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This paper provides an introductory review of the literature mapping the gendered
analyses of the categories of secularism and secularization from a sociological point
of view, with the aim of providing some coordinates and bibliographical references and
showing the theoretical and analytical implications of the gendered analyses of secular-
ism in relation to the grammars of contemporary democracy. Firstly, it explores how a
gendered analysis contributes to redefining the analytical concepts of secularism and
secularization. Secondly, it highlights the contributions of women’s, gender, and queer
studies to the analysis of secularism and religion. Thirdly, it focuses on the tensions
between women'’s and religious agency, showing how and to what extent the debate internal
to the sociology of religion is in fact highly relevant to current sociological analyses.
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Introduction: Sexularism?

This paper provides an introductory review of the literature mapping the
gendered analyses of the categories of secularism and secularization from
a sociological point of view, with the aim of providing some coordinates
and bibliographical references and showing the theoretical and analytical
implications of the gendered analyses of secularism in relation to the gram-
mars of contemporary democracy.

When dealing with women’s rights, equality and the deconstruction
of gender roles, religion is often perceived as an obstacle. Indeed, many
religious agents involved in the public debate take a firm stand against
some typically feminist issues (such as voluntary termination of pregnancy,
to mention but one) and against the concept of gender itself. In a brilliant
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synthesis, Joan Scott uses the word Sexularism to show the difficult, often
unarticulated relationship between secularization, women’s rights and
gender equality (2009). Scott, who argues in favor of deconstructing this
relationship, points out that, even if women’s rights have been achieved
primarily in secularized environments, from a historical point of view there
is no necessary connection between secularization and the promotion of
women'’s rights, nor between secularization and the promotion of equal
rights. For this reason, the analysis of women’s role in religion and of the
contributions of religious feminism could offer an interesting approach to
a further examination of the issue.

Interest in the “women and religion” theme has developed through vari-
ous phases. In the ‘60s and ‘70s many European and North-American female
researchers began to focus on the analysis of female religious experience,
often starting from a feminist point of view internal to the most common
religious traditions (see section 2). Studies and analyses on this topic evolved
in an interdisciplinary perspective, involving mainly sociology, history of reli-
gions, and feminist studies. The “women and religions” theme has become
increasingly appealing in the European academic world, especially since
the second half of the ‘90s, and has moved beyond the disciplinary limits
within which it was prevalently confined. This increasing resonance can be
explained in various ways. Firstly, the issue of religion and its role and place
in contemporary societies in general is attracting growing interest among
non-specialized scholars, as is underlined by Beckford (1996 and 2000).
Secondly, the experience and the role of women in religion became more
relevant, especially when compared with non-Christian religious traditions
in the context of migration. In a more general way, the influence of these
factors can be placed within a much broader transformation in the theoreti-
cal apparatuses of the social sciences, alongside the development of specific
interests in alterity, which contributed to the questioning of the implicit
assumptions of the analytical categories used to analyze social processes.
The main references are post-colonial, post-structuralist, gender and queer
studies, and, more generally, all theoretical movements born within the
discursive turn in the social sciences. Broadly speaking, these studies shed
light on the plurality of the constructions of the male and female subject in
various denominations as well as the plurality of religious experiences, both
within traditional religions and in non-mainstream forms of religiosity that
overturn gender hierarchy.

The weave of reflections briefly outlined above contributed to developing
a specific interdisciplinary debate which, on the one hand, carefully analyzes
women and religion and, on the other, invites deconstruction, historicization
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and contextualization of the categories ‘religion’ and ‘gender identity’.
Within this debate, one of the first works to be published with a specific
focus on religion from a gender perspective' was the volume Religion and
Gender edited by Ursula King (1995). It collects analyses of the experiences
of women and men and of the construction of the male and female subject in
several religious traditions, along with a variety of theoretical considerations
and interdisciplinary empirical studies. In her introduction King stressed
the fact that, although in the ‘70s and ‘80s studies on the female religious
experience flourished, in the literature on religion there was yet neither
a specific focus on male experience nor a gender perspective. In the follow-
ing years, several studies were to fill this gap (see, for example, Castelli, 2001;
Woodhead, 2001; Ruether, 2002; King and Beattie, 2004; Chewning, 2005;
Deeb, 2006; Morin and Guelke, 2007; Rochefort, 2007a; Aune et al., 2008;
Bracke, 2008a; Braidotti, 2008; Herzog and Braude, 2009; Mahamood, 2005;
Phillips, 2009; Hopflinger ez al., 2012). One of the first occasions where this
topic was seriously addressed in Europe was the conference “Religion and
Gender” organized by Linda Woodhead and others at Lancaster University
in the context of the annual conference of the study group on religion of the
British Sociological Association. In 2011, the network of male and female
researchers that took part in the conference gave rise to the interdiscipli-
nary and open access magazine Religion and Gender, and in 2015 to the
International Association for the Study of Religion and Gender.

