With reference to Foucault’s philosophy on subjugation and power relations, does the Virgin Mary in Catholicism Serve to Empower or Disempower Women?
Introduction
In this essay Foucault's philosophy on subjugation and power relations will be explained. Also, it will be considered how the Catholic Church has used the virgin Mary to subjugate women, and this will be and how feminist theologians struggled against this through a Foucauldian lens. This essay aims to argue that the virgin Mary has been used by the Catholic Church to subjugate and disempower women, and that while there have been attempts to struggle against by feminist theologians by showing how the virgin Mary could empower women, these attempts ultimately fails as they do not change official church teaching and the virgin Mary is still only ultimately important in Catholicism because she gave birth to a man.
Background on power 
When giving a brief overview of power and the ways in which power operates, it is important to discuss the philosopher, Michel Foucualt. Foucault particularly was focused on how different methods have been used to make human beings subjects.[footnoteRef:16153] Being made subjects means that humans are taught how to be human.[footnoteRef:9983] Foucault thought that to understand the ways how human beings are made subjects, that power also needed to be discussed. Foucault developed a method to help analyse power, which involves focusing on specific sites where power is operating.[footnoteRef:27889] Foucault examines power and resistance to power, and where struggle can be seen, as this helps to show how power operates by highlighting the strategies and techniques that it is using.[footnoteRef:8099] There are three different kinds of struggles that Foucault identifies. The first is struggle against domination: this is the conflict between social, religious, or ethnic groups where one of the groups is trying to dominate or control the other.[footnoteRef:26122] The second is struggle against exploitation, which is the class conflict between the wealthy who exploit the working class and workers who try to resist this exploitation.[footnoteRef:8814] The third is the struggle against subjection. Foucault is particularly focused on this struggle: this struggle is the ways human beings are pressured and encouraged to adopt particular subject positions, and how human beings are made or enticed to take on these different identities and roles within society.[footnoteRef:15013] Sometimes these positions are imposed upon human beings and other times human beings are encouraged to take on these positions.[footnoteRef:20636] Foucault argues that the struggle against subjection is the central site of struggle in the modern life.[footnoteRef:20678]  [16153:  Geoff, Danaher, Schirato, Tony and Webb, Jen, Understanding Foucault, Chapter 8 ‘The Ethical Subject’ P.116 (London ;: Sage Publications, 2000) [accessed 18th March 2026] 

Foucault Explained Simply, Great Books Prof, YouTube 2023 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXGjEPLJ_e0> [accessed 18th March 2026]]  [9983:  Foucault Explained Simply, Great Books Prof, YouTube 2023 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXGjEPLJ_e0> [accessed 18th March 2026] ]  [27889:  Foucault Explained Simply, Great Books Prof, YouTube 2023 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXGjEPLJ_e0> [accessed 18th March 2026]]  [8099:  Foucault Explained Simply, Great Books Prof, YouTube 2023 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXGjEPLJ_e0> [accessed 18th March 2026] ]  [26122:  Foucault Explained Simply, Great Books Prof, YouTube 2023 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXGjEPLJ_e0> [accessed 18th March 2026] ]  [8814:  Foucault Explained Simply, Great Books Prof, YouTube, 2023 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXGjEPLJ_e0> [accessed 18th March 2026] ]  [15013:  Foucault Explained Simply, Great Books Prof, YouTube 2023 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXGjEPLJ_e0> [accessed 18th March 2026] ]  [20636:  Foucault Explained Simply, Great Books Prof, YouTube 2023 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXGjEPLJ_e0> [accessed 18th March 2026] ]  [20678:  Foucault Explained Simply, Great Books Prof, YouTube 2023 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXGjEPLJ_e0> [accessed 18th March 2026] ] 

