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Last October we held an event at USIP in partnership with Stata’s International Religious Freedom office 
examining the competition and complementarity between the freedoms of expression and religion.  The 
discussion was sparked by the events of September 11th of this year – the release of an offensive anti-
Islam internet film trailer produced in the U.S. and the violent protests that followed –which brought 
into sharp focus how the protection of free expression, including offensive expression, can sometimes 
threaten religious coexistence and so religious freedom.  It seems that today’s event focuses in a similar 
way on the sometimes fraught relationship between two human rights – similar question, different set 
of rights.   
 
And today’s question, at least as I interpreted it, is this: Does religious freedom – particularly the right of 
all religious traditions to practice their beliefs and sacred laws -- compete with or complement the 
advancement of women’s rights?  It’s another complicated question.  After all, here in the United States 
religious laws in some Christian communities bar women from access to religious leadership and limit 
their reproductive rights.  But we protect the rights of those religious communities to practice their 
beliefs, even if they seem to contradict or hold back the advance of other human rights norms.  And we 
do this because women can ostensibly leave these religious communities (a right that also protected by 
religious freedom laws).  Followers in these traditions voluntarily subscribe to them.   
 
So as this small illustration begins to reveal, the relationship between these two rights is complex and 
yet I think the answer to our question is fairly evident: that religious freedom need not compete with 
women’s rights, and can in fact complement or advance them.  First, there is the marketplace of ideas 
argument – that conceivably, if a woman’s right to leave their traditions (i.e. to choose their own 
religion) is protected under law and in practice, then religious traditions must appeal to women to keep 
them within their fold, and this should push them to respond to their needs and demands.   
 
Secondly, religious freedom protections help ensure that even within each tradition no one definition of 
religious law or doctrine trumps all others.  In other words, religious freedom protection protects 
pluralism within traditions, not just between, thus setting the stage for women and men who support 
women’s rights to help shape and define their tradition’s gender norms and laws – to push against 
orthodoxy deemed counter-progressive.   
 
Ok – I want to illustrate for you how I see some of these dynamics playing out in my work for USIP.  My 
expertise is on religious peacebuilding in the mist of violent conflict – understanding how and why 
religious communities mobilize in response to conflict, and seeking to strengthen the capacity of 
religious communities and leaders to engage constructively in conflict prevention, resolution, and 
reconciliation.   This field I work in – the religious peacebuilding field – I have to be honest, it’s a very 
male-dominated world.  Much of the religious peacebuilding supported by IOs, by the USG, by the big 
peacebuilding organizations is with senior-level clerics, often male.  Take a look at the pictures of major 
interfaith dialogues on peace around the world, and you’ll see: it’s a boy’s game.   
 



As a result of this, I often hear a fear voiced by my fellow women’s rights activists -- that as the 
diplomatic sector engages the religious realm with increasing vigor (which I know is happening across US 
agencies right now, spurred by President Obama’s inter-agency mapping of religious engagement, the 
inter-agency working group on religious engagement, and increasing focus on religious engagement in 
bureaus like CSO or public diplomacy), as this field of religious peacebuilding advances -- might it set-
back the cause of women’s rights?  After all, barriers to women’s rights are often couched in religious 
language or laws, and these senior male clerics are sometimes the purveyor of religiously-justified 
gender discrimination.  So in engaging and empowering these clerics and religious institutions, might an 
unintended consequence may be to strengthen patriarchal norms and institutions?  It’s a concern I’m 
sensitive to, often being the lone female clergyperson in the room, very conscious of gender-dynamics.     
 
But here’s what I know from my work on-the-ground in conflict zones – that in religious communities 
and institutions around the world women are incredibly involved in shaping and leading local 
communities and their response to violence, and that their involvement in this work often empowers 
women’s participation in the public sphere more generally.  Unfortunately, there just wasn’t a lot of 
understanding or attention to religious women’s work for peace.  So in 2010 we launched an initiative to 
study this phenomenon, to bring greater understanding of how religious women engage in peace work 
within and beside religious institutions, and what impact that has on women’s empowerment and on 
religion’s influence on conflict dynamics.   
 
So let me tell you story.  It’s about a woman I work with in Colombia whose name is Adelina Zuniga.  She 
is a Pentecostal woman living in a displaced community in Sincelejo in the north of the country, herself 
displaced and victimized by violence that has torn apart the community.  Like many living in the midst of 
violent conflict, over time she became increasingly involved in her religious community – finding in it 
spiritual solace, healing, and tangible economic and social support for her precarious situation.  As she 
became more involved in her religious community, she began to take on more leadership 
responsibilities, eventually becoming head pastor of her local church.  In this position, she was 
responsible for addressing the needs of her congregation – many of which were large and systemic 
issues.  And so she began to team with other pastors and community activists in Sincelejo, eventually 
becoming a visible leader within her wider community: a community organizer, a peacebuilder, and an 
activist herself.  
 
