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Sacrifice and Empowerment: Religion, Gender, and Agency in Trans-Cultural Context

Phyllis Mack, USA

The issue of personal agency has been a vexing one for many western academics. Historians,

anthropologists, and others have understood the concept of agency in relation to ideas of

autonomous selfhood and individual liberty; ideas which are also associated with the process

of modernisation. Sympathetic observers of oppressed or colonised peoples have thus sought

evidence of their display of individual initiative and desire for personal freedom. As Talal

Asad has remarked, ‘The doctrine of action has become essential to our recognition of other

people’s humanity.’ Yet in many cultures, including those of Europe and America, the

process of modernisation has been accompanied by an intensification of religious beliefs and

practices that de-emphasise human agency and uphold ideals of self-sacrifice or self-

transcendence.

The issue of agency has been particularly vexing for students of religion and gender.

In the Christian tradition, women have always held a degree of religious power; occasionally,

they have also held a (lesser) degree of formal religious authority. But women’s power and

authority have always derived from the principle of self-sacrifice, as, to a lesser extent, have

men’s. This seeming contradiction between self-sacrifice or self-annihilation and the exercise

of power and authority has been especially problematic for feminist historians and theorists,

for whom the attainment of individual autonomy and self respect are central to the concept of

women’s liberation.

The panel on Religion and Gender explores issues relating to the concepts of sacrifice

and empowerment in different cultural contexts within western religious traditions. Questions

we address include:

1. Modes of self-sacrifice: How did particular ideas of maternal and paternal sacrifice,

asceticism, and psychological self-punishment relate to personal salvation and public roles?

2. Theologies of sacrifice and freedom: How have ideas about individual weakness or

vulnerability been related to ideas about individual obligation, social responsibility, and

institutional empowerment?



3. Sacrifice and subjectivity: What is the relationship between empowerment and

consciousness? To what extent were notions of sacrifice part of a ‘rhetoric of reluctance’ – a

strategy of empowerment and self-fashioning – and to what extent were they  internalised?

How and when was self-sacrifice perceived as a pathway to spiritual knowledge?



Discussant’s Comment

J.-L. Nelson, United Kingdom

The bearing of gender on religion has been stressed in the historiography of European politics

and society especially for the modern period. These papers widen the focus and also sharpen

it to highlight women's experience. Two linked themes are central: the varied transformative

impacts of Christianity on the idea and practice of sacrifice, and the differential appropriation

of these, and other, religious ideas and practices, by women and men. The authors handle

these themes comparatively as between different historic periods, as between different

geographical and social contexts, and as between Judaic and Christian traditions. The effect is

to unsettle some hitherto accepted notions about agency and empowerment.



Killing the Kids: Fathers, Mothers, and Child Sacrifice in Romano-Semitic Culture

Daniel Boyarin and Carlin Barton, USA

Josephus, in the ‘Bellum Iudaicum’ (1.312-313/ca. 38 CE) tells the story of the ‘Brigand of

Galilee’. Trapped by the forces of King Herod in his cave dwelling high in the precipitous

face of a cliff, rather than surrender to the king, he dragged out his wife and seven children

into the sight of Herod and his troops. One by one he slit their throats and hurled their bodies

over the edge of the cliff. When, despite the pity and pledges of the king, he had completed

the slaughter, he leaped to his death.

‘Killing the Kids’ (or one’s wife or family) – or watching them die without flinching –

is a theme that appears several times in Josephus’ history of the war between Rome and

Judea. It is echoed in the story of Simon of Scythopolis’ slaughter of his wife, in Josephus’

own offer of his family as a  sacrifice to the rebels, and in the famous mass suicide of Masada.

These stories are not unrelated to the image of the mother who observes the tortures inflicted

on her seven sons by King Antiochus that appears in Second and especially Fourth

Maccabees. Our paper looks at these thrilling but grisly tales from two perspectives: how they

might have been viewed by a Roman imperial audience and how they might be viewed by a

Jewish audience.



