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Femmes, genre et religions en Ethiopie

Following the second wave of feminism in the mid-1960s, religion tended
to attract less attention among feminist researchers. Only a small group of
feminist scholars were dealing by the late 1970s with the androcentric bias
in religious studies and the injustices of male-dominated religions. For the
last three and a half decades, gender has been among the most popular topics
in the social-scienti�c study of religion around the globe. Gender—as “a
constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived differences
between the sexes” and a “way of signifying relationships of power” (Scott,
1986)—has become an area of research of religious studies with a wave of new
and innovative perspectives. A review of the literature on religious studies
shows a wide range of topics such as the social relations between the sexes,
the categories of feminine and masculine, the processes of construction of
femininity and masculinity, sexual norms and the social roles prescribed to
women and men in a society (Walter & Davie, 1998).

One of the �rst widely addressed themes is the issue of the nature of
religiosity of men and women, raising the question of who tends to be “more
religious” and what factors account for that. In this debate, Miller and
Hoffmann (1995) and Stark (2002) are among the �rst to have shifted away
from asking why women are more religious than men, to asking whymen are
less religious than women. However, the essentialist category of women has
been questioned, pointing out that women are opposed to each other likemen,
through their different af�liations of class, age, ethnicity, beliefs or sexuality,
and that they can also be agents in the religious �eld (Rochefort, 2007: 12-13).
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The interrelations between gender, religion and power have led scholars to
question whether religion perpetuates traditional gender roles and inequality
(e.g., Richardson, 1988). Others studies have explored women’s roles within
religious organizations, with special attention to existing gender bias regarding
women’s religious leadership (e.g., Ebaugh, Lorence & Chafetz, 1996).

Gendered socialization is described as an inherent factor affecting the
lower representation of women heading religious establishments (Cornwall,
1988). Others have stressed how women can enhance female self-awareness,
solidarity and mutual support within “marginal” religious communities and
spaces, such as sanctuaries and shrines (Mernissi, 1977). The nexus of religion,
gender, identity, human rights and politics is another subject that has been
observed in different parts of the globe. This includes exploringwomen’s equal
right to freedom of religion, and women’s power and position within religious
institutions (Shaheen Sardar Ali, 2000; Jonas, 2000).

As Florence Rochefort points out, the interplay between the political and
religious spheres is crucial in the social-cultural construction and organization
of gender roles. Religions contribute to fostering gender ideologies that are
linked to cultural heritage, political and moral values, as well as to forms
of authority and hierarchy. Women are more explicitly constrained by these
dynamics, as “they are seen as embodying national, family and religious ideas,
as well as main agents for the transmission of values and for the control
of civil society by forms of male domination.” Also men who are the main
bene�ciaries of such social norms are themselves subject to gender constraints,
“especially when they do not meet the prevailing standards of masculinity and
heterosexuality” (Rochefort, 2007: 12-13).

Religious phenomena have contributed to the questioning of pivotal the-
oretical concepts in gender studies, including that of agency. Drawing from
her ethnographical study on women’s participation in the Islamic revival
movement, Saba Mahmood has suggested, for example, a different de�nition
of agency “not as a synonym for resistance to relations of domination, but as
a capacity for action that historically speci�c relations of subordination enable
and create” (Mahmood, 2001).

Ethiopian historiography on women, gender and religions is minimal and
fragmentary; it sheds light mainly on women’s history and rarely on gender
dynamics. Christian queens and saints are at the core of these studies and
represent an important contribution in �lling a gap inEthiopian history,which
was mainly written from the male point of view (Böll, 2003; Belete Bizuneh,
2001; Selamawit Mecca, 2006, 2009; Wion, 2012). Women’s participation in
traditional religions, however, has rarely been approached,mainlywith a focus
on female leadership (Olmstead, 1997).
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It has been noticed that both Christian and Muslim hagiographies tend to
underrepresent women saints (Selamawit Mecca, 2006; Bruzzi, 2011; Meron
Zeleke, 2015), and that the literary production at large overshadows women
subjects in the historical process. Instead, oral literature, embodiment practices
and everyday religious practices play a crucial role in handing down women’s
knowledge and agency in the religious sphere (Bruzzi & Meron Zeleke, 2015).

