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Continuism and Feminist Theology 

 One of the prominent aspects of Feminist theory and theology is the eradication of 

oppressive structures.  One of these structures is the binary system that operates within many 

social constructs such as gender and race—the male v. female, and the white v. black binaries.  

This structure comes under scrutiny when it enters into the Essentialism v. Constructivism 

debate.  Already two things are happening: I have begun an argument that looks Constructivist, 

and the Feminist theory that attacks binaries has become a binary itself.  However, in order to 

combat both the oppressive structure of binaries, and maintain a Feminist goal by expanding the 

fight beyond binary deconstruction, I will develop the philosophy of Continuism.   Through 

Continuism, the difficulty of fighting oppressive structures in society no longer lies in finding 

which philosophy one adheres to, but exists in the physical and intellectual struggle between 

multiple philosophies and experiences.  Furthermore, Continuism—in the debate about the 

essential nature of wo/men —resembles the role of Strategic Essentialism, without becoming it, 1

by exposing the incapability of intellectual theory to make truth claims about the existence or 

non-existence of wo/men’s nature. 

 In order to continue, I must develop the existing philosophy of Continuism.  One of the 

main applications of Continuism at this time is in theoretical discussion.  In each discussion, 

everything exists on a continuum.  This is not the traditional continuum, with two ends and a line 

in between creating degrees.  A Continuist continuum is a multi-point continuum containing 

anywhere from three to an infinite amount of separate points, and continuums within 

continuums.  Each point is connected to every other one, and a discussion exists among this web.  

The goal is not to find oneself on one point in the continuum during a discussion, but to 

acknowledge the tension between all of the points.  This tension is the vivacity of a discussion, 

 ‘Wo/men’ takes the binary of sexes and merges them, creating a gender continuum.1
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and without it a discussion dies due to immobility of thought.  By trying to find one distinct point 

where one lies, one just creates another point in the continuum.  

Now, someone might ask, “How does this abstract image come into practical 

application?”  Let us create a simple  Feminist Theology continuum: Essentialism v. 2

Constructivism v. Strategic Essentialism, as defined by Serene Jones in Feminist Theory and 

Christian Theology Chapter 2 (Jones 22-48).  This is a triangular continuum that will continue to 

grow as the discussion continues, but its foundation allows one to have a flexible frame of focus.  

Essentialism deals with “fundamental and indispensable properties of persons or objects and thus 

constitute[s] their most basic or core identity” (25), while Constructivism “can be defined as a 

theory that focuses on the social, cultural, and linguistic sources of our views women and 

women’s nature” (32).  In between these two theories, Strategic Essentialism tries navigating the 

discussion by not giving one, unchanging answer, allowing them to almost pick and choose main 

points from each side on a case by case basis (45).  By navigating through a discussion using 

multi-ism arguments, Strategic Essentialism seems to occupy a similar position to Continuism, 

but in order to break from the binary of Essentialism v. Constructivism, Strategic Essentialism 

must establish as a third point in the continuum.   

The continuum has been established—but will evolve as time goes by—and allows the 

discussion to begin.  Remember that Continuism does not pursue an ultimate truth, but thrives in 

the struggle toward the progression of the discussion.  In this case the goal I am applying is the 

eradication of oppressive structures and “advanc[ing] the struggle for women’s empowerment,” 

especially in theology (44).  The idea in question goes, ‘Is there an essential wo/men’s nature?’  

Establishing an essential nature that applies to all wo/men can be unifying, as Dolores Williams 

promotes Womanist theory in her essay ‘Womanist Theology’.  She writes, “womanist 

theological vision will grow as black women come together and connect piece with 

piece.” (Plaskow 186).  The idea of a unifying vision and essence to a certain community is not 

only found in the Womanist tradition, but it establishes—through shared experience—a way to 

 Simplicity is an odd issue in Continuism because with too much tension a discussion cannot 2

move, but with not enough tension there can be a lack of direction for the discussion.  
Oftentimes, three points are enough to hold up, but more points will inevitably emerge and 
increase the strength of the discussion.
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unify against the oppressive structures. In this case, the structures are racist and patriarchal.  

