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1. Motivation

This research examines the implications of Muslim and Christian feminist discourse for interreligious dialogue, using the case of Northern Nigeria. While this thesis represents an academic piece of work, by and large, it did not begin as such. Rather it grew out of personal convictions and questions which I as a female Catholic missionary committed, through the charism of my congregation to mission ad gentes with a particular attention to women, had from the outset. In considering today’s missionary challenges, I saw two areas which stood out quite starkly and which I felt were of primary concern: the ruptured and often violently destructive relations between peoples in the name of religion, and the fact that religion and culture are often considered the greatest obstacles to the social and human development of women. Secondly the study stemmed from what a review of the extant literature identified as a chasm or gap between feminist religious discourse and the theology of religious pluralism as well as the praxis of interreligious dialogue. 

This thesis is therefore an attempt to relate Muslim and Christian feminist responses to gender difference in their religions with responses to religious difference, and by doing so explore the implications feminist discourse has for interreligious dialogue. 

Northern Nigeria was chosen as a case site for a number of reasons. It is a region torn by violent conflicts, usually between Muslims and Christians. Here also the greatest percentage of the female population is illiterate, women’s poverty in the region is exaggerated because of their gender, women have little decisive voice, and the question of the violation of women’s rights under sharî'a law in the region had made international headlines. As such it provided a very concrete and apt locus for my study.

2. Main Questions addressed
The main research questions that I sought to address in my work were three-fold: What are the implications of Muslim and Christian women’s religious discourse for interreligious dialogue? Can feminist religious discourse contribute positively to the very concrete situation in Northern Nigeria today where religions are a cause of conflict and destruction and where these same religions are a cause of women’s oppression? If there is a contribution to be made, what form can this take? 
3. Methodology

The methodology was theoretical, comparative, empirical and analytical. I first examined the pertinent literature surrounding the unfolding and development of Muslim and Christian feminist discourse in their contexts of origin, and compared their aims, some of the themes raised and the methods used. 
Through the use of studies mostly published in Nigeria, I explored the socio-historical context of the dissertation, Northern Nigeria, particularly the development of Islam and Christianity in the region. I then undertook an empirical study of a comparative nature to investigate women’s contemporary discourse in the region. This was done by drawing on unpublished as well as on published material and on personal interactions with women in the field during the two years I spent among them. The material gathered through my participation with the women in their faith-groups and my interaction and interviews with them forms the greatest part of this thesis. 
Based on the data collected on the field as well as the insights gleaned from the study of women’s global feminist discourse, I analysed how feminist discourse could contribute to a fruitful interreligious dialogue in Nigeria and beyond. As I will go on to clearly delineate, this research reveals that women’s discourse is rarely conceptual but is very much grounded in women’s lived reality. As such, it opens the way to an honest examination of religious traditions and to fruitful and salvific interreligious dialogue. 
4. Structure

I divided my study into three main sections: the first section deals with Muslim and Christian feminist discourse on a global scale; the second section provides a detailed discussion of the context of the thesis, Northern Nigeria, and includes a detailed presentation of the data I collected related most especially with women’s discourse; the third section focuses on the area of interreligious dialogue. The first part of the third section, chapter seven, is also a presentation of data gathered in Northern Nigeria while chapter eight, the concluding chapter, is an analysis of all the data gathered and examined throughout the research and corresponds to my answers to the three initial research questions.
5. Summary and Analysis of Findings

5.1 Section One: Muslim and Christian Women’s discourse
My examination of the literature surrounding the unfolding and development of Muslim feminist discourse revealed that today various forms of Muslim women’s gender activism is vibrant in all parts of the world. We can identify three main strands of discourse: Secular feminism wherein Muslim women seek greater gender equality through secular reforms with only a limited dependence on religious justification for such reform; Islamist discourse wherein Muslim women, supported by religious and political leaders, seek reform in their societies by relying almost entirely on traditional interpretations of Islamic teachings and with great conviction of the superiority of an Islamic society; and Islamic feminism wherein female Islamic scholars offer contemporary egalitarian interpretations of Islamic sources so as to justify their criticism of interpretations, doctrines and practices which limit women’s participation in all levels of society and violate the rights they believe Islam does grant to women. Christian feminist theologies which have developed since the 1960s stemmed from secular feminism in the western world. Today it includes many different strands – Womanist, Mujerista, African, Asian…- according to the social, cultural and economic contexts from which these scholars reflect and write. 