Gender and Sacrifice in Early Christian Martyrological Literature

Elizabeth Castelli, USA

Sacrifice plays a complex historical and ideological role in the ancient Christian literature on

martyrdom.  From the earliest evidence documenting the conflict between Roman officials

and Christian stalwarts, sacrifice could function as a convenient way for a person to

authenticate his or her recantation of Christian identity through a public ritual performance.

In sources from the period of the Decian persecution in the mid-third century, sacrifice

operates as a central provocation of persecution and martyrdom.  Under the edict of the

emperor Decius, all imperial subjects were required to perform sacrifice; those who refused

would suffer the penalty of their obstinacy.  It was in this persecution that the conflict of

religious worldviews between Romans and Christians came into particularly high relief.

In the Roman imperial period, sacrifice was the centerpiece of religious observance

and practice. Sacrifice to the gods signalled one’s pietas and contributed to the shared

communal impulse to maintain the strong bonds of allegiance and protection between society

and the divine.  In the provinces where the imperial cult served to link religious observances

to the acceptance of political domination, sacrifice for the emperor’s genius (and, rarely,

sacrifice to the emperor) served foundational ritual goals, at once religious and political.

Sacrifice kept power in circulation in Roman society, and it maintained complex networks of

relationship and patronage in working order.  A refusal to participate in the sacrificial order

would have been seen by the majority of the population as foolhardy, impudent, sacrilegious,

and perhaps even treasonous.

In this context, the Christian understanding of sacrifice was clearly at odds with the

broader cultural view.  Simultaneously more metaphorical and more literal, Christian

assessments of the content and meaning of sacrifice were radically different from the

apparently straightforward functionalism of Roman sacrifice.  In the Roman context, sacrifice

sustained the social, political, and religious equilibrium of a steeply hierarchical social order.

In the Christian view, sacrifice had been definitively brought to an end by the death of Jesus;

continued sacrifice after this history-shattering event could only signal idolatry and demon-

worship.  Ironically, Christians simultaneously appropriated the language of sacrifice to

describe their experience of persecution at the hands of the Romans, seeing their own deaths

as parallel imitations of the death of Jesus.  In refusing to perform sacrifice, Christians

removed themselves from the position of agent (sacrificer) to the position of victim



(sacrificed).  Yet, at the same time, by aligning themselves with Jesus’s own victimhood, they

claimed as well the immediate divine vindication that Jesus himself, according to Christian

teaching, enjoyed.  They deprived the Roman gods of sacrifices and became, themselves,

willing sacrifices to the one true God.

The role of gender in this complex decentering of sacrificial notions is complex.  The

tradition’s stories about individual martyrs seem to betray a tension between the view that

one’s Christian identity overrode other social status markers—so that women had just as

much potential to display masculine courage under torture and distress as did men, for

example.  Still, the literary tradition makes some interesting distinctions about how masculine

and feminine spiritual virtuosity made itself manifest in these saints’ stories, and these

differences are sometimes suggestively related to sacrifice.  Moreover, quite apart from the

presence of gendered bodies in these accounts, gender is also present throughout the

narratives concerning persecution and martyrdom, in Joan Scott’s terms, as a way of

signifying power.  Since both sacrifice and the historical practice of persecution and

martyrdom were fundamentally practices concerned with the circulation and accumulation of

different sorts of power, gender must be a central analytic category for understanding how

power worked in these different cultural, political, and religious contexts.



Religion, Gender and the construction of subjectivity: The female reader in early medieval

Christianity

Kate Cooper, United Kingdom

This paper looks at how Christian women in late antiquity and the early middle ages used

self-identification with the female protagonists of early Christian literature.  Using

contemporary fieldwork on identificatory reading as a point of comparison, I establish on the

basis of devotional literature written for women by men during this period that it was the

Church’s practice to encourage women in the practice of identificatory reading.  The question

of women’s actual practice – or their attitude to and/or reception of this type of

encouragement – is much more difficult to assess due to the limitations of the evidence.

Nonetheless, the existing evidence for how male (and perhaps some anonymous

female) authors *perceived* women as readers raises extremely interesting questions.

