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    CHAPTER 1   

 Contemporary Encounters in Gender 
and Religion: Introduction                     

     Lena     Gemzöe     and     Marja-Liisa     Keinänen   

       In August 2013 a pregnant mother of three was physically assaulted in 
Farsta, a suburb of Stockholm. A man, unacquainted with the victim, 
grabbed her hijab, the Muslim headscarf, shouted ‘people like you should 
not be here,’ and bumped her head against a car so hard that she lost con-
sciousness. The incident prompted fi ve women to launch a  hijab-upprop  
(‘hijab call-to-action’ in Swedish), exhorting ‘all co-sisters in Sweden—
religious and non-religious’ to veil themselves (cover their heads) for one 
day in order to show solidarity with all Muslim women who endure vio-
lence and harassment.  1   The call received a massive response and social 
media was fl ooded with images of women from all backgrounds, among 
them several politicians, wearing a hijab. The activists who initiated the 
call were given attention in newspapers and on TV, thus managing to 
make the violence and discrimination directed toward Muslim women in 
Swedish society more visible. They also demanded that stronger measures 
be taken by the responsible authorities to tackle discrimination, and for 
a short period of time, Muslim women’s own voices were being heard 
on the signifi cance of wearing veils. At the same time there were also 

        L.   Gemzöe    •    M.-L.   Keinänen    ( ) 
  Department of Ethnology, History of Religions and Gender Studies , 
 Stockholm University ,   Stockholm ,  Sweden    



critical voices expressing the view that the veil is a symbol of women’s 
oppression; therefore, using the veil in defense of women’s rights would 
be contradictory. 

 The events leading up to Sweden’s hijab call-to-action constitute famil-
iar scenes in most European countries. Muslim minorities, often symboli-
cally represented by the veiled Muslim woman, have become the main 
target of racist and anti-migration forces in Western Europe, who employ 
Islamophobic discourses to defi ne boundaries of belonging (see Sauer, this 
volume). The debate in Sweden should be seen in the context of a grow-
ing awareness of the existence of racism in a country whose self-image has 
been built on tolerance and equality. This self-image has been torn down in 
recent years, exemplifi ed by international media reports on the burning sub-
urbs outside Stockholm, where second- or third-generation migrants defi ed 
police. The rise of a right-wing populist party as the third-largest political 
party in the Swedish Parliament following the 2014 elections, a party that 
repeatedly attacks Islamic culture, fi nally crushed the idea that Sweden could 
be an exemption to the political developments in the rest of Europe. 

 Yet seen from a comparative perspective, as elaborated by Birgit Sauer 
in her analysis of the headscarf debates (this volume), Sweden qualifi es as 
a ‘tolerant’ country regarding headscarf (and related) politics. The coun-
try’s jurisdiction clearly supports Muslim women’s right to wear the hijab 
in public, a view that has been supported with fervor by leading Swedish 
politicians, in contrast to France, for example. 

 However, the hijab call-to-action did something more than manifest 
solidarity between natives and migrants in Sweden, something of particu-
lar interest to this volume. It was a manifestation of a new relationship 
between feminism and religion in Sweden. To the multiple meanings that 
have been ascribed to the Muslim veil, yet another was added: donning a 
veil came to signify a manifestation of feminist solidarity and sisterhood 
between secular feminists and religious women. The call addressed women 
in the name of feminist sisterhood, and female politicians (among them 
the feminist Gudrun Schyman, leader of a feminist party) responded by 
wearing a veil for the day. This scenario makes it clear that feminism and 
religion can no longer be seen as non-connected spheres. This new rela-
tionship between feminism and religion has contributed to important 
shifts in the academic understanding of religion and to the ‘new’ relation-
ship between feminist studies and studies of religion that will be explored 
by the contributors to this volume. 
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 This account of the Swedish hijab call-to-action gives a snapshot of the 
ways in which Muslim women and their bodies and clothing have been 
placed at the center of public debates in Europe about the nexus of poli-
tics and religion. In important ways these debates form the background 
of what has been labeled the post-secular turn in the academy. This turn 
involves a questioning of earlier theories assuming that religion would 
gradually (continue to) lose importance as a social force in Europe and 
in the rest of the world. It implies instead that new theoretical frames are 
required to grasp what ‘religion’ is and will be in contemporary societies 
and how it is related to ‘secularism’, a project that has engaged a wide 
number of scholars (Casanova  1994 ; Jakobsen and Pellegrini  2008 ; Asad 
et al.  2009 ). 