Moreover, Foucault is critical of the idea of power as something as being possessed by capacity either by certain people who are in charge of particular institutions, or as being possessed by the people through collective action.[footnoteRef:29032] For Foucault, when discussing power it is more accurate to see power as power relations.[footnoteRef:27309] This could indicate that Foucault thought power only really exists in practice, and that it is only possible to see when observing multiple subjects interacting with each other.[footnoteRef:25707]  Foucault defines power as “actions brought to bear on other actions or actions modifying other actions.“[footnoteRef:24933] This indicates that power was certain subjects taking actions in order to modify other people‘s actions.[footnoteRef:16643]          [29032:  Foucault Explained Simply, Great Books Prof, YouTube 2023 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXGjEPLJ_e0> [accessed 18th March 2026] ]  [27309:  Foucault Explained Simply, Great Books Prof, YouTube 2023 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXGjEPLJ_e0> [accessed 18th March 2026] ]  [25707:  Foucault Explained Simply, Great Books Prof, YouTube 2023 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXGjEPLJ_e0> [accessed 18th March 2026] ]  [24933:  Foucault Explained Simply, Great Books Prof, YouTube 2023 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXGjEPLJ_e0> [accessed 18th March 2026] ]  [16643:  Foucault Explained Simply, Great Books Prof, YouTube 2023 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXGjEPLJ_e0> [accessed 18th March 2026] ] 

Power relations and the Catholic church
Foucault rejects the idea of objective truth and argues that ‘truth’ is subjective and is set by the power that is in charge.[footnoteRef:27569] To put this another way Foucault argues that there is no such thing as objective truth as ’truth’ is just an ideology used by power in order to subjugate people. For Foucault, “the justification of Christian practices necessarily involves a regime of truth”.[footnoteRef:3353] Foucault identifies this regime as, “ideology, dogma, and ‘belief’”[footnoteRef:19238] Through this Foucault potentially highlights the struggle for power between the Catholic Church leadership which creates this belief, dogma, and ideology, and the Catholic laity. It could be argued that these dogma, ideology and beliefs are used in order to subjugate the members of the catholic church by controlling what they think and by extension the behaviours, actions, and roles they do or do not take as a consequence of these beliefs, ideology and dogmas. [27569:  Geoff, Daraher, Schirato, Tony and Webb, Jen, Understanding Foucault, Chapter 5, ‘Relations of Power‘, P.63-65 (London ;: Sage Publications, 2000) [accessed 18th March 2026]

]  [3353:  Chris, Barker 'Foucault’s Anarchaeology of Christianity: Understanding Confession as a Basic Form of Obedience', Philosophy & Social Criticism, 51 (2025), P.929]  [19238:  Chris, Barker 'Foucault’s Anarchaeology of Christianity: Understanding Confession as a Basic Form of Obedience', Philosophy & Social Criticism, 51 (2025), P.929 ] 

How the Catholic Church has used the Virgin Mary to disempower women
The Catholic Church could be seen as setting the ‘truth’ on the Virgin Mary as part of their effort to make women subject in Catholicism. The Catholic Church has potentially done this by creating certain dogmas, beliefs, and ideology about the Virgin Mary, which lead to certain behaviours that women are expected to perform as closely as possible, to be considered like the ‘ideal’ woman. One way that the Catholic church has used Mary to subjugate women is by teaching that Mary was both a perpetual virgin and yet through the power of God was able to give birth to Jesus.[footnoteRef:30218] The perpetual virginity of Mary could be seen as being used by the Catholic Church to show women that they are expected to be chaste. Giving birth to Jesus indicates that women are also paradoxically expected to give birth and be mothers. This holds women up to an impossible standard by requiring them to emulate the virgin Mary, even though women cannot both be a virgin and give birth. Another way that the Catholic church has used the Virigin Mary to subject women is by teaching that God cause Mary to be immaculately born without and original sin and that she did not commit any sins in her life.[footnoteRef:15822] This could be seen as the Catholic Church subjugating women by holding them up to another impossible standard as if they want to be considered like the ‘idea’ woman they need to never do anything immoral or anything that is seen as a sin in Catholicism.  [30218:  Elina, Vouola, The Virgin Mary Across Cultures : Devotion among Costa Rican Catholic and Finnish Orthodox Women, Chapter 1, ‘Blessed Among Women: Various Teachings On Mary‘ P.21-25 1st edn (London ;: Routledge, 2019)]  [15822:  Vuola, Elina, The Virgin Mary Across Cultures : Devotion among Costa Rican Catholic and Finnish Orthodox Women, Chapter 1, ‘Blessed Among Women: Various Teachings On Mary‘, P.25-28 1st edn (London ;: Routledge, 2019)] 