The present article is structured as follows: the next section focuses on
the problematic aspects of secularization and secularism in dealing with the
female religious experience; the third section traces the history of the analysis
of the relationships between women, women’s rights, gender identity, and
religion; the fourth section discusses the more general theoretical implica-
tions of the literature dealing with the role of women in religion and claims
that a gender approach to secularism and secularization is necessary for a
deep reflection on political agency in contemporary democracies. Lastly,
the fifth section points to a number of open questions.

1. Secularization, Europe, and Gender Equality: Deconstructing the Necessary
Relationship

The first relevant aspect to consider in analyzing secularization and secular-

ism from a gender point of view consists in questioning, by means of a

historical analysis, whether there is a necessary relationship between the

! A gender perspective is in general the deconstruction, the historicization, and analysis of social
and cultural meanings associated to sexual identity and to the relationship between genders.
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process of secularization and gender equality. Although in disagreement
regarding the scope of the process and its consequences, most scholars
agree that there has been a change in the social role of religion (Dobbelaere,
1985; Chaves, 1994; Casanova, 1994; Taylor, 2007). Moreover, during
the long struggle for women’s rights, from non-discrimination to equal-
ity, religious institutions and female and feminist movements were often
on opposing sides. Even if the implicit, necessary relationship between
secularism and democracy is questioned — hence the existence of secular
non-democratic countries (Bhargava, 1998; Wohlrab-Shar, 2011) —, this
rarely leads to a deconstruction of the relationship between secularism
and women’s rights. Speaking about the process of secularization, Joan
Scott states that: “the equal status of women and men was not a primary
concern for those who moved to separate church and state” (Scott, 2009: 1).
In fact, reconstructing the historical process of the French laicité — one
of the main references in terms of secularization processes (Baubérot and
Milot, 2011), Florence Rochefort shows how the first project to secularize
the Republic had nothing to do with “reforms of the civil code, even if frag-
mentary, which could lift married women out of their minority status, equal to
that of children, deranged people and criminals” (Rochefort, 2007b: 65).2
According to Rochefort, representations of the feminine were based on
a sexual dichotomy: men, reason and power — and the public sphere —
on the one side, women, intuition and feeling — and the private sphere
— on the other. Republican feminism was only one of the components,
together with Catholic and conservative republicanisms; it was only dur-
ing the Third Republic that republican feminism became a real movement
for gender equality, also thanks to the cooperation between Protestant
female philanthropy and secular activists. “It is the adversarial strategy of
the Catholic opposition, especially regarding women and feminism, and
its stigmatization of secularism, that awakened a more or less blurred dis-
course in defense of secularism. The rivalry of a Catholic feminism largely
contributed to this turning point” (zbidenz: 75). Thus it can be said that even
in France the relationship between secularization and women’s rights is a
historical contingency and a political product of the competition between
movement elites (McAdam ef al., 2001). French secularism is only one
among numerous ‘cultures of secularity’ (Wohlrab-Sahr and Burchardt,
2012). However, it is also regarded as a cultural point of reference, which

2 As shown by the Declaration of the Rights of Woman and the Female Citizen by author Olympe
De Gouges, which reports the scarce consideration for female citizenship on the part of the revo-
lutionaries (All translations, unless otherwise specified, are my own).
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makes the historical analysis of its primary cultural objectives particularly
relevant. More generally, and considering the history of the other European
countries, the relationship between men-women equality and secularization
has a complex and contradictory past.