 Moreover, and key to the topics explored in this volume, the Swedish 
hijab call-to-action follows a logic similar to the ways in which feminist 
studies have responded to the post-secular turn. It is through the so-called 
‘clash of civilizations debate’ and the context of global politics that femi-
nism and feminist scholarship have turned their attention to religion. Rosi 
Braidotti ( 2008 ) argues that the post-secular turn challenges European 
feminism because it makes manifest that a one-sided identifi cation with 
a secular critique of religion, one that feminism has generally been com-
mitted to historically, risks being joined to anti-feminist forces. Instead, 
feminism and feminist studies need to recognize a more nuanced scenario 
in which religious women can be political subjects and sisters in need of 
solidarity. This standpoint sums up the position of the Swedish hijab call- 
to- action and of the feminists supporting it. It is also in keeping with the 
dominant intersectional approach in Western feminist studies, which sees 
religious affi liation as one more aspect of identity that feminism needs to 
take into account in its handling of the specifi cities of a woman’s experi-
ence. As we will discuss further in this chapter, however, the integration 
of the study of religion to gender studies goes beyond the mere adding of 
another identity marker, such as the ‘religious woman’ (like race/ethnic-
ity, class, ableness, or sexual orientation), to the mix of an intersectional 
analysis. 

 In this introduction, we will discuss how the particularities of the his-
torical moment in which feminist studies address religion have several 
implications for the fi eld of study. The aim is to readdress the relationship 
between feminist studies and studies of religion in different ways, notably 
by linking different theoretical veins and offering retrospectives on the 
evolution of the fi eld. 
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   DOUBLE BLINDNESS AND CONTINUITIES 
 In this volume we have gathered a group of scholars who research gen-
der and religion with a focus on contemporary Europe. Our contribution 
seeks to highlight the signifi cance of gender as empirical reality in the 
multiple expressions and formations of religion in contemporary society 
as well as a critical theoretical perspective working across disciplines. Our 
research group refl ects the current need for interdisciplinary dialogue at 
a time when boundaries between disciplines and established theoretical 
approaches in both gender and religion are being challenged. The fol-
lowing disciplines are represented in this collection: anthropology, gen-
der studies, history of religions, human geography, history, sociology, and 
theology. 

 In addressing the current encounter between feminist studies and stud-
ies of religion, we wish to readdress attention to the so-called double blind-
ness in this area of research (King  2005 ). Until recently, the relationship 
between the study of gender and the study of religion has been marked by 
the blindness of one fi eld to the other: a lack of interest in religion on the 
part of gender studies and the absence of gender perspectives in the study 
of religion. The effects and legacies of this double blindness, which will be 
further discussed below, also shape our encounters in the present moment. 

 In the following, we will link some of the issues that are important 
for the study of gender and religion to these contemporary debates 
while emphasizing continuities wherever relevant (see Dubisch; Vuola; 
Utriainen, this volume). 

   ‘The Religious Woman’: A Return from the Margins 

 Feminist studies’ lack of interest in the study of religion has been mani-
fested in many ways, for instance in its absence as a theme for discussion 
at conferences and in feminist journals.  2   Although this absence is now 
being addressed as feminist studies engage with the post-secular turn in 
the academy, the location of feminist studies of religion within a feminist 
academy is far from self-evident. Therefore, it is relevant to repeat the 
reasons why feminist studies should show an interest in religion, or, from 
the perspective of scholars of gender and religion, why it would be more 
appropriate to ask how feminist studies in the fi rst place have been able to 
shut their eyes to religious realities, a question equally relevant even before 
religion became a ‘hot topic’ in the academy. The reasons are both simple 
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and varied: the majority of the world’s women practice some form of reli-
gion; therefore, feminism’s blindness to this fact must be seen as one more 
way in which Western feminism excludes perspectives important to non- 
Western women, a key concern within current feminist theory. On the 
other hand, if religion, as feminist theory has argued, is one of the most 
powerful ideological tools that underpins patriarchal normative views of 
gender and sexuality, it should be given due critical attention. These are 
two of the primary reasons, but before taking a closer look at the current 
shift in which feminism dons the veil and enters the worlds of religion, so 
to speak, we need to look at the ideas that prompted the earlier study of 
gender and religion. 