The study enabled me to appreciate the faith and commitment of women in both traditions, their convictions about the liberative power of their respective religions, and the diversity of perspectives of women within each tradition. It also revealed that it is primarily a concern for justice and equality in specific social and cultural contexts that motivates religious feminists of both faith traditions. They examine how their religion as interpreted and practiced contributes to human wellbeing. It is from this perspective that theological concepts are examined and explored. Feminist religious discourse represents a bridge between religious and secular thought, often times finding itself in conflict both with their religious leaders and with the secular feminist movement. Similar methods are used by women of both faiths in their approaches to their religious tradition. They reread and reinterpret their religious texts, they reflect on their central teachings from the perspective of women’s experience particularly that of oppression and subjugation, they propose more egalitarian forms of religious practice and they reinterpret and reformulate various important areas of religious doctrine and teachings. This study served as an analytical background to women’s discourse in Nigeria.
5.2 Section Two: Findings in Northern Nigeria
Conflict between Muslims and Christians in Northern Nigeria has historical roots going back to the Islamic jihad of the 19th century and the policies adopted by the British colonizers in the 20th century. The majority ethnic group is Muslim and the numerous minority groups largely profess Christianity which was introduced into the region at the time of the colonial powers. Religion has been an important factor in the competition for power and access to the country’s economic resources in a form of identity politics which has been paramount since independence in 1960. Throughout these years, many of which were under military rule, political, social and economic instability have reigned. Islamic rhetoric about women’s status and roles has been used as part of Muslim identity politics and has determined to a great extent the lives of women in the North just as Christian definitions of women’s roles and virtues have also influenced the lives and activities of women. Religion has thus been, and continues to be, an important factor in the access, or rather lack thereof, of women to political or decision-making power and to economic empowerment. Today’s secular feminist movement continually identifies culture and religion as the greatest obstacles to the realization of international and national treaties which have been ratified by Nigeria to enable women’s development. 

Muslim women today use the idiom of religion to press their case for reforms. The Federation of Muslim Women’s Associations in Nigeria (FOMWAN), founded in 1985, separated itself from the secular women’s movement to establish a Muslim platform since they felt that this was necessary to deal with Muslim women’s issues. Using a form of Islamist feminism, supported by many religious and political Muslim leaders, FOMWAN claims that Islam is women’s best friend. They call on Muslims to adhere to Islam faithfully and leave behind what they consider cultural malpractices which violate women’s Islamic rights. They support the extended sharî'a legal system introduced in the Northern region since the year 2000, but criticize the emphasis which is put on the huduud punishments. They call instead for greater adherence to the social mission of the sharî'a which they see as being one which will ensure respect for the rights of women and will introduce political transparency and social justice. Other Muslim women, members of human rights NGOs, introduce today what can be considered a form of Islamic feminism, offering contemporary egalitarian interpretations of the Qur’an and of Islamic law. These seek a codification of Islamic Personal Law to ensure women’s rights in Islam are not subject to the patriarchal cultural influences of Islamic judges and Northern Muslim communities and they also ensure women’s rights are protected under the sharî'a criminal code. 