The second element to emerge from a historical analysis of the secular-
ization process is the narrative construction of modernity as opposed to
religion and tradition, as well as the role of women in this narrative (Bracke,
2008b). Broadly speaking, in the literature secularism denotes the separa-
tion between secular and religious institutions, whilst social and individual
secularization tends to indicate that the influence of religious organizations
and institutions on politics has waned, that the important moments in life
involve less and less religious rituals and symbols, that religious categories,
faith and religious identity have less and less influence upon relationships,
behavior, and individual attitudes. It also means that people do not attend
religious services as frequently as they did in the past and that, in gen-
eral, religious motivations for actions are less relevant than other types of
motivations (Ferrara, 2009). In one of the first pieces of writing to explore
the theme of secularization and women, Callum Brown (2001) exposed the
gender bias of these general assumptions. Considering the empirical data
on regular participation in religious services per sex, it appears that men’s
participation quickly decreased, whereas women’s participation remained
stable for a long time (‘feminization’ of religiosity). This means that:

Modern men’s experiences are taken as the norm and model for the future of religion:
when men leave religion, religion is said to be dying, regardless of its continuity in
women’s lives. [...] Often women’s continued religiosity is viewed as marginal to the
‘main event’ of male secularization [...] women are positioned as the irrational others
of secularizing modernity. [...] Women’s experiences instead point to a different
‘truth’ about religiosity in contemporary times. (Aune e al., 2008: 5-6).

From this point of view, the meaning of the secularization process,
the relevant historical period and the forms it takes should be reconsidered,
taking the different experiences of men and women into account.” The
term of reference for the secularization process is the male experience of
‘leaving’ religion and ‘entering’ a new political place with a different func-
tion. Nonetheless, women, like religion, primarily inhabit the private space:
women's entry into the political sphere is made possible through a historical
process whereby rights and emancipation are achieved.

> The same could be said, for instance, in terms of social classes.
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Thus, women and religion are on the same side — the “wrong” side —
of the secularization process (Scott, 2009; Herzog and Braude, 2009).
But women undergo a double exclusion: from the public/political sphere,
and also from institutionalized religion, which is dominated by a male clergy.
As is discussed in the following section, various studies of female religiosity
emphasize the way in which such studies ended up influencing women’s
search for religious forms of expression that go beyond regular and simple
participation in religious services.

Critiques of the identification of participation as an index of seculariza-
tion have already become commonplace in the literature, which highlights
the Christian- and European-centered nature of participation as well as
its inability to capture forms of lived and everyday religiosity. According
to Aune et al. (2008), there are several reasons why these criticisms are all
the more relevant in the case of an analysis based on gender. First of all,
in the Western Christian tradition women normally engage in popular and
traditional forms of religiosity — often outside official religion* — which are
not measured by traditional signs of religious participation. Secondly, data
on regular participation in religious services does not take into account the
forms of alternative religiosity, such as new-age or new-pagan spirituality,
where women are the majority (Helaas ez al., 2005). If, then, religious par-
ticipation is considered as a valid indication not only for Christianity but
also for other monotheistic religious traditions, the issue becomes even more
complicated: the hierarchy of religious obligations often differs for men
and women. Lastly, some religious traditions forbid women from entering
places of worship, in which case the lack of female participation in religious
services could be interpreted as strict orthodoxy.

The historical analysis of the secularization process (which deconstructs
all necessary relationships between secularization and gender equality),
of its narrative construction (which shows how women, along with religion,
came to be excluded), and of the female religious experience (in various
and different forms) thus encourages us to rethink the secularization pro-
cess from the point of view of the decline of religion and from the point
of view of the separation of spheres and their relevant functions, given the
long-time exclusion of women both from the public sphere and from
the institutionalized part of the religious sphere.

4 It is also important to keep in mind the feminist movements within institutionalized religions,
especially within Christianity, which challenge the supremacy of men in the clergy. One example
is the international Catholic association Women Can Be Priests! (http://www.womenpriests.org/)
which organized a “pink smoke” in Rome during the election of Pope Francis to protest against
the exclusion of women from priesthood.
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2. The Analysis of Women’s Relationship with Religion — What else does
it tell us?

While retracing the course of the literature on women and religion, it is
important to bear in mind that for the most part it has sprung from the
need to recognize the importance of the role played by women — with the
purpose of showing the uniqueness of the female experience —, of analyzing
the role of women in religion, of claiming equality between women and
men, or of questioning gender inequality. For this reason, the sources of this
re-examination are to be found in sociology and in the history of religions,
in women and queer studies and in the history of feminism (Woodhead,
2001; Braidotti, 2008; Korte, 2011).