 Until the 1980s the view of religion, as presented in religious stud-
ies, social anthropology, and the sociology of religion, was still one in 
which women were largely invisible and a gender perspective was com-
pletely absent. From the 1980s, and most notably in the 1990s, a grow-
ing number of feminist scholars pointed out that this neglect had led to 
serious distortions in the understanding of religion. Due to the earlier 
neglect of women, a range of studies focused on interpreting women’s 
involvement in different religious systems with the result that new theo-
retical frameworks evolved (e.g. Holden  1983 ; Bynum et al.  1986 ; Falk 
and Gross  1989 ; King  1995a ). The feminist studies of gender and religion 
carried out in the 1980s and 1990s had to deconstruct the misogynistic 
symbolic language identifi ed in various religious traditions of the world. 
Simultaneously, however, an equally important theoretical project was 
launched: to explore the many ways in which women actively created their 
own religious lives. A focus on women as religious actors grew in response 
to the predominant view that religious women were passive victims of 
religious ideologies, an approach in which the distinction between Woman 
as symbol and women as religious actors proved to be important (Sered 
 1999 ). The presence of Woman as symbol in cross-cultural religious sys-
tems, often understood in negative terms, had stood in the way of under-
standing real women’s involvement in religion. When making women’s 
active role in religion visible, perspectives developed that changed both 
the view of ‘the religious woman’ and the way the particular religious 
traditions under study were conceived and theorized (e.g. Bynum  1986 ; 
Dubisch  1983 ,  1991 ,  1995 ; Sered  1992 ,  1994 ). It is instructive to look at 
how these ideas were articulated in Jill Dubisch’s infl uential interpretation 
of Greek women’s religious lives. 
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 Ethnographic studies of Greece carried out in the 1960s and 1970s 
were important in shaping the analytical framework used to interpret 
Mediterranean cultures in terms of honor and shame. In the 1980s the 
model of honor and shame was subject to a massive critique in which femi-
nist anthropology played a major role. Although the discussion did not 
address religion directly, the cultural construction of honor and shame was 
widely accepted as resting on the worldview and understanding of gender 
and sexuality advocated by the major religious traditions of the region, 
namely Catholicism, Greek Orthodoxy, and Islam. The code of honor 
and shame implicates the idea that ‘[w]omen are weaker, more prone to 
sin, bearing the burden for the destructive power of sexuality’ (Dubisch 
 1995 , 197). 

 Dubisch’s study of Greek women’s devotion to the Virgin Mary, the 
Panayía, questions this prevalent negative image of women. At the center 
of her study is the female pilgrim crawling on her knees up to the Greek 
national Marian shrine in Tinos. In the eyes of Western feminism, these 
women seem to represent the very stereotype of ‘the religious woman’ 
subordinated to a patriarchal religion. Contrary to such a view, Dubisch 
argues that the act of crawling can be seen as a dramatic performance of 
womanhood, of ‘being good at being a woman’ ( 1995 , 209). The suf-
fering and emotion on display express the burdens and the struggle that 
Greek women as mothers and wives are willing to take on in order to 
secure the well-being of their families. Dubisch stresses that these perfor-
mances cannot be seen as marginal to Greek religion, for they are played 
out in a public place at the center of Greek culture and are integral to its 
religious tradition. Greek women’s religious life cannot be seen as muted 
participation in a male-controlled institution, as earlier studies suggested. 
Women’s religious performances involve a creative expression of self that 
Dubisch terms a ‘poetics of womanhood’ ( 1995 , 208–212). 

 In this study, then, we fi nd some of the major themes in the study of 
gender and religion as it has evolved during the last decades. Out of the 
focus on women grew an emphasis on women as religious actors, closely 
related to issues of power, such as the power to express oneself religiously, 
strivings for religious authority and expertise, as well as the power of for-
mal offi ce. 

 In the current shift in feminist theory in which religion as an academic 
topic is being readdressed, it is not the Christian religious woman in Europe 
that is located at the center of attention, but the more visible and identifi -
able veiled Muslim women. While Muslim women have attracted huge 
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scholarly attention, we wish to highlight how the current discussions have 
continuity with familiar themes in the fi eld of religion and gender. The 
image of the ‘religious woman’ as a passive receiver of a patriarchal ideol-
ogy, widespread in public debate and academic writing, has been critically 
responded to by scholars of gender and religion through an emphasis on 
Muslim women’s agency. At the center of this debate has been the work of 
Saba Mahmood ( 2005 ,  2006 ), which is of particular interest to the aims of 
this book as her argument is launched as a critique of the feminist take on 
the subject of gender and religion that we have just outlined. In her now 
well-known work on Muslim women’s participation in the Islamic revival 
in Egypt, she acknowledges that the aforementioned approach has been 
productive in ‘complicating the oppressor/oppressed model of gender 
relations’ (Mahmood  2006 , 38). Nevertheless, she holds that the frame-
work ‘not only remains encumbered by the binary terms of resistance and 
subordination, but is also insuffi ciently attentive to motivations, desires 
and goals that are not necessarily captured by these terms’ (Mahmood 
 2006 , 38). Mahmood criticizes a tendency in feminist research to look 
for expressions of resistance that may challenge male domination even in 
instances when an explicitly  feminist  agency is diffi cult to locate. Instead, 
she argues for uncoupling the notion of agency from that of resistance and 
directing our attention to the many ways in which norms are inhabited.  3   
Mahmood’s argument is developed as a critique of Judith Butler’s writings 
on the formation of subjectivity, gender, and power, which are core texts 
in feminist theory, and thus suggests that there is a fundamentally prob-
lematic relation between feminist studies and studies of religion. Since the 
aim of this book is to contribute to a fruitful relation between these two 
fi elds, it is particularly relevant to take a closer look at this contention. 

