The Three Phases of Latin American Feminist Theology,

According to Elsa Tamez and Ivone Gebara

Editor's Note:  The following chart is my synthesis of work done by feminist theologians Elsa Tamez (Costa Rica) and Ivone Gebara (Brazil)  to chart the development of feminist theology in Latin America.  Both women  insist that these are not fixed periods; often two phases can overlap in the same country, area or church.—Mary Judith Ress
First phase:  (1970-80)

Political/economic context:


Effervescence of left political parties and grassroots movements (union, barrio, etc.).

Revolutionary struggles, which provoked military coups, followed by dictatorship.

Repression: massacres, disappearances, torture, generalized human rights abuse.

Ecclesiastical/theological context:

Christian base communities spring up all over Latin America


Grassroots reading and interpretation of the Bible, “lectura popular."

Option for the poor; texts read with the “eyes of the poor.”


Medellin and Puebla documents.

Ecumenism based on option for the poor, which cuts through denominational lines.

Theology of Liberation comes into its own with its methodology of reflection based on praxis.


The poor become the theological locus.


Key themes: the Exodus, “valley of tears," the historical Jesus.
Construction of feminist consciousness:


Women theologians and Biblicists identify totally with liberation theology.


Women were seen as oppressed historical subjects in the Bible, in theology and in the churches.


Women began to reclaim a more equal space within society in general.


Theological point of departure became the double oppression of women: because of both sex and class.


In this stage there was a tendency to overvalue the feminine, there was a certain wanting to “even the 


score” and make women into the “good gender."

There was almost no dialogue between feminist theologians from Latin America or with those from the 


North (instead, there was a good deal of suspicion).

Hermeneutics:


Biblical interpretation was both militant and grassroots-based.


Liberation texts were emphasized over other texts.


Task: to rediscover biblical women as key players in the history of liberation (Sarah, Miriam, Ruth, Ester, 


Deborah, Judith, Magdalene, Mary, the Egyptian midwives, Hagar)—this took place without seeing 

the patriarchal context of the text itself (for example, the history of Judith).

Inclusive language:

There is no awareness of sexist language.


The divinity is masculine.


The world “feminist” is rejected as a foreign concept, imposed from the North.

Second phase (1980-90):

Political/economic context:


Central America: Sandinista triumph; revolutionary movements in El Salvador, Guatemala.


Southern Cone: Dictatorships give way to restricted democracies.


Bush-Reagan era; Santa Fe documents.

The foreign debt becomes a crushing weight levied against the poor.

Ecclesiastical/theological context:


Ideological polarization becomes acute.

 Vatican documents condemning liberation theology.


Liberation theologians become interested in the “women’s perspective."

Liberation theology becomes more receptive to the topic of  “women” per se.


Key themes: theology of life v. theology of death; idolatry: martyrdom; spirituality of liberation.

Construction of feminist consciousness:


Commitment to see “women’s perspective” at every turn.


Growing critique of all theology for its anthropocentrism and patriarchal mindset.


Starting point: women’s experience, which de facto brought to the theological scene a different discourse 


because of biological, cultural and historical influences.


Efforts to rescue discourse related to God; i.e. the “maternal face” of God.


Efforts toward the feminization of theological concepts.


Praxis of love and caring.


Lots of innovation in liturgy.


Openness to feminist contributions from both Latin American and northern feminists.

Hermeneutics:


Biblical interpretation: see every text from women’s perspective.

Search for feminine images of God (mother/father; Holy Spirit as feminine).


Commitment to feminize theology, to combine justice with tenderness.


Biblical work centers on: valuing the ordinary, pleasure, play. Reinterpreting virtues traditionally linked to 


women: maternity, tenderness, sacrifice, commitment.


Confrontation with patriarchal texts: Insistence that they are not normative.


Reconstruction of texts: questioning of biblical authority.begins.

Inclusive language: 


God as “mother/father," as “he/she”


Identification with the word “feminist” becomes more common.

Third phase (1990 and onward)

Political/economic context:


Fall of the Berlin Wall—and with it, socialism as a model.


Gulf War, invasion of Panama, Defeat of the Sandinistas.

Neo-liberal economic model firmly entrenched; market ideology reigns supreme.


State as benefactor is dismantled.


Popular movements in general are weakened, lack-luster interest in “reform."
Ecclesiastical/theological context:

CEBs stagnate.


Ecclesial crisis within both Protestantism and Catholicism.



Santo Domingo document (Catholic) weak.



CLAI III document (Protestant) weak.


Amazing growth of Pentecostalism.


New energies coming from indigenous movement (anniversary of 500 years)


Chiapas: rallying cry, “a society where all fit!”


Women’s movement gains strength, as well as Black movement.


Key themes: the market and the gods of sacrifice; the new evangelization; ecology and the land; dialogue 


with other religions.


Option for the poor evolves into option for the impoverished other.

Construction of feminist consciousness:


Feeling of being “boxed in”--no more room to expand.


Need to reconstruct all theology from a feminist perspective.


Use of gender theory to analyze situation of oppression.


Growth of contributions coming from Black and indigenous women; 


New theories coming from anthropology of symbolism.


Challenge to confront the patriarchal structures latent in Christianity itself.


Challenge to confront the patriarchal anthropology and cosmovision present in liberation theology.


Calls for redefinition of both the human and the divine.


Openness to “holistic ecofeminism” (Ivone Gebara is key here).

Hermeneutics:


Body/the ordinary is considered a hermeneutic category.


Call for a non-sacrificial reading of redemption.


Key themes: the fiesta, joy, embodiness, sexuality.


Gender theory applied to biblical texts.


Creative reconstruction of texts to hear the lost voices of women.


Major challenge: To re-invent all Christian theology in relation to the concepts of God, Jesus, Trinity, sin, 


redemption: This reconstruction goes beyond what is currently considered “orthodox."

Key question being raised in this phase: How can a feminist hermeneutic be articulated that takes into 


account the basic problems of our impoverished peoples?

Inclusive language:


Non-sexist names for the divinity (energy, mercy, infinite compassion, grace).


Terms “feminist” and “ecofeminist” now commonly accepted.
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