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Religious doctrines and the body: 

Clashing notions of sexual and  

reproductive rights

Gunilla Hallonsten

Religious doctrines as inclusiveness and exclusiveness

My Danish colleague says: “I am a member of Metropolitan Community 
Church in Copenhagen.” Hmm, never heard of it, I think, and respond 
vaguely: “Aha, is that a new church, or?” No it is not. It is a global 
church that was founded in San Francisco by homosexual men who were 
excluded by their own churches when it became known that they were 
HIV-positive. They were no longer welcome, and they therefore decided 
to form a Christian fellowship on their own – a fellowship that is now 
present all over the world. They did no longer allow other people the 
preference of interpretation on whether they would be allowed to call 
themselves Christians, or worthy of being part of any religious commu-
nity, or not. So, excluded, they united to form unity themselves. Their 
exclusion, created by a certain doctrine, was turned into the starting point 
of a new doctrine that would create and focus on inclusion. 

I lived in southern Africa for some years, and a friend of mine is 
Lawrence, a priest in one of the mainline churches in southern Africa. He 
is married to Bongani, who is a priest in a congregation of the Metropoli-
tan Community Church (MCC) in South Africa (Reid 2010). Bongani is 
the leader of his congregation in South Africa, and Lawrence is no longer 
allowed to serve as a priest in his church since he married Bongani. Two 
men – one white and one black – who began their relation in southern 
Africa before the end of apartheid – the system designed to categorise 
and divide people according to colour. This was a fellowship based on 
exclusion of others, on stigma by colour. Apartheid was legitimised by 
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theological interpretation. Theological interpretation can really be about 
taking sides. 

South Africa has since apartheid adopted the most radical constitution 
in the world, with equality as its principle and non-discrimination as the 
lead concept. However, laws can be changed, but if there is no simulta-
neous process of change of values among the population, modern laws 
are alienated from the women and men who follow what they perceive 
as decent and right. International conventions have positively influenced 
national law and practice, but international campaigns have also created 
unintentional reactions. 

Last time when I visited my friends, I met with Patricia. She is a 
member of the MCC, a sangoma (traditional healer), black, woman, 
lesbian and HIV-positive. She is HIV-positive because of curative rape, 
which is quite common in South Africa, a gang rape in order to ‘cure’ 
a lesbian woman.

Human rights-based support to LBGTQI (lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transsexual, queer, intersexual) people and women’s bodily autonomy and 
citizenship is severely challenged by accusations of human rights (HR) 
being a Global North intervention, with a universalised understanding 
of women as individuals without a social context. Such criticism must be 
rejected, but also met by the acknowledgement that no individual exists in 
a social, religious and political vacuum, devoid of duties. In their everyday 
lives, individual rights may be seen as irrelevant, while social belonging 
and collective rights are crucial for both identity and practical survival.

One of the greatest challenges when applying a rights-based approach 
(RBA) to for example women’s empowerment is to maintain that HR 
are universal, while simultaneously engaging in a dialogue about what 
rights can be claimed in a specific situation and context, and how it can 
be done. A practical approach is to make HR meaningful in dialogue. 

Bongani is also active within the LGBTQI movement in South Africa, 
and has been a part of its Policy analysis and capacity enhancement research 
programme (Mkhize et al 2010). The recommendations to NGOs are: 
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•	 Challenge	stigma,	denial,	discrimination	and	prejudice	by	addres-
sing the values of social justice rather than simply addressing 
identity politics; and

•	 Identify	and	mobilise	shared	values	across	social,	political,	cultural	
and religious belief systems, and engage society in a dialogue that 
places sexual and gender justice at the centre of the conversation. 

The LGBTQI movement in South Africa does not only defend the human 
right to choose whom you want to love, and how you want to love. It is 
also a strong expression of sexual identity and, therefore, sexual libera-
tion. It challenges the historical societal foundations: sexual oppression 
and a hegemonic understanding of heterosexuality. This kind of sexual 
identity movement has also started the critique of sexual ‘normality’ and 
the patriarchal family. Their challenge comes in a time when biomedical 
science makes possible the dissolution of the relation between hetero-
sexuality, patriarchy and the family’s reproduction. On the other hand, 
the erasing of sexual boundaries – which will dissolve the ties between 
family, sexuality, love, gender and power – is a basic cultural critique of 
the known world. When the movements slightly change the discourse 
from HR into reconstruction of concepts like sexuality, family and iden-
tity, they touch upon oppression and the weak spots of civilisation – and 
what they say will be received accordingly. 