 Firstly, Mahmood’s argument relates directly to the issue of double 
blindness discussed above. As scholars of religion, we certainly recognize 
her description of feminist studies’ lack of interest in exploring women’s 
religious lives. Mahmood recounts how colleagues at numerous seminars 
in which she presented her study of the mosque movement never asked 
about the signifi cance of the veil other than in terms of what it means for 
issues of power and resistance ( 2006 , 58). The authors of this chapter can 
relate to many similar experiences. We do not fully agree with Mahmood’s 
critique of earlier studies of gender and religion, however. We suggest 
that the portrayal of women’s religious practices in this fi eld of study has 
not been as imprisoned in the ‘resistance–subordination’ model as she 
claims it is; on the contrary, an exploration of the motivations, desires, 

CONTEMPORARY ENCOUNTERS IN GENDER AND RELIGION: INTRODUCTION 7



and goals that goes beyond this model has been a key concern within 
the fi eld. Dubisch’s analysis of Greek women fulfi lling their vows to the 
Virgin Mary is one example of this. Although a principal aim of her analy-
sis is to reject the one-sided interpretation of Greek women as culturally 
subordinated within the model of honor and shame, the analysis cannot 
be reduced to being only, or even primarily, about ‘resistance’. The cre-
ative use of the religious symbols and rituals in the Greek Orthodox tradi-
tion that the women in Dubisch’s study engage in could perfectly well be 
described with a notion of agency uncoupled from resistance and linked 
to the motives, desires, and goals embedded in a broader social context 
constructing femininity in Greek society. Greek women’s religious per-
formances of ‘being good at being women’ could be said to constitute 
ways of inhabiting norms about femininity and religion, that is, ways that 
allow them to create their ‘poetics of womanhood’. Mahmood brings the 
 tension between her own work and feminist theory to our attention, a ten-
sion that is also present between Dubisch’s study and feminism. In fact, in 
Dubisch’s study she recounts an experience similar to Mahmood’s regard-
ing a feminist response to her presentation of Greek women’s religious 
experiences. When presenting the study in a seminar, feminist colleagues 
asked if the Greek women’s adoption of suffering as a cultural idiom did 
not indicate an exploitation of women in Greek society.  4   In other words, 
they queried about the subordination–resistance model that they found 
was circumvented in the study. Dubisch’s answer to this question is very 
similar to Mahmood’s message to feminist colleagues, although the cul-
tural contexts of their studies are quite different. Women crawling on their 
knees to a religious shrine cannot be seen as direct evidence that they are 
unhappy or oppressed, writes Dubisch. The act of crawling on one’s knees 
is culturally determined and derives its meaning from a larger system of 
cultural values. In order to convey an understanding of this ritual act, 
the anthropologist needs to place it within this larger system of cultural 
meaning, and in so doing the women do not appear as passive receivers 
of cultural and religious meaning, but as cocreators or, indeed, as agents 
(Dubisch  1995 , 223–226). 

 Our aim here is to point out that understanding women’s religious 
agency outside a simple frame of oppressor–oppressed is not new in the 
fi eld of gender and religion. Rather, the current discussion is a variation on 
themes that have been taken up before, as exemplifi ed here with Dubisch’s 
work but not limited to her (e.g. Sered  1992 ; Gemzöe  2000 ,  2005 ).  5   
The juxtaposition of Dubisch’s and Mahmood’s studies also reveals 
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common and implicit assumptions that frame the academic discussion. The 
similarity between the lines of argument that both anthropologists adopt 
is not surprising: interpreting a certain performance or practice within its 
cultural context is an approach usually adopted in anthropology of reli-
gion or any other subject matter. The underlying tension is the often 
implicit comparison with Euro-American culture in the feminist analytical 
frame. If Western feminism were to see Muslim women’s veiling in the 
Egyptian mosque movement as simply subordination, it would clearly dis-
tort its understanding of what the movement is about. Moreover, it would 
involve an implicit judgment of Muslim women as ‘less liberated’ than, 
say, American women. Postcolonial feminist theory has forcefully demon-
strated that such a comparative exercise represents a theoretical oversimpli-
fi cation and a perpetuation of inherent power relations between the global 
North and South and different groups of women. The feminist political 
and analytical task must be to reject such attempts to measure ‘other’ cul-
tures in relation to the supposedly neutral and superior gender relations 
in Euro-American culture. Instead, scholars must aim at disentangling the 
ways in which gender relations are embedded in a web of other power rela-
tions without losing sight of the similarities between the workings of gen-
dered power across national and cultural boundaries (see Mohanty  2003 ). 