In 2002, Cressida Marcus devoted a special issue of the Journal of Ethiopian
Studies to gender and Ethiopian Orthodox Täwah.

edo Christianity. While
observing how ritual practices are divided along on gender-based lines,
contributors agreed in acknowledging the domination of men in formal ritual
practices and the marginalization of women in the liturgy of the Orthodox
Church. In this vein, studies analyzed social and historical processes of the
construction of femininity (Wright, 2002) and masculinity (Persoon, 2002;
Fisseha Tadesse, 2002; Bromber, 2007) in the Christian Orthodox Church.
Other studies focused instead on gender dynamics related to Christian and
Islamic sainthood (Gibb, 2000; Marcus, 2002).

The present special issue addresses the anthropological and historical
analysis of the relation and intersection of gender and religion mainly in
Ethiopia, but with a case study also on Eritrea. The relation, confrontation
and intersection of gender and religion is analyzed with a focus on women,
taking into consideration themultiple and changingmanifestations of religion
in the diverse social and cultural contexts of the region. The authors re�ect
critically on gender in its interpretative and imaginative dimensions and
as a fundamental principle of social ordering and a socially constructed
phenomenon. To do so, a plurality of sources, methodologies and approaches
are employed.

The questions addressed by the different contributions in this special
issue focus on such issues as: what are the various roles women play in
different religious establishments? How is the social construction of gender
portrayed in the different religious landscapes of the region?How is religiosity
expressed in the everyday lives of women? The contributions point out
how well-established gender roles can alternatively be imposed, supported,
negotiated, subverted or contested in religious practices and discourses which
otherwise are thought to be independent domains not affected by non-spiritual
worldviews. Most of the existing literature on women’s agency in Ethiopian
and Eritrean religious contexts consists of anthropological studies addressing
women’s everyday forms of religion. Available ethnographic works hint at the
discourse of authenticity and how gender is acted out in the debates of religious
orthodoxy (Meron Zeleke, 2013).

The direct and indirect role of religion in gender-based violence is another
important topic addressed by scholars (Hirut Terefe, 2002). Several works
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have focused on feminine participation and role in spirit possession cults
such as zar and the prominent role women have in this cult (Lewis, 1982;
Meron Zeleke, 2013; Ishihara, 2013; Kiya Gezahegn, 2013; Dore, 2007).
According to Lewis, spirit possession is a type of weapon that allows women
to maintain or improve their social position in the context of a “sex war.” In
this understanding, women, who represent an important example ofmarginal,
ill-treated individuals, would challenge their social role by becomingmembers
of “peripheral” spirit possession cults (Lewis &Wilson, 1967).

Zar is also considered to be a healing cult that empowers individuals,mainly
women, through a kind of group therapy (Messing, 1958; Vecchiato, 1993;
Boddy, 1988). In Sudan, Janice Boddy has focused on the feminine body of
a possessed medium as the site of a struggle out of which a subaltern discourse
and gender relations are expressed, and in which through trances, women
have the opportunity to claim the action space that is otherwise denied them in
their everyday lives. Concerns and anxieties about reproductive diseases that
might lead to divorce or polygamy are relieved by resorting to zar. Collective
treatment ceremonies mobilize women’s support groups without threatening
the accepted male social order. Through spirit possession, with the support
of foreign bodies from a parallel, yet separate world, women can reaf�rm,
criticize and reinterpret cultural values while avoiding the shame that would
otherwise be brought on them by abandonment of traditional values. In this
way, human con�icts are reconciled. According to the author, while possession
cannot relieve women’s chronic state of subordination, it clearly can act to
cultivate their own female self-awareness (Boddy, 1989).

The relationship between possession cults and power also merits special
attention. It has been suggested that possession cults express an embedded
critique of colonial hegemonies—whether national or global—whose effects
are felt deeply, although not exclusively, by women, and that in this sense, cults
historically represent expressions of cultural resistance and counter-hegemonic
narratives. Embedded in local contexts as they are, cults provide a means
of understanding, supporting or challenging modern life, religion, capitalism
and colonial hegemonies (Boddy, 1994).