Concerning the history of feminism, its first wave, as pointed out by
Woodhead, was characterized by strong criticism of institutionalized reli-
gions, which was accused of promoting the submission of women both on
a practical and symbolic level (2001). In this context, historical feminism
is mainly anti-clerical and rejects religious tradition as being part of the
dominant structure. On the other hand, religious women’s rights move-
ments also emerge within Christianity, as is the case with the Catholic Soczézé
des féministes chrétiennes and the Protestant Mouvement Jeunes Femmes,
which are at the root of feminist theology (see Forcades, 2015; Stanton, 1895
and 1898). Therefore, the relationship between the secularization process
and historical feminism is a complex and ambivalent one. Furthermore,
many left the Christian religion and converted to other forms of religiosity
(Hopflinger et al., 2012). In the ‘60s and 70s, also in connection with the
so-called second wave of feminism and the achieving of women’s rights,
there was a growing interest in those forms of religiosity which subverted
the hierarchy between genders or which excluded men, such as some New
Age movements, faiths based on the Goddess Earth and theories based
on forms of primal matriarchy and on a privileged bond between women
and nature. This has not necessarily to do with the denying of religion, but
rather with the acknowledging of the proper value of forms of religiosity
— especially female ones — both outside (see Woodhead, 2001) and within
traditional religions (Saiving, 1979; McLaughin, 1975). In the meantime,
within traditional religions, holy texts started to become the object of a crit-
ical re-reading. The Protestant female minister Brackenbury Crook (1964),
for example, offered a feminist reanalysis of theology and the Bible, while
the Catholic theologian Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza (1983), one of the
female founders of the Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion, used a fem-
inist perspective with a political and hermeneutical slant in her re-reading
of holy texts. Feminism too is confronted with religion. Thus for example
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the books of the radical feminist Mary Daly (1973), who is deeply critical
of what she calls the sexism of the Catholic Church, are well known. At the
opposite end, other feminisms (e.g. black feminism in the USA) combined
political activism with strong religiosity within traditional religions (Lorde,
1984; hooks, 1990). In this regard, mention should be made of the extremely
inspiring development of womanist theology, with its focus on the construc-
tion of black womanhood and its attention to the role of religion in the
experience of black women (Walker, 1983).

In the years that followed, the literature on this topic evolved and
became more systematic, revolving around several key issues: the relation-
ship between religion and women'’s rights, the relationship between ‘West’
and ‘Islam’ in the perspective of subaltern studies — leading to a reflection
on the role of women in the Islamic religion and the relationship between
religion and the construction of a gender identity. Four approaches seem
especially relevant to a gender analysis of secularization.

First of all, feminist theology tends, to a great extent, to develop mainly
within monotheistic traditions (Christianity, Islam, Judaism): the key issues
are the re-reading of the holy texts from a feminist perspective and the
exploring of creative strategies of “resistance” (among recent publications,
see Barlas, 2002; Borresen, 2009; Briggs and Fulkerson, 2011; Henriques and
Toldy, 2012; Ruether, 2007; Kamitsuka, 2007; Vuola, 2011; Zorzi, 2014).
Contemporary feminist theology views the notions of ‘God’, ‘Christ’, and
‘Church’ as symbolic places around which religious communities build
their faith and practices, i.e., as the basic notions, or elaborate forms of
symbolic knowledge, underlying such communities (Vuola, 2009: 220).
Keeping this in mind, the tension in the relationship between religion and
women’s rights is understood more as a historical contingency than an
irreconcilable difference.

A second particularly significant field of study is the analysis of female
devotion. The studies on spiritual movements or on New Religious
Movements testify to the variety of experiences and to the ways of building
and using sexual identity and gender relationships (Fedele, 2013; Fedele and
Knibbe, 2013) as well as of exploring the female dimension of spirituality
(Sointu and Woodhead, 2008)°. Other studies focus instead on the forms
of female religiosity and the role of women and men in monotheistic and
traditional religions, especially in conservative and fundamentalist religious

> The use of ‘spirituality’ as an analytical category is debatable — and some scholars prefer to use the
phrase ‘lived religion’, without assuming an implicit difference between institutionalized religiosity
and individual, less structured, devotion (see Hall, 1997).
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forms, showing that there exist various types of agency and power for
women (Deeb, 2006; Sudda, 2010; Mahmood, 2005). This second field of
studies sheds light on the construction of the religious female subject in
a secular age.