Moreover, it is pointed out by Elina Vuola that the Catholic Church teaches that Mary was a meek, obedient woman, in particularly Mary is depicted as being obedient to the ‘authority’ of men.[footnoteRef:16357] An example of the virgin Mary being obedient to authority such as God that is often given in Catholicism is that when the angel Gabriel told the virgin Mary that she the Holy Spirit will allow her to give birth to a child despite being a virgin her response is, “let it be done to me according to your word.”[footnoteRef:31055] This is seen as the virgin May‘s faithful yes to obeying the will of God for her.[footnoteRef:184] This is could be seen as being used by the Catholic Church to subjugate women by showing them that to be like the ‘ideal’ woman they should be gentle and obey the ‘authority’ of men. [16357:  Vuola, Elina, The Virgin Mary Across Cultures : Devotion among Costa Rican Catholic and Finnish Orthodox Women, 1st edn (London ;: Routledge, 2019), Chapter 2, ‘The Virgin Mary A Feminist‘s Nightmare?‘ P.56]  [31055:  Bible NRSVUE, Luke, Chapter 1 verse 38 <https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke%201&version=NRSVUE> [accessed 25th March] ]  [184:  Julie H., Rubio, Can You be a Catholic and a Feminist? Chapter 7, ‘Power‘ P.152 (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2024) [accessed 25th March]] 

How Feminist Theologians have used the Virgin Mary to Empower Women
However, there have been some feminist theologians who have struggled against how the Catholic church has used the virgin Mary to subjugate women, by reinterpreting the virgin Mary in a way that could be seen as empowering women. In these efforts, Mary’s Magnificat has been especially highlighted by Feminist Theologians.[footnoteRef:11329] Mary’s Magnificat is found in the gospel of Luke and is a song of praise to God in which Mary sings, [11329:  Rubio, Julie H., Can You be a Catholic and a Feminist?, Chapter 7, ’Power’ P.154-155 (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2024) [accessed 25th March 2026]] 

 	Surely from now on all generations will call me blessed... 	He has brought down the powerful from their thrones 	and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away empty.[footnoteRef:15513]    [15513:  Bible NRSVUE, Luke, Chapter 1, verses 48 & 52-53 <https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke%201&version=NRSVUE> [accessed 25th March 2026] ] 

Feminist theologians highlight Mary’s Magnificat as it has themes of bringing social justice such as lifting up the poor and bringing down the rich.[footnoteRef:14168] Also, Mary’s Magnificat focuses on how Mary, a poor woman, will be called blessed by generations, which could be seen as empowering for women as it indicates that God can make women a blessing. In addition to this God lifting up the lowly and bringing down the powerful, could also be seen as Mary declaring that God will lift up the marginalized, including women and bring down the privilege, such as men. This would go against the idea that the virgin Mary who represents the ’ideal’ woman shows women that they should submit to men, and instead it indicates that for women to be considered like the ’ideal’ woman they should stand up against privilege men. [14168:  Julie H., Rubio, Can You be a Catholic and a Feminist?, Chapter 7, ’Power’, P.154-155 (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2024) [accessed 25th March 2026]] 

[bookmark: _Int_HVdbQBUl]Moreover, another way to feminists theologians have struggled against how the Catholic church has used the virgin Mary to make women subject is by highlighted by the Catholic feminist theologian Julie Hanlon Rubio how the important role of the Virgin Mary in Catholicism may serve to empower women, as a woman is being venerated.[footnoteRef:5602] The Virgin Mary is venerated in Catholicism as she is seen as the “’Mother of Redeemer’ or ‘Theotókos’ (Mother of God)”.[footnoteRef:29482] As a result of this veneration Catholics can to pray to Mary to intercede on their behalf.[footnoteRef:30970] This indicates that a woman is able to intervene to God on behalf of humanity, which could be seen as empowering to women. In addition, many Catholics pray the rosary which ”can be led by anyone and centers a scriptural text glorifying a woman, Mary”.[footnoteRef:7535] The rosary being able to be led by anyone means that women can lead it and it serves to honor a woman, both of which could be seen as being empowering to women, as this pray gives a woman an important role. [5602:  Rubio, Julie H., Can You be a Catholic and a Feminist?, Chapter 7 ‘Power‘, P.152-153 (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2024) [accessed 25th March 2026] ]  [29482:  Rubio, Julie H., Can You be a Catholic and a Feminist?, Chapter 7 ‘Power‘, P.152 (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2024) [accessed 25th March 2026] ]  [30970:  Here’s what Catholics Actually Believe about Mary (It’s Not what You Think), Father David Michael Moses, YouTube 2024 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NBZ6uJJb_3U> [accessed 17th March 2026]]  [7535:  Julie H., Rubio, Can You be a Catholic and a Feminist?, Chapter 8, ‘Prayer‘, P.172-173 (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2024) [accessed 25th March 2026]] 