Important in particular is the way in which the suffering of female protagonists (e.g. the

martyr heroine, or the mother whose children die or are killed) is posited as a narrative frame

through which female readers may interpret, and give meaning to, their own suffering.  This

use of narrative framing to transform personal experience could have diverse social

repercussions: on the one hand, it could serve to empower the female reader; on the other

hand, it could serve to reinforce the status quo by implying that women’s acceptance of

certain socially determined forms of suffering was the sine qua non of spiritual

accomplishment.



Sacrifice, Agency, and Women’s Medical Negotiations

Pamela E. Klassen, Canada

This paper analyses ways that North American women have employed the notion of sacrifice

in order to understand a variety of bodily practices, including childbirth and dieting. Their

positive valuation of sacrifice affords these women a sense of agency in the midst of

submission to God, men, and/or bodily processes.  Their claims to find selfhood in

selflessness challenge dominant interpretations of agency, including some feminist

interpretations that consider autonomy and purposive action as necessary to agency.  Situating

these women’s discourses (drawn from my own fieldwork and secondary sources) amidst a

larger discourse of healing and religion in twentieth-century North America allows me to

analyse the intersection of notions of biological necessity, religious commitment, and gender

in what I call a ‘post-biomedical’ culture.



Millenarian Motherhood II: Sacrificing for Salvation

Fran Markowitz, Israel

The African Hebrew Israelite Community (AHIC), like other millenarian movements, strives

for resolution between beginnings and ends through its project of salvation in the face of

deluge.  The group offers redemption to people of African descent who disclaim the American

dream and identify instead as the once-lost descendants of the Hebrew Israelites.  By living

out this identity in accordance with the community’s interpretations of Biblical mandates, its

members believe that they are reforging a divinely sanctioned connection between black

people and the God of Israel.  Through their righteous example, they are not only saving

themselves but also redeeming centuries of black people’s collective sacrifice, and ultimately,

all of humankind.

Like many other millenarian movements the AHIC, which has attracted many more

female adherents than men, is led by charismatic male leaders who proclaim and enact

patriarchy.  As part of their mandate for righting the wrongs of slavery, they exhort African-

American men to reclaim their rightful place as family heads, and urge women to reassert

their femininity as homemakers and mothers.  Paulette Pierce and Brackette Williams (1997)

suggest that when black women seem to embrace misogynistic patriarchy and accept second

place to men as ‘natural’, they are ‘expressing a deep yearning for protection, security and

respect.’  Millenarian motherhood in the AHIC provides women with a meaningfully

gendered lifecourse, a safe environment for their children and a divinely sanctioned reason for

being in the world.  And in conformity with this endpoint, most Hebrew Israelite women

narrate their life stories along the master plot of black millenarianism: tropes of actual or

wished-for motherhood intertwine with a search for a positive black identity, which culminate

in finding and rejoicing in the AHIC’s Kingdom of God.

This paper is a preliminary consideration of two women’s narratives that stand out as

exceptions to this rule for their central motif is one of personal sacrifice despite having

embraced and embodied the AHIC.  The first is a story of maternal sacrifice, a woman who

has left her marriage to serve the community, and then forewent the company of her daughters

by sending them to live in the protected environment of the Dimona commune.  The second

story is that of a 37-year-old woman who has not (yet) become a wife and mother.  Her

narrative is an ambivalent tale in which she attributes her failure to conform to the AHIC’s

definition of femininity to the fact that as her mother’s sacrifice, she lacked a mother’s



guidance. Unlike the conventional plot-line that ends in happy transcendence of maternal

sacrifice, these two women’s stories articulate a disjuncture between the maternal goals that

they hold sacred and the particular womanly course that their lives have taken from within the

community that promises to end suffering and sacrifice.  Whereas both women told their

stories as self-critiques, they may also be read as a wider critique of the community’s

demands that its women be a particular kind of woman with a particular kind of relationship

to her children and a warning that although the Dimona community offers protection, the

Kingdom of God is still a ways off—at least for its women.