The sociologist Manuel Castells (1997) argues that the old hierarchy of 
gender structure is dissolving in what he calls the ‘crisis of the pat riarchy’; 
the authority and domination of adult men over other family members 
is weakened. Other expressions of the crisis are the diversity of family 
constellations, an increasing number of separations and divorces, and 
low nativity. Castells sees the explanation – just like Ulrich Beck (1992) 
– in women’s increased economical resources, leading to their stronger 
position of negotiation, in turn undermining the legitimacy of male 
dominance. Part of the explanation is women’s increased consciousness 
as well. The current Western European understanding of women as equal 
to men, with a right to control their own bodies, questions the tradition-
al family concept. Castells (1997) argues that we have to develop new 
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and changed forms of social life between the sexes, and that there is no 
obvious or determined tendency of development.

Social change and symbolic power 

The definition of sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) takes 
place in a field of power struggle, where agents with competing norms and 
values are the actors (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). The most basic type 
of domination is the symbolic principle male dominance, both arbitrary 
and non-recognised. The symbolic violence emphasises male dominance 
as neutral, given and without the need for legitimacy. In the andro-centric 
cosmological order, biological differences between the sexes are perceived 
as natural. They legitimate socially constructed gender differences, and 
they guarantee the reproduction of interpretations and valuations. The 
relation of domination can be found in societal as well as social structures, 
integrated in our bodies (Bourdieu 1999). Such relations of dominance 
are reproduced in institutions such as church, school, state and family, 
which provide mythical-ritual processes in which boys are transformed 
into men and girls into women. The foundation of this social order is 
the production and reproduction of symbolic capital, where men enjoy 
status as subjects, and women status as objects.

The theory on symbolic power sees gender as a social construction, 
and shows how structures and agents’ habitus1 together maintain male 
dominance. Gender habitus and gender domination are, over time, 
embodied in a process of upbringing, a social as well as political product.

There is one feminist tradition that discusses body politics as negotia-
tion of power: 

The concept gender politics is also used referring to the struggle for the 
right to express a gender identity regardless of ascribed sex or genitalia; 
thus one form of body politics. At the core of this body politics is sexuality 
and the struggle for the right to enjoy sexual relations without discrimina-
tion or state intervention dictating what is normal (Schlyter 2009, p 13). 

Maybe the most controversial issue of all is abortion – or, rather, the 
free choice of safe abortions. It questions the traditional perception of 
the woman’s body as meant for reproduction. If woman is given a value 
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beyond this, if she is given the authority to decide over her own body and 
its purpose and thereby over reproduction itself, much religious doctrine 
will be challenged and will need to be diversified. 

Human rights are said to be universal, but often understood as ideas 
from the Global North – so how can they be legitimised in a diverse 
range of societies? An important discussion is going on about how to 
combine independence and belonging, being an individual and a citizen. 

My own research on HIV-positive Christians in church and society in 
Swaziland confirms that there are violations of individual women’s rights 
built into both the so-called communitarian and the modernist versions 
of citizenship. If groups, faith communities, churches or families that are 
headed by men are the bearers of human rights, this usually means that 
women have to negotiate their limited rights in the context of customary 
law. The modernist version of citizenship, on the other hand, with its 
focus on gender neutral individuals, tends to exclude women by placing 
them in a private sphere (Hallonsten 2012). Yuval-Davis contests the 
disembodied notion of a citizen and unveils citizenship as always gendered 
and situated in places, bodies, and historicity (Schlyter 2009). Thus, there 
is a risk that gender specific rights contribute to and cement prejudices 
and discrimination, while with gender-neutral rights women are at risk 
of being included as citizens only on the condition of being close to the 
male norm that reinforces or reintroduces inequalities (Schlyter 2009).