 It is important to note that the problematics involved in the Euro- 
American feminist tradition of analyzing gender inequalities in different 
cultures does not surface only when the ‘other’ culture is placed outside 
Europe or America. The notion of judgment is also present in the feminist 
discussion of Dubisch’s study, something that points to a further parallel 
with Mahmood’s contribution. In her response to her feminist critics in a 
seminar at an American university, Dubisch points out that Greek women, 
although displaying suffering in public, do not necessarily suffer more 
than American women—something that had been tacitly assumed in the 
feminist critique and which involved a normative judgment of Greek soci-
ety (Dubisch  1995 , 223–224).  6   The point in juxtaposing the two studies 
is that the similarities between their analyses and the feminist responses 
show how, in both cases, it is the image of ‘the religious woman’ and the 
assumptions it prompts that shape the encounter between feminist theory 
and the study of religion. It is the powerful symbol of ‘a woman subdued 
by patriarchy’ that hinders an understanding of real women’s religious 
lives, be it Muslim, Greek Orthodox, or of any other religious orientation. 

 If we read Mahmood’s argument primarily as an objection to feminist 
theory’s blindness to the motivations and desires involved in women’s 
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religious engagements and to the shortcomings of the simple analytical 
frame of power and resistance to interpret these religious worlds, it can be 
connected to feminist theory’s lack of a response to studies of gender and 
religion. The shift in feminist theory constitutes a new openness to include 
an understanding of religious subjectivity and practice in its theoretical 
scope. There is a risk, however, that a one-sided focus on agency overshad-
ows the many dimensions of power at work in religious contexts, limiting 
the analysis to the level of the individual ‘religious woman’ and the for-
mation and expression of subjectivity.  7   We see it as crucial to the study of 
gender and religion to set any analysis of culturally determined forms of 
piety and religious devotion in analytical frames that ask questions about 
gendered relations of power not only at the individual level, but with 
respect to larger systems of cultural and religious values. Although single 
studies can choose different points of emphasis, we believe that studies 
in the fi eld of gender and religion as a whole should keep  both  individual 
and systemic analytical perspectives alive. This might seem a truism to the 
feminist reader, but our emphasis of this point here is in recognition of 
the complexity of the task and the impossibility of separating a feminist 
scholarly analysis from its embeddedness in political realities.  8   

 In this volume, we do not suggest any unifi ed theoretical frame to ana-
lyze religious practices in relation to gender and power. We rather want to 
point to the varied approaches and interpretations elaborated in the fi eld. 
The issue of how women’s religious agency is related to cultural values 
and relations of power are highlighted in several contributions to this vol-
ume (e.g. Utriainen; Fedele and Knibbe; Maddrell), whereas the power 
of interrelated religious, political and academic discourses in framing 
gendered religious lives is given attention in other contributions (see e.g.
Dubisch; Sauer; Keinänen; Page and Vuola). Collectively, the contribu-
tions manifest how the many dimensions of power in relation to gen-
der and religion continue to be a central concern in the fi eld of study 
(see further below on Linda Woodhead’s approach). We would also like 
to stress that the elaboration of theoretical tools that will serve analyses 
across cultures and religions needs to be the work of many scholars  in 
cross-disciplinary collaboration.  

