
which have proliferated in recent years. Their discussion explores the vio-
lence rooted within these responses, including both outright transphobic 
intolerance and expressions of “benign concern” for the sinful status of 
transgender people. They suggest that these discourses act as a constant 
source of transphobic violence, in that they problematize or even negate 
the validity of trans identities, thereby attempting to erase trans people 
from families, churches, and communities.
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In Chap. 8, David Hare continues this discussion of Christian responses 
to queer identities, drawing on both theological anthropology and politi-
cal theories of authenticity and legitimacy to explore the violence of 
homophobic and heteronormative rhetoric within the church. He argues 
that a person’s sense of their authenticity and identity are vital features of 
their humanity; when church communities draw their ideations of political 
morality and theology from discourses intolerant of LGBT identities, they 
essentially delegitimize the authenticity of LGBT people. Hare thus calls 
on churches to begin “queering” their own heteronormative theologies 
and traditions, breaking down boundaries that marginalize and delegiti-
mize LGBT Christian identities, thus allowing the church community to 
acquire the precious gift of validating “others” as authentic human beings.

Chapter 9 turns our attention more explicitly to religious texts, as bibli-
cal scholar Caroline Blyth teams up with art historian Jane Davidson-Ladd 
to examine the biblical law of Deut. 21:10–14 (the “law of the captive war 
bride”), which outlines the legal means by which an Israelite soldier can 
abduct and marry a female war captive. Reading the text alongside recent 
reports about the abduction and rape of Yazidi women by members of 
Islamic State, Blyth and Davidson-Ladd consider whether this biblical text 
gives voice to a “theology of rape,” which grants divine sanction to sexual 
violence during warfare. They also consider the biblical text in light of a 
painting by New Zealand–based artist Louis John Steele, titled Spoils to the 
Victor, tracing the intersecting oppressions at play within both the image 
and the biblical law, including gendered and ethnic identities, colonial 
conquest, and the vulnerability of the foreign female body. They conclude 
that this biblical law may indeed endorse a “theology of rape,” the ideo-
logical foundations of which continue to exert a dangerous and powerful 
influence within contemporary contexts of war.

Staying with our textual focus, Chap. 10 considers another biblical text 
that evokes images of gender violence during warfare: Jer. 6:1–8. Drawing 
upon the ecological principles of suspicion and retrieval, Emily Colgan 
performs a close reading of this text, focusing on the sexual codifications 
present therein from the perspective of the Land personified as a woman. 
She then supplements this reading with an intertextual exploration of the 
role that texts such as Jer. 6:1–8 play in the discursive formation of indi-
viduals and society in her native land of Aotearoa New Zealand. Using a 
literary critical lens to explore the poem “Not by wind ravaged” by Māori 
poet Hone Tuwhare, she evaluates the degree to which the violent sexual 
logic of Jer. 6:1–8 continues to shape the social imaginary of this 
country.
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In our final chapter, Mari Rethelyi continues with a textual focus in 
order to explore attitudes towards marital rape expressed in Jewish rab-
binic traditions, particularly the Babylonian Talmud. She considers first 
the broader rabbinic teachings on sexuality within marriage before map-
ping out rabbinic understandings of and responses to marital sexual vio-
lence. She suggests that, while the laws do offer women some forms of 
protection from spousal rape, they nevertheless remain rooted within 
patriarchal discourses, which sustain certain gender inequalities while 
also evoking rape-supportive understandings of sexuality and gender 
relations.

And thus concludes our volume; we hope you find the discussions fruit-
ful and thought-provoking, inspiring you to engage in your own interdis-
ciplinary conversations around the complex, timely, and urgent issue of 
gender violence, rape culture, and religion.

Notes

1.	 Aotearoa is the most widely used Ma ̄ori name for New Zealand, and often 
precedes its English counterpart when the country is written or spoken 
about, or may be used on its own.

2.	 We refer here to Slavoj Žižek’s categories of objective and subjective vio-
lence (2008). Subjective violence relates to the physical violence of crime 
and terror; objective violence includes the symbolic violence of hate speech 
and discrimination and the structural (or systemic) violence inherent within 
political and economic systems of power.
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