Sacrifice as guilt

Regina Schulte, Italy

This paper will deal with the concept of relationship within the bourgeois family from the

eighteenth century to the present within the context of love, idea of women and motherhood,

realities of loss, of depression and mourning. In the centre of this matrix I will study the

idealised couples of mother and son, and also to some extent, of sister and brother. Based on

the interpretations of biographical sources and ego-documents as well as iconographic

materials, the paper will try to show how finally in the extreme situations of war and in the

confrontation with death, the ideological figures of the genius and the hero challenge mothers’

and sisters’ female realms of selfless love, concernment and surrender. Here, the deeper

societal and psychic layers of longing for mystic and sacrifice against the profane everyday-

experiences of grief, lamenting, mourning children’s loss and soldiers’ death and repressed

anger and hatred come to light. Another dimension is revealed when looking at individual

cases and materials: the relationship of death, sacrifice and creativity. Finally, it shall also be

shown how the secularised religious iconography of madonnas, pietas, and Christs is also, at

the political level, interwoven with the discourse of sacrifice and pathos.

The study will be concerned with different religious contexts and biographical milieus

mainly in Germany and include, from a comparative perspective, also French, Italian and

English sources and research.



Men and Women of the Norwegian missionary Movement – Formal and Informal

Empowerment

Bjørg Seland, Norway

Voluntary organisations and broad popular movements represent a salient feature of the

modernising process of the 19th and 20th centuries. The modern concept of association implies

voluntary membership in democratically governed organisations. Most of the organisations of

the 19th century were masculine preserves but organisations with a religious or humanitarian

purpose often had a mixed-gender membership. Towards the end of the century women form

their own organisations, usually organisations with a philanthropic aim or formed to fight for

women’s civil rights.

In this paper I discuss various effects the new concept of association had on men and

women in the movements that embraced both genders. I do maintain that the founding of

voluntary organisations based on the modern concept of association to begin with implies a

step back for women’s possibilities for an open and active contribution to society. The

development I sketch can also be traced within organisations connected with the Norwegian

temperance movement (which relatively early set men and women on an equal footing) but

becomes particularly visible when we address the religious lay movement.

I also emphasise the influence of pious Lutheran ideology on women’s argumentation

for equal rights within the religious organisations. This ideology may be said to carry in itself

the potential both to conserve and to provoke dominant attitudes to female roles.

In the first decades of the 19th century, the Norwegian lay movement is organised

according to pre-modern principles. The so-called ‘Haugeans’ (followers of the preacher H.N.

Hauge) e.g. formed their ‘societies of friends’, based on family groups. In this phase of the

movement’s history we see that women are allowed both to preach and to have positions of a

leader’s responsibility. Around 1840 a new phase in the history of the movement begins,

marked by the establishment of organisations with a clear missionary purpose, with written

statutes and democratic principles for election of leaders and for processes of resolution.

Through a network of contacts built around meetings, rallies, correspondence, and journals

the voluntary organisations establish their own ‘public domain’ – partly open towards, partly

separated from the public arena of the larger society. In this way, the problems of gender roles

connected with the division between public and private spheres are more strongly

accentuated. While the new life in the organisations opens up a new public arena for men’s



active role in society, women’s possibilities for varied participation are weakened. Through

the strict demands for a formalisation of the organisations’ offices and procedures that the

modern concept of association presupposes, the women in the missionary organisations are

more definitely pushed into more purely support functions. Behind the system of formalised

offices and procedures, some resourceful women may, all the same, obtain an informal

position on an individual basis, giving them possibilities for increased influence and an

expanded room for action.

Early in the 20th century, women in the religious organisations demand wider rights as

members, thereby provoking theologically conservative circles in the organisations. But now,

the principles that the organisations are built on are to the women’s advantage. When their

demands appear on the agenda and are processed through the formalised, democratic, system

for resolutions, the modern concept of association turns out to be a useful tool in the step-by-

step development towards equality of men and women in the organisations of the missionary

movement.