   Religion and Secularity: Contesting a Dichotomy 

 There are further interesting parallels between the discussions in Dubisch’s 
and Mahmood’s works. In both cases there are underlying assumptions 
that presuppose a deep cleavage between modern/secular societies on the 
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one hand and traditional/religious societies on the other. This assumed 
fundamental difference between social formations has been at the heart of 
the discourse differentiating Muslim societies from Western democracies 
in the so-called ‘clash of civilizations’ discourse, but it is certainly present 
within Christian Europe as well. If feminists in northwestern Europe see 
religious women crawling on their knees at Marian shrines as the epitome 
of female submission to patriarchal structures, such a standpoint is part of 
a set of wider assumptions distinguishing Catholic or Orthodox cultures 
in southern and eastern Europe as different and less modern, less progres-
sive, and less civilized than Protestant/secular northwestern Europe. That 
these assumptions are tied to unequal power relations ultimately based on 
economic power  within  Europe is clearly manifested in the ongoing battle 
about the future of Greece played out between the Greek nation and the 
European Union (summer 2015). In the political debate, Greece’s ‘differ-
ence’ in relation to the more economically and politically powerful nations 
in Europe has been understood as a lack of modernity and rationality on 
the side of the Greeks, indeed as a ‘clash of civilizations’. These events 
provide a further context in which feminist discourses of Greek women’s 
religiousness can be located. 

 The post-secular turn in the academy has brought about a thorough 
questioning and deconstruction of the dualistic understanding of tradi-
tion/religion and modernity/secularity, which is a theoretical enterprise 
with far-reaching implications for the understanding of religion in Europe. 
To feminist theory, generally critical of unyielding dichotomies, this theo-
retical turn offers major challenges that are now being responded to in 
various ways (Mahmood  2005 ; Braidotti  2008 ; Butler  2009 ). A major 
issue to be explored is Western feminism’s own strong identifi cation with 
a political and theoretical tradition defi ning itself as secular and opposed 
to religion, a circumstance that lies behind feminism’s apparent diffi culties 
in incorporating an understanding of religion in its theory and politics (see 
Najmabadi  2008 ). 

 At the heart of the current theoretical shift is the questioning of the 
secularization thesis. The critics of this thesis attack the theory from dif-
ferent vantage points (e.g. Casanova  1994 ; Asad  2003 ; Martin  2005 ). A 
common point is the rejection of an assumed linear development valid 
for all societies, which progresses from traditional/hierarchical/religious 
to progressive/modern/democratic—an idea not even applicable to the 
USA and Europe, where it should supposedly be manifested in its clear-
est form. Furthermore, and perhaps even more importantly, the current 
critique of secularization theories has revealed how the idea of a univer-
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sal category of ‘secularism’ that can be distinguished from ‘religion’ in 
fact represents a particular understanding of the secular/religious dualism 
based on a certain version of Protestantism. Therefore, the concept of 
secularity has to be deconstructed in favor of an analytical project that 
scrutinizes how religion and secularism are constructed in relation to one 
another as historically situated practices (see Jakobsen and Pellegrini  2008  
for various examples) and the implications of this interrelationality for cur-
rent enquiry. This requires the scholar to take a close look at the specifi c 
and local ways in which religion as belief, experience, practice, or institu-
tion operates in any given context. 

 Besides providing the basis for the secular/religious dichotomy, the 
secularization narrative offers a specifi c view of time in its suggestion that 
the historical development of any society consists of passing from a reli-
gious state to secularity and modernity. Such an understanding of time 
and history is built into Euro-American feminism’s self-understanding and 
theoretical foundation as part of a wider Enlightenment discourse. The 
challenge to these fundaments will involve an array of reformulations for 
feminist theory. An urgent and highly signifi cant task is the reassessment 
of the place of religious feminism in the history of feminism, as well as in 
the feminist movements of today. This theoretical undertaking involves 
unmasking feminism’s blindness not only to women’s religious lives, but 
to its own history (see Hammar  1999 ; Braidotti  2008 ; Sands  2008 ; Vuola, 
this volume). 

 The contributions to this volume present various interventions in this 
debate. As the Muslim woman bears the stigma of ‘the religious woman’ 
in Europe (Sauer, this volume), the identifi cation of the secular with 
equality shapes how diverse religious subjectivities are formed in European 
countries today (see Page and Thomas, this volume). Vuola (this volume) 
directs our attention to ‘religion’ inside the academy in a discussion of 
how the place of theology as an academic discipline is related to theoretical 
blindness to religion.   

   GENDER AND THE THEORIZATION OF RELIGION 
 We now turn to the other side of the relationship of double blindness, that 
is, to the study of religion, asking why feminist/gender theory is crucial 
in the academic study of religion today. The contributions to this vol-
ume give multiple answers to this question. Firstly, we will point to three 
 interrelated theoretical themes that have been important in the fi rst phases 
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of feminist interventions in the study of religion and to which the chapters 
of this volume speak in various ways. These are  religion as practice ,  the 
relationship between religious practice and religion as prescribed by formal 
religious institutions , and the  feminization of religion  in Europe. 