Minako Ishihara’s contribution to this volume provides fascinating insights
into both spirit possession in Ethiopia and women’s agency within Su� orders,
especially by providing an ethnographical case that can be compared with
studies available onwomen’s rolewithin theTijāniyya inWestAfrica (Hutson,
1999; Gemmeke, 2009). By exploring how women took part in the Tijāniya
Su� order in Ethiopia, she focuses on the rūh. āniyas (spiritual beings) who stand
as religiousmasters to themainly feminine spirit mediums in amaster-disciple
relationship. Women mediums are guided by the spirit to “the right path.” In
this way, women’s embodiment practices are an integral part of the process
of conversion to Islam and a way to hand down Su� religious teachings and



Women, Gender and Religions in Ethiopia 15

values. However, as spirit mediums, women can avoid traditional duties
within the domestic sphere, subverting the prescribed social role usually
assigned to them.

BothMinako Ishihara’s andValentina Fusari’s papers shed light onwomen’s
agency in religious establishments and their role in religious proselytization,
countering themarginalization thesis that rather assignswomen a subordinate
place as agents in religious establishments. Drawing from Comboni Mis-
sionary Sisters’ Private Archives and ethnodemographic methods, Valentina
Fusari focuses on female missionaries in Eritrea, usually marginalized agents
in the literature on Christian missions in former Italian colonies. As agent
of evangelization of the family and society, active in education, health and
pastoral care, and material assistance of women, the Missionary Sisters con-
ducted their activities among male-dominated social institutions and played
social roles in Eritrea that in Italy were still reserved to men.

Ethiopian �gures of pious women tend to be only rarely reported in
historical written sources, where they are considered mainly in their roles as
wives, daughters or mothers. Margaux Herman approaches the issue in a new
perspective, shedding light on symbolic representations of the king and royal
family as they are celebrated in the historiography of the court. Interestingly,
she observes how female religious �gures are deployed as a religious model of
Christianity in order to sacralize the royal dignity. Ethiopian Christian kings
preserved, exalted, celebrated and associated with their image also female
symbols, including historical andmythical �gures and cults such as those of the
ancient classical Roman Empress Helena and the Virgin Mary. Herman thus
suggests how these dynamics paved theway to the EthiopianChristian queens’
participation in the political sphere and how these women of the Court, such
as Queen Eleni of the 15th century, revived and associated with themselves the
memory of female symbols of the past for their political empowerment.

Tsehai Berhane-Selassie and Angela M. Müller’s contribution presents the
experiences of youngwomen patients seeking healing services at the Ethiopian
Orthodox Täwah.

edo Church (EOTC) holy water sites. Going beyond a
description of the ritual process of healing in the EOTC, it illustrates the lived
experiences of the female patients including the abusive and abrasive behaviors
of some healers and the lack of control over the ritual process by the church
authorities. Discrimination against women in everyday religious experiences
is stressed by their exclusion from the healing professions and from assisting
in religious practices like the healing with holy water.

Thera Mjaaland’s article analyzes the impact of the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church on the processes of social reproduction and contraception. Drawing
on her ethnographic study in north-western Tigray in North-Ethiopia, she
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explores the complex issue of the in�uence of religion on the use of reproduc-
tive technologies and questions the widespread assumption that religiosity and
contraceptive use are necessarily antithetical.

As can be seen from the �ve contributions, the authors come from different
academic disciplines, thus stimulating a fresh interdisciplinary perspective on
discussing gender and religion. The different backgrounds of the respective
authors provide a mix of viewpoints and experiences that will promote better
brainstorming in the ongoing research on gender issues in Ethiopia, a theme
still marginalized to a large extent. All these studies contribute to our under-
standing of women’s agency especiallywithin themajormonotheistic religions
of Ethiopia, Orthodox Christianity and Islam. The issue of masculinity
remains quite unexplored and deserves more attention so as other Ethiopian
vernacular religions. Through the lens of gender dynamics, examining re-
ligious phenomena has the striking power of enabling scholars to approach
Ethiopian societies and history from a wide range of directions.
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