Sociological critical thinking – intersectionality 

In relation to social and religious doctrines (and therefore vulnerability) 
it is of importance to briefly mention the feminist and sociological 
discourse of intersectionality (Mulinari and Reyes 2007) by which social 
and religious exclusion can be understood through the visualization of 
structural oppression and power relations and the discovery of the inter-
section, where various aspects of discrimination or stigmatisation meet.2 

This sociological analytical methodology looks at gender/sex, class and 
race/ethnicity, and asks how power and inequality are part of a person’s 
understanding of belonging to a class or gender; it is about the understan-
dings of heterosexuality, race, religion3 etc. All these understandings are 
reproducing power and inequality that will mark the differences between 
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‘us’ and ‘them.’ Thus, inequality is constructed in the intersection between 
power-structures, institutional practices and individual actions.

Regarding the significance of religion as identity and praxis, as well as 
the meaning and function of value systems in relation to sexual and repro-
ductive health and rights, ethical discourses about identity, authenticity 
and intersectionality are essential. The liberation theologian from Peru, 
Gustavo Gutiérrez, is working theologically with intersectionality, and 
he defines it as ‘conditions of insignificance’ in relation to eg economy, 
culture, language, ethnicity, employment, gender, and HIV. All these 
dimensions, according to Gutiérrez, increase a human being’s understan-
ding of his or her insignificance, thus human dignity (Gutiérrez 2011).

Erica Appelros (2005) discusses the role of religion in intersectionality 
as an institution where ideology is created and reproduced with the help of 
power structures in relation to gender, class, ethnicity, sexual orientation. 
The religious factor itself is also a reason for oppression, just like the other 
intersectionality dimensions. Religious ideologies form people’s gender 
identities; and religious institutions have their own internal hierarchy of 
power that interact with other power hierarchies in society in a complex 
way, involving gender, sexual orientation, nationality, ethnicity, class, 
race, and age.

Excluding religion as an intersectionality analytical tool thus creates 
the risk of simplifying a contextual analysis. 

Religious doctrine and socio-religious discourse

I would claim that religion is a social factor of great importance globally, 
and that faith communities hold a key position as authorities when it 
comes to value-based issues, such as sexual and reproductive health and 
rights (SRHR), also in the case of HIV prevention. Religion can, when 
articulated in an authoritative way as condemning and restrictive doct-
rines, be an obstacle for SRHR work – but it must also be acknowledged 
that religion may contribute as a reinforcing and motivating power to 
take responsibility for one’s own life and the life of others.

Faith communities must be challenged if and when they maintain 
or defend discriminatory and harmful norms and practices, as when the 
Bishops of the Church of Sweden recommended church leaders world-
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wide, in an official letter, to increase the knowledge on HIV prevention, 
including the promotion of condoms, to counter stigmatisation and 
discrimination of HIV-positive people (Svenska kyrkan 2007). 

The Church of Sweden and four Latin American universities in Costa 
Rica, Argentina, Brazil and Colombia run a Master’s programme on HIV 
and Theology together. During a conversation with the university profes-
sors at a symposium in Lima, Peru (December 2011), they emphasised 
how issues relating to human sexuality deserve ‘real’ answers, contextual 
in time and space – rather than doctrines beyond time and space. Issues 
on the very existence of the human being, such as the ones concerning 
body and sexuality, demand that theologians have an interdisciplinary 
approach. Theology is constructed and created in dialogue, with people 
who are HIV-positive, transsexual, men having sex with men, commercial 
sex workers etc. Theology is always in transformation, and doctrines are 
temporary decisions based on consensus which change over time. When 
doctrines are no longer practicable, we search for new ones. 

At the Lima Symposium, liberation theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez 
argued that we have created categories of for instance male superiority 
that have nothing to do with God; they are created by man and therefore 
also possible to eradicate, to fight against. He means that whatever is 
meaningful to humanity is meaningful to Christianity. 

Postmodern feminism deals with SRHR issues in a critical way that 
opens up for multitude and diversity in relation to doctrines. So, can 
we, based on a postmodern feminist point of view, live with different 
interpretations of reality, of humanity and of SRHR? Yes, and maybe 
there is no other option. By excluding some interpretations as politically 
incorrect, one risks obstructing social change. Nevertheless, we must ask 
whether it is possible to identify a specific essence that all doctrines on a 
specific topic, such as SRHR, have in common. Black American feminists 
say that the concept of human rights is a white discourse (Giddens 2001). 
And a number of African theologians claim that prior to any discussion 
on human rights, a discussion on human dignity and value must take 
place. Could that be perceived as the essence of SRHR? 