   Religion as Practice 

 A strong common theme in this book is a focus on religion as it is prac-
ticed, an approach that has been crucial to the formation of a feminist 
tradition in the study of religion. Because of the earlier scholarly predilec-
tion for the study of textual and doctrinal traditions of male-dominated 
religious institutions, the areas of religious life occupied by women, often 
outside religious institutions, remained invisible. The discovery of wom-
en’s great involvement in patriarchal and misogynic religions was quite 
perplexing since the interpreters sought to explain women’s religious prac-
tice from a normative, doctrinal perspective. Only by shifting perspectives 
and turning scholarly attention to the level of practice, to ritual, and to 
religion as an everyday activity could women’s ‘unspoken worlds of reli-
gion’—as the title of one of the early women’s studies volumes had it (Falk 
and Gross  1989 )—become both visible and a valuable object of study. The 
shift from the study of ‘religion as prescribed’ to ‘religion as practiced’ 
in women’s (and men’s) everyday lives was a prerequisite for a broader 
gender-informed understanding of religion. It opened up conventional 
defi nitions of religion and the understandings of power mechanisms in 
religious contexts for a feminist critique. 

 In recent decades, a practice-oriented approach has gained ground in 
the study of religion generally. In making hidden dimensions of religion 
visible, the feminist tradition has contributed substantially to this gen-
eral shift. A focus on religious practice is now seen as necessary for an 
understanding of the rapidly changing religious landscape of today. For 
instance, sociologists of religion hold that a focus on religion as it is lived 
is crucial for an understanding of how ‘institutionally diffuse’ religions and 
new spiritualities operate in present-day society (Berger  2007 ; Ammerman 
 2007 ; Woodhead  2007a ; McGuire  2008 ), refl ecting a broader turn to 
the ‘everyday’ in the social sciences. This qualitative turn in the study of 
religion, owes much to feminist methodologies and has resulted from an 
emphasis on faith as a lived experience and the expressive and performative 
aspects of religious life in which gendered dimensions are crucial. 
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 The two scholars that open and close this volume have contributed to 
this shift, each approaching the issue of practice from her respective disci-
plinary angle. Both of them have critiqued conventional approaches that 
have been used to study religious practice from the normative and andro-
centric perspective of the church, rendering vernacular women-dominated 
practices as a deviation from this norm, as insignifi cant, or simply as ‘not 
religion’. Jill Dubisch ( 1991 ) has called for a ‘deconstruction’ of the very 
notion of religion, which, in its androcentric conceptualization, came to 
obscure women’s religious agency in various ways (Dubisch  1991 , 43–44; 
also see Dubisch, this volume). Approaching the fi eld from a sociological 
perspective, Linda Woodhead has brought attention to similar tenden-
cies in the sociology of religion. According to her, both Christian and 
androcentric norms have steered the sociological study of religion and 
new spiritualities, the latter often  being perceived as new folk religion. 
She argues that it has been ‘the most androcentric—male-led and male- 
defi ned—aspects of Christianity’ that have shaped the ‘sociological pre-
suppositions about what counts as “real” religion’. In other words, male 
practice has been seen as normative in the study of religion and new spiri-
tualities (Woodhead  2007a , 580–581). 

 Thus, the shift to religion as practice brings attention to the need of 
elaborating the concepts applied in analyzing religion in different social 
contexts. Practice-orientated scholars of religion, often with a focus on 
gender, have found that conventional scholarly defi nitions of religion 
are deeply entrenched in Christian presuppositions, since they assume 
Christian traditions (largely in its Protestant strand) as a norm. The terms 
‘folk religion’ and ‘popular religion’, which have commonly been used 
to designate popular practices, have constituted the traditions of others, 
for example, the peasantry or uneducated masses, which, in one way or 
another, deviated from the Christian norm and therefore did not qualify 
as religion proper (Orsi  1985 ; Primiano  1995 ; McGuire  2008 ). However, 
the feminist critique has shown the androcentric bias in the usage of cen-
tral concepts in this context. In her outline of the study of popular reli-
gion, Ursula King found that women as religious actors fell outside ‘the 
folk,’ ‘the common people,’ and ‘the peasants’ (King  1995b , 237–238). 
Women’s exclusion was thereby twofold: fi rst, from the sphere of religion 
and, second, from the category of ‘folk’. 

 The problematic terms ‘folk’ and ‘popular’ religion have gradually been 
replaced by new labels such as everyday religion, lived religion, or vernac-
ular religion, depending on the disciplinary home of the scholar. Although 
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these terms are not interchangeable, they all tend to privilege religion 
as it is practiced by ordinary people in their everyday lives. Meredith 
B. McGuire sees the term ‘lived religion’ as a useful way ‘for distinguish-
ing the actual experience of religious persons from the prescribed religion 
of institutionally defi ned beliefs and practices’ (McGuire  2008 , 12).  