The third important trend in the literature involves studies within femi-
nism or on feminism. In the former case, some feminists involved in forms
of alternative spirituality analyze, from the point of view of gender studies,
the deconstructive and generative power of a number of religious practices,
such as heresy and profanation, in relation to male and female identity
(Starhawk, 1999). In the latter case, studies on religious feminism rethink
the relationship between female emancipation, women’s rights, agency and
religious forms. Studies of womanism, black feminism and Islamic feminism
are particularly interesting in that they critically re-read European and
North-American feminism from a post-colonial point of view. With regard
to Islamic feminism in particular, female academics like Gole (2000), Ahmed
(1992), Yamani (1996) and Mir-Housseini (1999) address — although from
different perspectives — the relationships between religion and women’s
agency, showing that a feminism deeply-rooted in religion does exist. In her
excellent reconstruction, Stéphanie Latte Abdallah recognizes three differ-
ent traditions of Islamic feminism: a critical theology movement, formed
mainly by female academics, which offers a universalistic analysis and an
Islamic feminism that amounts to a “universal, post-identity, hybrid and
certainly post-colonial feminism” (2013: 222); a second current of religious
feminist activists, which adopts a pragmatic activist perspective tightly linked
to citizenship and which firmly criticizes laws that are seen as discriminatory
against women; and a third movement made up of exponents of political
Islam, engaged in the defense of women’s rights in the public sphere while
valuing the role of women with regard to morals and family life.

Lastly, gender and queer studies of religion analyze the construction of
gender and sexual identities and practices of resistance and negotiation
within religious traditions (Althaus-Reid, 2003; Loughlin, 2007; Browne et
al., 2010; Schippert, 2011). We can identify three types of contributions.
A relevant part of such studies focus on the relationships between sexual
orientation and religious practices, identity, and beliefs (Wilcox, 2012 and
2009), for example by analyzing homosexuality in several religious traditions
(Bergeaud-Blackler, 2013). Another relevant focus concerns the analysis of
the construction of gendered subjects and gender differences in religions
(see, for example, the recent studies on the construction of the male sub-
ject — Krondorfer, 2009; Sawyer, 2004). A third type of contributions use
a queer perspective to analyze the complex and manifold intertwining of
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religious and gender identity, especially with regard to “intimate” citizen-
ship (Plummer, 2003), that is, all aspects related to the right to make an
individual choice of one’s body, values, romantic relationship and sexual
and gender identities (see, for example, the collective volume Queering
Religion, Religious Queers, Taylor, 2014). These studies support the ques-
tioning not just of the binary constructions of gender identity (male/female)
and sexual orientation (hetero-, homo-, bi-sexual), but also of the binary
construction of the religious v. secular subject, making room for a more
nuanced and consistent analysis of the social and political implications
of these binary frames. Broadly speaking, these studies call into question
the implicit dichotomy between religion and sexual rights, showing how
“feminists and queer activists cannot be simply secular, or be secular in a
simple or self-evident sense” (Braidotti, 2008: 4), because the — secular —
society in which they live is the same society that limits their emancipation.
At the same time, they suggest a different analytical perspective, based on
the intersectional subject rather than binary categorizations.

The analysis of the literature on women, gender, and religion highlights
four important elements. First, the fight for women’s rights does not evolve
solely within a process of secularization, as is clearly shown by the experi-
ences of religious feminism as well as by feminist and womanist theologies.
Second, female emancipation from subordinate or unequal relationships
is not exclusively related to forms of political agency; there are several
forms of agency, even within religious traditions, and the role of women
in religion is a complex and diverse one. Third, a secular context does not
guarantee rights and self-determination; the fight of historical feminism
and the more recent fight for rights on the part of LGBT movements show
that a secular state does not automatically guarantee full citizenship for all
its inhabitants. Fourth, an analysis that is based on practices of identity
(gender, sexual, religious/secular) rather than on categorized subjects may
be more effective and consistent for the analysis of the role of religion in
contemporary societies.