Furthermore, Mary could be seen as empowering to women as without Mary there is no Jesus the central figure of Catholicism, and if there was no Jesus, then there would be no Christ, and there would not be the concept of salvation in Christianity.[footnoteRef:13461] This indicates that Mary is empowering to women in Catholicism as she is an important foundation for the religion, which means that a woman made a significant contribution to Catholicism.    [13461:  Rubio, Julie H., Can You be a Catholic and a Feminist?, Chapter 7, ‘Power‘, P.152-153  (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2024) [accessed 25th March 2026]] 

Counter-arguments to how Feminist Theologians have used Mary
However, even acknowledging the arguments made by feminist theologians it could be said that the Virgin Mary is still used in the Catholic church to disempower women. This is because the Virgin Mary is still only ultimately important in Catholicism as she gave birth to a Jesus, a man.[footnoteRef:9093] This means that the virgin Mary is still ultimately used by the Catholic Church to subjugate women by telling them that to be considered like the ‘ideal’ woman and be considered important they need to have children.  [9093:  Rubio, Julie H., Can You be a Catholic and a Feminist?, Chapter 7, ‘Power‘, P.152-153 (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2024) [accessed 25th March 2026]] 

Moreover, even though there have been attempts by feminist theologians to struggle against the ways that the virgin Mary has been used by the Catholic church to subjugate women by pointing to Mary’s Magnificat, it can still be argued that Mary is used to subjugate women. This can be argued because while the Magnificat serves as an example of the virgin Mary in the Bible speaking against the powerful and by extension those with authority, regardless of that the Catholic Church still teaches that the Virgin Mary was a meek and obedient woman.[footnoteRef:9220] This Catholic Church teaching on the Virgin Mary could be seen as the Catholic Church purposefully trying to subjugate women, as the Church would rather that women view the ‘ideal’ women as being gentle and obedient to authority rather than seeing her as speaking against power and authority, as the Catholic Church subjects women by making think that to be like the 'ideal‘ women they need to submit to authority. [9220:  Elina, Vuola The Virgin Mary Across Cultures : Devotion among Costa Rican Catholic and Finnish Orthodox Women, 1st edn (London ;: Routledge, 2019), Chapter 2, ‘The Virgin Mary A Feminist‘s Nightmare?‘ P.56] 

Conclusion
Overall, Foucault describes being made subject as how humans are told they should be human, and he looks at this with particular attention to power relations and struggle against this subjugation. The Catholic Church has used their teachings on the Virgin Mary by using her as the ‘idea’ woman so that the Church can teach women how they must be to be considered like the ‘ideal’ woman. Feminist theologians have struggled against the ways in which the Catholic Church has used Mary to subjugate women by considering the ways that the Virgin Mary can be seen as empowering women. However, there are some problems with how Feminist theologians have done this as Mary can still only ultimately be seen as important in Catholicism because she gave birth to a man. While feminist theologians point out the Virgin Mary could empower women, it still does not change the official Catholic Church teaching on the Virgin Mary and how it is used to make women subject. In conclusion the virgin Mary serves to disempower women as the Catholic has used the virgin Mary to make women subject, by telling what they must do to be considered like the ‘ideal’ woman, but there have been some compelling attempts to struggle against this by feminist theologians, these ultimately fail as they do not change official Catholic Church teaching on the virgin Mary and she is only ultimately important in Catholicism as she give birth to a man.
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