   The Relationship between Two Levels 

 A shift from studying what has been called offi cial religion and ortho-
doxy to the study of local practices inevitably leads to the theoretical (and 
methodological) issue of how the relationship between the two spheres 
should be understood. The two-tier model of offi cial and popular religion 
has been criticized for its rigidness, dualistic nature, and privileging of the 
institutional sphere (Badone  1990 , 4–6). An approach that sees the two 
levels as coproducing and mutually infl uential, by emphasizing the blurred 
boundaries between the two, has been favored in anthropological studies 
of religion (Wolf  1984 ; Badone  1990 ). 

 In a similar vein, Woodhead has elaborated the terms ‘strategic’ and 
‘tactical’ religion to study the interplay and dynamics of power between 
the two spheres. The former is comparable to what has been traditionally 
called ‘religion as prescribed’ by institutions dominated by men who seek 
to impose their power over others through control of religious teachings, 
offi ces, sacred objects, and places. Tactical forms of religion do not explic-
itly seek to undermine this order, but they facilitate women’s cultivation 
of their own ideas and the furthering of their interests at the strategic reli-
gion’s interstices (Woodhead  2007a , 9, 14–15; Woodhead  2014 , 15–17). 
Susan Starr Sered’s notion of the ‘domestication of religion’ describes 
the process by which women convert ‘male-oriented symbols and ritu-
als to a female-oriented belief system’. This implies that women ‘reinter-
pret, ignore, borrow, circumvent, and shift emphases’ in the dominating 
 religious traditions in a way that better agrees with their self-defi nition, 
specifi c experiences, and concerns as women (Sered  1992 , 10, 87). As 
Gemzöe’s study on Portuguese women shows, however, women can, 
within certain limits, challenge the prevailing religious and social order 
(Gemzöe  2000 ,  2011 ). These women defi ed the priests’ authority over 
them  as women  and sought actively to expand their sphere of activity 
and infl uence within the church by outdoing the clergy in certain reli-
gious performances. Gemzöe interprets this partly as a consequence of 
the Portuguese women’s predominance in religious practices, and argues 
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that the feminization of religion may entail an elaboration of ‘religious 
knowledge and expertise, sometimes manifested in recognized religious 
authority’ (Gemzöe  2000 , 246–247;  2011 ). 

 The authors in this volume shed new light on the interplay of strategic 
and tactical religion. Avril Maddrell illustrates how women in Malta are 
the leaders and teachers of Marian devotion, gaining authority through 
their ritual expertise and personal relations to the Madonna, as well as 
through how the assumptions about the dichotomy between the tran-
scendent work of a male priesthood and the immanent work of a female 
support staff is challenged by the emotional and spiritual labor of the latter 
in the day-to-day tasks of shrine management. Notermans, Turolla, and 
Jansen show that the Catholic West African women in their study, even 
though navigating within institutionally defi ned domains, are not passive 
consumers of strategic religion, but actively pursuing their own agendas. 
Terhi Utriainen’s study further points to the complexities in understanding 
the dynamics between the strategic and tactic dimensions of religion. In 
her chapter, angel practices can be seen as ‘a democratic, women-friendly 
religion’ that provides women with agency and acts as a way of ‘updating 
Christianity to better suit the modern world’, but also as ‘a new form of 
regulating women’s lives’ (this volume).  

   The Feminization of Religion 

 The feminization of religion, that is, women’s numerical predominance in 
religious practices, has been well documented in Christian churches and 
practices generally as well as in the context of alternative spiritualities in 
Europe (see Keinänen; Gemzöe, this volume). However, even though the 
feminization of religion is more or less taken for granted, it constitutes an 
unexplored and under-theorized phenomenon posing several challenges 
to the study of present-day religion in Europe. 

 The established knowledge on the feminization of religion in Europe 
also poses a challenge to grand theories, such as the secularization the-
ory. Scholars of gender and religion have pointed to the urgent need of 
a gender-critical revision of the secularization thesis (e.g. Warne  2000 ; 
Woodhead  2008 ; Aune et  al.  2008 ). Traditional theories of seculariza-
tion have in fact only described men’s disaffi liation from religion, whereas 
women who continued their religious practices were excluded from this 
narrative. Thus, taking gender (and power) into account in seculariza-
tion studies helps us to ‘modify and strengthen existing theories of 
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