In other words, Adelina’s experience within her religious community led her to play an increasingly 
public and even political role in the community.  It empowered her, gave her leadership skills, 
community organizing and public speaking skills.  It gave her confidence and a sense of responsibility 
and linkages to other religious and secular activists… and when you talk to Adelina about her 
experience, you’ll find that she frames and justifies her role in the community entirely within her faith 
tradition.  She’ll say her empowerment as a women came out of her faith convictions, and that gender 
equality is supported by scripture and tradition – and she’ll quote passages from the Bible to prove it to 
anyone who would say otherwise.    
 
Adelina’s story may contradict our usual calculation about how women’s rights are advanced, and the 
role religion plays in that.  Her religion led her to this active role in the community, it didn’t keep her 
from it.  But here’s the thing:  Adelina is not alone.  We found stories like this around the world, in 
different regional contexts, across every religious tradition.   
 
Those of you working in conflict zones may be familiar with what is sometimes described a silver lining 
of the social disruption caused by conflict – that as men are off fighting, women take on increasingly 



public and empowered roles within their communities.  War can actually create space for women’s 
empowerment, as happened to Adelina in Colombia.  Unfortunately there is often a backlash against 
their empowered status in the aftermath of war, and their gains during wartime are not institutionalized 
in peace negotiations in which they are excluded.  But nonetheless what I want to stress today is that in 
the midst of conflict religious women – not just secular elite women -- increasingly take on these 
leadership roles, and do so within the bounds of their tradition.  The disruption of conflict, in fact, can 
give them space to interpret their traditions anew, to find sources of women’s empowerment, which 
exist in all religious traditions, and to lift them up to justify their empowered public roles against those 
who would challenge them – including male religious gatekeepers and secular feminist leaders who 
themselves claim that religions are monolithically anti-women.   
 
We see this phenomenon in Afghanistan, where Muslim women have pushed for peace and women’s 
rights within the framework of Islam.  We see this in Liberia – where Leymah Gbowee and her network 
of Christian and Muslim women helped end the civil war.  We see this in Honduras and Indonesia and 
Burma – all places where some women peacebuilders advance their work for peace from within their 
religious traditions and thereby strengthening and advance women’s rights on religious terms.  Their 
efforts directly chip away at religious barriers to women’s rights, and so are a powerful force for social 
change.     
 
A second point I want to make is that we found in our initiative that many of the women of faith 
involved in peacebuilding work gravitate towards inter-religious cooperation.  Some might say this is 
about women’s propensity to build relationships, but I suspect it’s pragmatic as much as anything.  
Women like Leymah Gbowee reach across lines of difference to women of other faiths to build larger 
and stronger coalitions to advance common cause for peace and women’s protections.  Creating these 
larger coalitions gives them greater leverage to push for change against those who wield political, 
economic and social power – often men.  But these cross-boundary relationships, even if built for 
pragmatic purposes, have ripple effects – they strengthen peaceful religious coexistence and inter-
religious understanding in their communities, often doing so in the midst of divided societies, and so 
they help create environments that are ultimately supportive of religious freedom – the right of all 
religious traditions to exist and practice freely.    
 
Unfortunately, religious women’s work for peace is often invisible, under-supported, and underfunded.  
The women’s rights or women’s peacebuilding sector tends not to look for allies within religious 
communities.  And meanwhile, the religious peacebuilding sector tends to engage male clerics.  So our 
project is seeking to correct this trend by linking diplomats and peacebuilding organizations with women 
of faith and religious women’s organizations.   
 
Let me end with this -- Michael Ignatieff, the Harvard human rights scholar turned Canadian 
parliamentarian - has written that human rights ought to serve merely as a component of what 
constitutes the good life, not as an exhaustive vision of the good life itself.1  That is, human rights should 
not force a culture on a set of people, but should create space for people to define their cultures, 
religions, and concept of a good life for themselves.  The UDHR is an incredible document.  But it’s not 
most people’s sacred scripture; at the end of the day, it’s not the fundamental frame of meaning around 
which most people order their lives and attempt to determine just or moral political, social, economic 
behavior and institutions. For most people around the world, that’s religion.   

                                                           
1
 Michael Ignatieff “Human Rights as Idolatry” (Human Rights as Politics and Idolatry.  ed. Amy Gutman. 

Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 53-98). 



 
If women are facing barriers to their advancement from within their religious tradition, then the UDHR 
can be a mechanism by which they can challenge oppressive hermeneutics.  It can provide leverage for 
them to carve out a space to define their traditions.  But it’s not about replacing sacred scripture with 
the UDHR, and this kind of work – what Marc Gopin calls creative hermeneutics - is not really an 
enterprise that we, as outsiders, can push.   We can’t impose an ideology of human rights on religious 
communities around the world. Rather, we must seek ways in which those within religious traditions can 
advance their dignity within the traditions in which they find meaning.   And an important mechanism 
for doing this is advancing the protection of religious freedom, which creates and protects the space in 
which people can lift up their own interpretations of their traditions without fear of persecution or 
violence.   
   
 
 