Christian women’s fellowships exist in every Church in Nigeria, according women some authority within their communities and offering women support and identity. Christian women do not have a unified national organization and have little involvement in the largely political Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN). While FOMWAN avails of international and national funding to promote the education and economic empowerment of Muslim women, women’s Christian fellowships place only a marginal emphasis on such activities. Many Christian women rely on secular processes of development and reform but customary law which regulates family matters often presents an obstacle. The Constitutions of most women’s fellowships specify that male authority and female submission are necessary characteristics of a Christian family. Some groups have begun to seek a greater inclusion in the decision-making bodies of their churches and promote women’s greater political participation. At national and diocesan conferences in their various churches, they condemn the disinheritance of widows, the demeaning widowhood rites, female genital mutilation, the preference for the male child and the various forms of domestic abuses which women and girls suffer. As the number of women with theological formation increases, Christians are growing in the awareness that a form of feminist liberative inculturation is necessary. 

5.3 Section Three: Women in Interreligious Dialogue
Published and unpublished reports of interreligious encounters organized so far in Northern Nigeria reveal that those who see interreligious dialogue as a priority in the region today do so not out of any theological motivation per se but rather as a means of bringing about peace. During these encounters, it has been identified that while religious and non-religious factors exist as causes for the conflict, poverty is the fundamental cause. It has also been noted that women’s economic poverty and the lack of women’s decisive authority in their communities are obstacles to women’s greater and necessary participation in the peace-building process. It has been recognised that these obstacles are often reinforced by religious teachings and practices and that these practices are not in accordance with the true teachings and values of both faiths. People in the region have expressed the view that interreligious action for peace and justice should be emphasised rather than discussion on any religious issues. However, an analysis of the situation reveals the impracticality of such a suggestion. Given the fact that sharî'a is a religious and theological issue and is quite crucial as a factor of division and distrust, religion must enter the discussion if this is to be fruitful. Given the fact that women’s poverty is seen to be partly a cause of religious rhetoric, any interreligious praxis to confront this must also discuss religion.
With a brief overview of some theological approaches to religious pluralism, I examined the dominant attitudes which prevail in Northern Nigeria among Christians and Muslims towards the other religion and its adherents and asked whether theological conceptualizations of religious pluralism do or do not serve to make these attitudes more life-giving in the region. My examination showed that an exclusivist attitude prevails and an inclusivist attitude is difficult to maintain due to the historical and contemporary politicization of religion. In such a concrete situation, philosophical pluralist approaches appear to have little relevance. Pluralist ethical approaches which demand that religious adherents leave aside their fundamental beliefs so as to find a path on which all agree are no more helpful since most people are convinced that their own religion adequately responds to their desires for and their definitions of justice and well-being.  
Basing my analysis on women’s discourse which reveals that women do not believe their religion as currently practiced adequately responds to their needs and desires, and that women in the region suffer many similar concerns, particularly poverty and the lack of decision-making power, I concluded that a feminist-ethical approach can best facilitate greater interreligious esteem, collaboration and co-existence in the region. My elaboration of such an approach is based on the insights gleaned both from women’s global discourse and from women’s contemporary discourse in Nigeria. This form of dialogue can be entered into by all women in the region, through their faith-based groups, since they will speak from their own experience. However, I see the involvement of the increasing number of female Muslim scholars and Christian feminist theologians as enabling this exchange to be deeper and more constructive.
A feminist-ethical approach will demand that women dialogue on doctrinal issues from the perspective of their own experience before they enter into interreligious praxis. It will also demand that women enter into sincere dialogue with their own larger religious communities prior to as well as after the dialogue with the women of the other tradition. The fact that women express similar concerns is an indication of the values which they hold, stemming from their respective, religiously influenced, concepts of justice. Thus it is possible for them to create a shared concept of justice in this local context. Based on this, it is possible for them to fashion a programme of liberation together, one that will benefit male-female relationships within their communities as well as Muslim-Christian relationships in the region as a whole. Their exchange will involve a discussion of many divisive issues in the region including the influence of modernity on contemporary Nigerian society, the question of human rights, the private-public or religion-state divide, the complexities of the sharî'a, and the influences of patriarchy and of sexism. 
5.3.1  In what way will feminist discourse contribute to the situation?
1) Women subject the cultural expressions of their religion to a critical examination. Such an examination can enable both religions to be purified. 

2) Their common concern for women brings them to dialogue on how each community’s sense of self-sufficiency can become one of mutual solidarity. 