3. The Paradox of Women in Secularism: Public, Private and Agency

If on the one hand it is true that there is no necessary relationship between
secularization and gender equality, on the other it is also true that women’s
rights have thrived prevalently in secular contexts and that gender equality
plays a central role among the values of secularization in the narrative of
the contemporary. In this sense — as is often the case — considering ‘women’
in the analysis points to a paradox: women have been ‘excluded’ from the
secularization process, but today they are the ‘champions’ of that process.
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In particular, the women’s rights movement has contributed to refor-
mulating the borders between the public and the private, both in spatial
and symbolic terms. The female body is the place where the contradic-
tions between public and private (it is sufficient it to think of the battle
over abortion, which immediately projects the female body into a political
dimension) and between the secular and the religious (with the body robed
in — or disrobed of — religious symbols) are incarnated. It is, furthermore,
a spatialized body, which embodies the experiences of the boundaries,
the thresholds, and the forbidden space. According to some readings, the
questioning of the boundaries between public and private has also contrib-
uted to the reformulation of the role of religion in the public, permeable
and contemporary sphere (Brown, 2001). The literature, in particular the
feminist literature, concerning the reinterpretation of symbolic and spatial
boundaries between the public and the private is well known. However, the
sociology of religion too has dealt with the redefinition of the boundaries
between the public and the private within religious traditions. For ex-
ample, several studies have explored female religious space as a ‘third space’,
located between the public and the private, which becomes concrete in the
church (Morgan, 2002) or in the social and mass media (Lovheim, 2013).
Other studies have focused their attention on the forms of composition,
re-composition and negotiation of public and private space in alternative
(Utriainen and Salmesvuori, 2014) and traditional (Deeb, 2006) spiritual-
ity and religiosity. In relation to the tension between private and public-
-political, both the women’s rights movement and feminist literature have
dealt extensively with the categories of subjectivity and, especially since the
‘90s, with agency (Braidotti, 2003; Mann, 1994), which is closely related
to the metanarrative of secularization (Mack, 2003): women’s capacity to
be socially and politically active subjects also hinges on their capacity
to determine themselves and thus on the acquisition of the material and sym-
bolic resources that are necessary to make that self-determination possible.
The affirmation of female subjectivity in secularized societies started
with the questioning of assigned roles and included emancipation from a
symbolic universe that relegates women to the role of wives and mothers.
In this view, it is clear that conceiving of female subjectivity within a sym-
bolic religious universe raises a series of questions, as Bracke points out
(2008a). The battle for women’s rights, for instance, led to a redefinition
of motherhood: following the claim of women’s citizenship in relation to
their social function as mothers, the feminist movement (albeit with many
internal differences) redefined citizenship in relation to full ownership of
the body and to self-determination, including with regard to motherhood
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choices (Allen, 2005). In this respect, the battle over abortion is an example
of the battle for full female citizenship — which, in this case, entails full
ownership of the body but also leads to the questioning of a liberal concep-
tion of citizenship that is founded on disincarnated and decontextualized
individuals (Benhabib, 2002) and incapable of addressing relationships of
dependence, both symbolic and economic (Fraser and Gordon, 1994; Pitch,
1998). The female debate concerning citizenship and rights is manifold and
does not fall within the scope of this paper (see, for example, Friedman,
2005), however, it is important to stress the critique of the liberal concep-
tion of universalism and of its embeddedness in individualism and property.
This is a critique promoted by feminists — especially liberal ones — which has
led to a wide reflection on how to account for difference in a political sense
(Pateman, 1970). While some invite us to rethink the liberal foundations of
citizenship to find equal forms of participation (Benhabib, 1992 and 1994;
Phillips, 2009), other lines of thinking propose forms of institutionalization
of heterogeneity (Young, 2003; Mouffe, 1995; Scott, 1997). In the analysis
of how democratic citizenship can account not only for sexual difference,
but also for all the various possible differences (heterogeneity), the issue
of religious difference proves to be a key point: the grammar of political
participation in contemporary democracies struggles to accommodate
a role for religion (Habermas, 2008) and — often — excludes it (Moulffe,
2005 and 2013) by erecting a dichotomy between the ‘religious’ and the
‘political’ subject.

Discussions of the Muslim ‘veil’, whether it can or cannot be defined
as a choice, are a clear example of these potential contradictions (Bilge,
2010).¢ Within feminism, the debate has developed above all around the
publication of Susan Moller Okin’s well-known essay “Is Multiculturalism
Bad for Women?” (1999; see also Okin, 1998), which triggered an intense
discussion on the relationship between feminism and multiculturalism (for
a reconstruction, see Volpp, 2001; Ponzanesi, 2007) and whose key points
had already been extensively identified by post-colonial feminism (see,
for example Mohanty, 1984; Yegenoglu, 1998). When analyzing the
public and academic feminist debate about why Muslim women wear a
veil, Sirma Bilge identifies two keys to the discourse: false consciousness,
which is incapable of seeing oppression, or subversive and resistant use.
The religious motive, on the other hand, is often underestimated. When
these issues are addressed, the implicit presumption is often — to use Anne

¢ The debate is naturally a wide and complex one and concerns post-colonialism as much as fem-
inism. In this paper, I will only briefly outline the main points that are relevant to my discussion.
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Phillips’ synthesis — that ““They’ have cultural traditions; ‘I" have moral
values” (2009: 31; on the construction of the ‘subject’ see Spivak, 1988).