Reciprocity and dialogue between North and South on matters related 
to theology and SRHR are needed, and there are examples of exciting 
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collaborative projects. The Christian Councils in the Nordic countries 
and in the sub-Saharan countries have for some years collaborated in 
the project One Body which aims to encourage theological reflection on 
HIV and aids.4 

Acknowledging praxis and agents of change 

The space for SRHR in the discourses of faith communities is not claimed 
space, but rather transformative space, and therefore sometimes contra-
dictory, since the discourse includes official doctrines as well as praxis 
in the faith communities. It is of great importance that this diversity is 
acknowledged. One example: the Catholic nuns at Caritas in Manzini, 
Swaziland, some years ago had their dining hall walls practically covered 
with posters stating: “Condomize! Not just abstain – A – or Be faithful – 
B – but C – Condomize!” Thus, there are contradictory interpretations 
within a Church, a diversity relating to official doctrine as well as praxis. 
The nuns in Swaziland encountered a context with the highest HIV 
prevalence in the world, and this crisis transformed their understanding 
of a doctrine against contraceptives. 

I would claim that agents of change would be those who in praxis have 
the capability to act upon what the doctrine reflects, and who believe that 
change is possible, even though it seems impossible (Nussbaum 2011). 
They combine a realistic approach when identifying obstacles to their 
work, with a realistic approach towards the possibilities for social change, 
adding the power of hope. 

Agents of change within faith community development at grassroots 
level monitor a process of identifying problems and resources; identifying 
human needs; and having an understanding of local power structures. 
This is of decisive importance, since constructive processes of change 
must be based upon participation and authentic choices in order to make 
a difference. A good example is the Chinese FBO Amity foundation and 
its HIV prevention and awareness work among commercial sex workers 
at the Vietnam border, and among injecting drug users at the border to 
Myanmar. The Amity Foundation and the Church of Sweden5 work 
together with vulnerable groups, and last year collaboration was initiated 
between Amity Foundation and the Chongqing rainbow group on HIV 
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prevention among middle-aged and aged MSM. Social and cultural 
factors in China contribute to a strong heteronormativity, and 87 percent 
of the middle-aged MSM are married and have established families. 
Advocating against stigma and discrimination, and creating space for 
the Rainbow organisation and similar organisations in the wider society 
hopefully leads to that the voices of MSM can be heard and listened to.6 

Religious doctrines and the body not only relate to clashing notions 
of SRHR and faith, but also to the diversity within faith communities. 
Theology is of decisive importance, as it legitimates both cultural expres-
sions and religious norms concerning gender justice and gender equality 
– and my assumption is that theology may promote justice and equality, 
building on the conviction that all people are created equal, with dignity, 
to live their lives in abundance. 

Notes

1. Pierre Bourdieu created the concept habitus which can be described as a system of 
dispositions on how to act, think and orientate oneself in the social world. The dispo-
sitions are founded on experiences, collective memories, movements and ways of thinking 
and these dispositions generate actions.

2. Regarding the significance of religion as identity and praxis, as well as the meaning and 
function of value systems in relation to HIV, I would also like to mention that ethical 
discourses about identity, authenticity and intersectionality are essential. Meyer’s work on 
authenticity and intersectional subjects (2000), Oshana’s theory of relational autonomy 
(2003) and Appiahs view on identity as ‘scripts’ forming narratives (1994, 2005) can 
provide useful tools for the analyses.

3. Religion is a social system in line with Max Weber’s understanding of race, class, 
gender and sexual orientation. 

4. This has among other things resulted in the publication Nordic-Foccisa: One Body, 
vol 1: North-South Reflections in the Face of HIV & AIDS, as well as One Body, vol 2: 
AIDS and the Worshipping Community, 2005. 

5. I want to stress that the Church of Sweden actively advocates for gender justice and 
gender equality and has, in ecumenical relations and networks, assumed the role of 
being an agent of change, challenging theologies that are counteracting gender justice 
and gender equality.

6. Worth mentioning is that LGBTQI organizations cannot be registered in China. 
The rainbow group is a small grassroot voluntary group or movement at several places 
in China but informal, and invisible. 
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