3) Women have been the victims of the political manipulation of religion. If religious rhetoric is to be used for political purposes, women demand that this be done with a concern for and a commitment to social justice. This opens the way for both Christians and Muslims to dialogue on the true significance of sharî'a in society.

4) Women’s discourse serves to show the flexibility and adaptability of sharî'a criminal law when this is authentically administered. As such, it opens the way for Christians who are interested in justice to dialogue with their Muslim sisters and brothers on the significance and intricacies of the sharî'a rather than to simply oppose it outright. 

5) In seeing how women can be granted more just and equal access to economic resources, they touch on many questions that relate to injustices, lack of adherence to religious truths and the abuse of religion. 

6) Muslim and Christian women’s discourse in Northern Nigeria calls on both religious communities to examine their missionary nature. They are beginning to recognize that expansion is not the meaning of mission. Mission is primarily to be understood in terms of giving authentic witness to the religious truths professed; it is only then that both Islam and Christianity expand. 
7) Women’s discourse in the region calls Christians and Muslims to examine their claims of moral and social superiority. Most religions, certainly Islam and Christianity, if their truths are examined and evaluated in terms of practice, can lead to equally valid moral exigency and respect for human dignity and rights.

8) Women’s discourse in the region serves to highlight a number of important challenges to the Christian presence: that of the nature of the church to be a sign and instrument of the Kingdom, the need for a more authentic inculturation of the Gospel, and the need for greater unity among Christians. 

6. Some implications of feminist discourse for interreligious dialogue
1) Similar to the approach of Muslim and Christian feminists to their religion, a salvific and authentic interreligious dialogue and theology of religious pluralism will begin from the lived reality of the poor and on a sincere examination of how doctrines and practices are liberative or contribute to injustice and suffering. This will lead to more beneficial discussions on how the Gospel or the Islamic message is truly universal and salvific for humanity. 
2) Aware that knowledge of truth is on-going and is largely determined by the questions we ask, feminists in both religions seek to distinguish timeless truths from historical and culturally conditioned prejudices. Such an awareness and honest examination can lead to purification and transformation of the religions themselves. 

3) Concerned about truths or historical prejudices of their religion which translate into oppressive practices, religious adherents in dialogue can create a concept of justice and work to affirm this concept within their respective communities. 
4) The diversity of Muslim and Christian perspectives found in feminist discourse enables us appreciate that religions are not monolithic but are understood and practiced in different ways by different people in different situations. Similarities as well as differences among religions are neither universal nor unchanging. The particularity of a religion, therefore, cannot be understood only, or even primarily, in terms of truths but rather in terms of the social and cultural realities in which religions are interpreted and practiced by different people.

5) Women of both faiths find that predefined, generalizing, religiously justified, definitions of Woman are often oppressive and do not adequately respond to the lived reality of a great many women. They find that such definitions are often based on a view of women as primarily sexual beings rather than as social beings. As such feminist discourse makes evident that universalized theological conceptualizations of any category of human beings, including a category based on religious adherence, can be oppressive. People’s identity, including their religious identity, is always in a process of becoming. The challenge to interreligious dialogue is to move beyond essentialising definitions of religions and of religious adherents and enable people grow in their own religious identity in solidarity together for a better world.
7. Recommendations for further development
This thesis offers a number of overviews of how feminist writers in religion approach the question of religious pluralism: largely from a sense of solidarity and justice. However, they give little attention to the questions posed by theologians of religious pluralism. Their discourse therefore remains on the margin. Hence, it remains a challenge to those who consider themselves feminist theologians to enter into the discussion.  Similarly, it remains a challenge for those who espouse theologies of religious pluralism to take more seriously the questions raised by feminists in the various religions. 
Feminist discourse addresses many theological questions which this thesis has only mentioned. My approach was primarily pastoral and missionary, concerned most especially with the concrete experience of human liberation through more sincere dialogue. Such theological questions remain to be further developed by feminist theologians through interreligious dialogue in their diverse contexts.
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