However, a constructivist may say this unifying action is just another social structure put in place 

under the existing patriarchal ones.  Instead of unifying to defeat the oppressors, these unifiers 

create a subgroup that is then ‘othered’ and cast aside by the oppressors.  Kwok Pui-lan takes a 

Strategic Essentialist stance by writing, “I am keenly aware of the need for strategic deployment 

of certain generalized representations by a subalterized group at a political stage of the political 

struggle, while keeping in mind that these representations are provisional, open to change, and 

negotiable” (Pui-Lan 58).  There are positives of every situation and theory, and negatives to 

oppose them and support another theory, but the discussion among the continuum is what propels 

the goal forward.  By having these debates, people inevitably place themselves in a fixed 

position.  This action allows them to take a stance and not look weak.  However, in order for the 

discussion to move, once fixed the discusser must recognize the existence of the continuum they 

have created or joined, and help mold a somewhat stable product.  The establishment of truth 

claims can be the death of a discussion, since the tension created by a continuum is not given the 

ability to move and grow organically, like a muscle in the body. 

One of the ways in recognizing the flexibility of discussions along these continuums 

comes through the discussion of negation.  Negation is a simple continuum.  It is the recognition 

that with every decision—like Newton’s third law of physics—there is an equal and opposite 

decision.  Following is a decision I have made in my life: God does not exist.  Through negation 

comes the following opposite: God does exist.  In order for me to believe that God does not exist, 

God must exist so that I have something to deny.  The continuum grows as one discusses what 

‘existence’ and ‘God’ are, but the simple continuum makes it possible that both sentences are 

correct.  I still believe that God does not exist, and I can be happy with that, but I cannot deny 

someone else’s belief.  I have to live with their decision.  Discussion can ensue, and there is the 

possibility of ‘conversion,’ but the recognition that an opposing idea has the possibility of 

correctness is important to a discussion.  If one does not allow for the possibility of correctness 

they begin the process of making truth claims. This is the death of discussion in a continuum, 

and therefore impedes the progress of said continuum’s practical goals.  In practice, the act of 
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negation can be beneficial to theological studies, exemplified by Karen McCarthy Brown and her 

essay ‘Women’s Leadership in Haitian Vodou’ (Plaskow 226-234). 

The Haitian rituals that Brown investigates represent a continuum within the religion 

while also portraying a point in the continuum across religious boundaries, exemplifying the 

effectiveness of negation.  Brown gives a descriptive account of her time with a Haitian priestess, 

but put simply, the priestess is put into a trance, possessed by the spirits, and then communicates 

with the community around her.  Here there are three main points: the spirits, the priestess, and 

the community.  The priestess can be seen as a passive recipient of the spirits, but her body and 

voice are the ones that communicate to the community.  Sometimes there is even more than one 

spirit that visits a priestess.  This symbiotic relationship allows the community to take control of 

their communication to the spirits.  The spirit may speak to the community as a whole, or it may 

speak to one, as the trickster spirit ‘Gede’ operates (230).  Furthermore, the inclusion of Haitian 

music contains polyrhythmic elements, and the inclusion of movement establishes the mind v. 

body v. spirit continuum.  This continuum is one of the most important—it is seen throughout 

many essays in the Weaving the Visions anthology—as it opposes the ideas of pure intellectual 

spirituality established by authors like Plato.  This idea of choice and participation within 

religious ceremony, as seen through Vodou, opposes the rigidity of some other religions.  In 

Lutheran ceremonies there are designated times of sitting, standing, singing, and speaking often 

in unison.  This ritual resembles the rigidity of ‘truth claim’ points on a continuum , while the 3

Vodou ceremonies resemble the more fluid and malleable Continuist discussions.  Lastly, 

Brown’s application of negation allowed her to observe this ritual and not make truth claims 

about what Vodou or women the culture are or are not.  She may not believe in Vodou, but by 

allowing it the possibility of correctness, she was able to see the validity in its application and 

connection to the community.  Brown sees that the priestess’ “skill as a priestess derives from a 

consummate sense of relationships […] and of how such relationships may be clarified and 

subtly changed to achieve a state that is at once dynamic and balanced” (234).  Balance is not 

 This is not to say Lutheranism is a ‘truth claim’ religion, but in comparison to Vodou it has a 3

rigidity that contains less freedom within thought and promotes ‘group think.’
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necessary in a continuum, but the dynamism of its existence gives vitality to the discussion, and 

furthermore to its progress.   

Continuism is one possible way of thinking that can subvert the oppressive structures 

through the eradication of binaries and the implementation of negation, allowing discussion to 

have a malleable and active nature.  Theory does not support Essentialism, Constructivism, or 

Strategic Essentialism, but gives them a structure to exist where they can learn and grow from 

each other.  This nurturing of discussion progresses toward the empowerment of wo/men and 

establishes a framework outside patriarchal binaries in order to overthrow their effect on society. 
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