In the light of this debate, which also witnesses unprecedented alliances
between feminism and conservative and anti-Muslim positions (like those
of Ayaan Hirsi Ali and Oriana Fallaci, to name but two; see Cousin and
Vitale, 2012 and 2014), several feminist scholars reinterpret the notion
of agency from a post-secular perspective, insofar as they question the
concept of secularization. As Talal Asad (2003) points out, the epistemic
form of modern (liberal, secular) subjectivity entails a strong emphasis on
individual agency: in fact, the theoretical narrative of the construction of
modernity is closely linked to the separation of the political from the reli-
gious sphere and to the emancipation of the individual vzs-d-vis ‘assigned
roles’ in order to be free to build an autonomous political subjectivity. In
this perspective, Asad continues, religious agencies are, as such, ‘defective’
forms of agency, because individual choices are based on what lies outside
the self — the symbolic and religious universe from which emancipation is
needed. The problematic role of religion in the grammar of democratic
participation is particularly complex considering the double challenge of
building female subjectivity in the political sphere and the religious sphere.
Full citizenship necessarily implies the acknowledgement of full agency
and liberation — also — from religion: Saba Mahmood, for example, points
out how, in Western feminist thought, agency is closely linked to the con-
cept of resistance and the assertion of one’s own rights ‘against’ tradition
and social norms (2005). As a consequence, recognizing religious agency
as being valid is, in this view, extremely difficult: to use the words of the
feminist theologian Elina Vuola, “The questions are can there be agency
and empowerment within structures of power, and how can scholars assess
this agency without downplaying either the weight of religious sexism or
women’s possibilities for change?” (2009: 218). Braidotti points out that
“political agency need not be critical in the negative sense of oppositional
and thus may not be aimed solely or primarily at the production of counter-
-subjectivities” (2008: 2). In this perspective, Mahmood’s proposal to
redefine the category of agency in relation to specific grammars — in this
case, in relation to religious grammars — and to show female agency not
only as reactive, emancipatory, combative and subversive, but also, simply,
as active, seems particularly interesting (Mahmood, 2005; see Bracke,
2008a). Agency, that is, the possibility of a non-subaltern action and voice,
could be defined based on the contexts within which it is situated or the
power relations within certain grammars — while acknowledging the legit-
imacy of the plurality of these political grammars.
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Conclusion: Gender, Secularization and Citizenship — Political Subjectivity
This paper aimed at drawing an introductory map of the gendered analyses
of secularism and secularization, pointing out their relevance for the ana-
lysis of the role of religion in contemporary societies: without specifically
joining the conversation, the primary goal was to provide some coordinates
in the growing literature on the topic.

In the field of sociology of religion, the gender reading of the process
of secularization and of the category of secularism opens up interesting
directions for research and analysis in relation to the construction of ana-
lytical categories. The understanding of the secularization process has been
erected around the analysis of a long-term process primarily linked to the
male experience. First of all, the analysis of the female religious experi-
ence questions the decline of religiosity — and the tools used to measure
it. Secondly, it offers a further critique of the thesis on the privatization of
religion — ‘private space’ is complex, articulated and plural, and boundaries
are permeable and full of political significance, engendering multiple and
diverse buffer zones. Finally, a specific analysis of the experience of the cor-
poreality of female religiousness, which physically and symbolically crosses
the boundaries between the spheres, questions the ‘secular’ construction of
the category of agency and political citizenship and suggests that the analysis
of the articulation of religion and politics on an individual level can offer
an interesting perspective for the conceiving (and recognizing) of the plural-
ism of contemporary societies.

In the field of empirical analysis of religion-related topics, the gendered
sociology of secularism offers an interesting perspective for a deeper and
more complex analysis of contemporary debates involving the female body.
The issue of the Muslim veil, as it has evolved especially in France, throws
light on the physical and spatial dimension of the boundaries between
the private and the public (political), as incarnated in the female body. The
religious body cannot physically access a number of (public, secular) spaces
and the religiously robed body is the materialization of the absence of agency
and, thus, of the impossibility of full political citizenship. At the same time,
the female body is central to the debate concerning reproduction, since it
poses the question of who has the right and the power to decide on repro-
ductive issues. In this case, too, it is in the female body that the boundaries
between the political, the private and the religious become concrete and the
female body is also where the battle between different forms of authority,
across the two spheres — political/private (is decision power individual or
could/should a higher authority intervene under certain circumstances?) and
political/religious (if so, which authority?) — is being fought. Accordingly,
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the analysis of the forms of power, of gender relations, of the construction
of male and female identities and of the degrees of freedom of religious
creativity in relation to a higher authority which evolves within religious
communities, as well as the analysis of how, in the context of female reli-
gious experience, women are negotiating their own religious and political
identity, can offer interesting points of inspiration for a public reflection
that promotes full political citizenship for women without exclusion.

From a theoretical perspective, the reflections on female agency and
religious agency focus on the problematic elements in the contemporary
political debate: what are the forms of a radical democracy that is capable
of guaranteeing a voice and subjectivity to excluded subjects? How can we
uproot the implicit forms of power? What forms of the debate give political
legitimacy to incommensurable values while still allowing them to interact and
coexist? Of particular importance in this regard are the approaches that focus
on citizenship as a practice (Oleksy, 2009) and treat the subjects as part of a
network of dependencies, both material and symbolic, and of multiple systems
that define identity, in an intersectional logic (Crenshaw, 1989). In this sense,
de-essentializing differences by separating them from their assigned statuses
(biological, cultural, religious, national) makes it possible to overcome binary
constructions and to consider their transformational and procedural aspects.
In particular, studying the concrete practices of political subjectivity by taking
the positions of the actors seriously and without imposing a normative agency
model makes it possible to focus one’s attention on the structural elements
that can ensure actual democratic agency. In this perspective, and as many
studies have shown, political institutions have a central role not only in the
construction of the legitimate political subject, but also in the construction of
political and value controversies in which ultimately irreconcilable positions
stand opposed (Ozzano and Giorgi, 2016).

To conclude, the analyses concerning the march for women’s rights prove
that not only is there no necessary relationship between secularization and
women’s rights, but the battle for women’s rights has contributed to the
reformulating of the process of secularization. The analyses of female religious
experience show that the category of secularization falls short of accounting
for the female experience and interrogate the issue of agency as a key element
of contemporary political subjectivity. In this view, gender analysis makes it
possible, first of all, to reformulate the category of secularization and to make
it more complex and sensitive; secondly, it offers the possibility of a fresh
perspective on how we conceive of contemporary democracy.

Revised by Joao Paulo Moreira
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Género, religido e agdo politica:
cartografia da drea

Através de uma revisao de cariter intro-
dutério da literatura, este artigo visa
cartografar as andlises das categorias
secularismo e secularizacao desenvolvidas
a partir de uma perspetiva de género e
de um ponto de vista sociolégico, com o
objetivo de fornecer algumas coordenadas
e referéncias bibliograficas, bem como de
mostrar as implicacoes tedricas e analiticas
deste tipo de estudos do secularismo em
relacdo as gramaticas da democracia con-
temporanea. Em primeiro lugar, explora-se
a forma como uma analise levada a cabo
sob a perspetiva de género contribui para
redefinir os conceitos analiticos de secula-
rismo e secularizacio. Em segundo lugar,
destacam-se os contributos dos estudos
sobre as mulheres, de género e gueer para
a andlise do secularismo e da religiao.
Em terceiro lugar, realcam-se as tensoes
entre a intervengao politica das mulheres
e da religiao, mostrando como e em que
medida o debate em curso no ambito da
sociologia da religido é, de facto, de grande
importancia para os estudos sociolégicos
atuais.

Palavras-chave: direitos da mulher; estu-
dos de género; politica; secularizacao;
sociologia da religido.

Gentre, religion et action politique:
cartographie du secteur

Par le truchement d’une révision au carac-
tere préliminaire de la littérature, cet article
a pour but de cartographier les analyses
des catégories de sécularisme et de sécula-
risation développées a partir d'un point de
vue de genre et d’une perspective socio-
logique, dans le but de fournir quelques
coordonnés et références bibliographiques,
tout autant que de montrer les implica-
tions théoriques et analytiques de ce type
d’études du sécularisme para rapport aux
grammaires de la démocratie contempo-
raine. Tout d’abord, nous cherchons a
savoir comment une analyse menée d’un
point de vue de genre contribue a redéfinir
les concepts analytiques de sécularisme et
de sécularisation. Ensuite, nous mettons en
relief des études sur les femmes, de genre
et queer pour 'analyse du sécularisme et de
la religion. Enfin, nous soulignons les ten-
sions existant entre I'intervention politique
des femmes et la religion, en démontrant
comment et dans quelle mesure le débat en
cours dans le cadre de la sociologie de la
religion revét, de fait, une haute importance
pour les études sociologiques actuelles.
Mots-clés: droits de la femme; études de
genre; politique; sécularisation; sociologie
de la religion.



