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 Religious Studies 156 
        fall 2009 
 
 
      Goddesses & Gender  
     in Hinduism 
 
 
      Tu-Th 9:30-10:50, 320 - 220  
        + section, time TBD  

 
 
     Prof. Linda Hess 
      lionda@stanford.edu 
      office: 70 – 72 D, 650-725-9732 
      Office hours: Tu 2-3, Th 11-12 
      Ask about walking office hours. 

 
 TA:  Ariela Marcus-Sells 
 amarcussells@gmail.com 

 
 
 
In this course we will discover stories, icons, histories, poetry, songs of goddesses; study the construction of gender 
in religion and society; consider what goddesses and actual women have to do with each other; learn how the goddess 
is familial, political, economic, philosophical, spiritual, mythical; observe religious practices of women and men; 
enjoy, appreciate, question, analyze, argue.   
 
Why are we interested in goddesses?  We wouldn’t have a course called “Male Hindu Gods.”  We’re interested in 
goddesses because we’re interested in gender and in its personal and social meanings for our lives and for the world.  
We have a course like this because in most times and places, male has been the default gender for powerful figures—
gods, kings, priests, generals, CEOs, heads-of-family, etc.  A remarkable and richly elaborated exception, like the 
goddesses of Hinduism, can serve as a window to explore the meanings of gender at every level from the most 
exalted conceptions of the divine to the more mundane roles, practices, beliefs, images, and uses of power.   
 
We will try to maintain a balance between the open, receptive learning that awakens a sense of wonder, discovery 
and appreciation; and the critical analysis that makes us active, discerning, and skillful learners.  Our critical skills 
will be honed by attention to scholarly method and perspective.  What difference does it make when the approach is 
historical (or not)?  How is knowledge shaped by ethnographic, literary, religious, philosophical, political, or feminist 
questions and methods?  By visual, verbal, or social data?  What happens if we study Kali via texts (Sanskrit, 
Bengali, Malayalam) or via rituals?  How important is specificity of study?  What are the values and perils of 
generalization?   
 
In place of a section meeting we will have early evening film screenings most weeks, on a day to be determined.  The 
films, both fiction and documentary, are very important to what we are doing.  We’ll enjoy them and learn a lot from 
them.  
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Books 
Required: 
Kali, Devadatta, trans. and comm. In Praise of the Goddess: The Devimahatmya and its Meaning.  Berwick, ME: 
Nicholas-Hays, Inc., 2003.  (ordered at the bookstore) 
 
Kinsley, David.  Hindu Goddesses: Visions of the Divine Feminine in the Hindu Religious Tradition.  Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1988 (orig. 1985). (ordered at the bookstore) 
 
Course Reader.  (distributed in class) 
 
Recommended:  
Erndl Kathleen M. and Alf Hiltebeitel, eds.  Is the Goddess a Feminist?  The Politics of South Asian Goddesses.  
New York University Press, 2000.  On reserve at Green.  Selected essays included in Reader. 
 

Schedule of Meetings 
(full bibliographical info in Reader Table of Contents) 

 
PART I:  Goddess/es, Supreme & Multiple 
 
Tu 9/22  Introduction to the course 
 
Th 9/24   Entering Goddess traditions in India 
Kinsley 1-64, 212-20 – on Vedic goddesses, Sri-Laksmi, Parvati, Sarasvati, Indus Valley 
 
Tu 9/29  Devi Mahatmya -- intro 
® Pintchman, Seeking Mahadevi 1-8; D. Kali 2-12 (intro to DM); Kinsley 95-115, 132-50 (Durga & Mahadevi) 
Discussion:  1.  Compare the 3 authors’ presentations of history;  2.  Four overarching concepts of supreme reality 
gendered as female: shakti, prakriti, maya, kundalini 
 
Th 10/1  Devi Mahatmya (1).  D. Kali intro, 13-35; DM text 39-81. 
 

Week 2 film: Spices / “Mirch Masala” (128 min) 
 

Tu 10/6  Devi Mahatmya (2).  DM   82-139  
 
Th 10/8  Special guest:  Dancer Rasika Khanna, in the classical Bharatnatyam tradition 
Ms. Khanna will demonstrate and discuss two pieces that show the Goddess in her fierce and gentle forms.  
Read: Splitting goddesses & women into dark & light 
® Raka Ray, pp. 1-6 of Fields of Protest: Women’s Movements in India; ® the first 9 pages (30-38 in original book 
numbering) of Ann Gold’s chapter assigned below on 11/5.® Asha Kasbekar,  “Hidden Pleasures: Negotiating the 
Myth of the Female Ideal in Popular Hindi Cinema”;  
 
Tu 10/13 Devi Mahatmya (3)   DM   140-81 
 

Week 3 film: Mira Nair’s India Cabaret (60 min) 
 
Th 10/15 Kali in Sanskrit & Bengali (with a hint of global Kali) 
Kinsley 116-32 (Kali); ® Ramakrishna’s vision of Kali (Isherwood); ® Bengali poetry to Uma and Kali, trans. 
McDermott; ® McDermott and Kripal, “Introducing Kali Studies,” from Encountering Kali 
 
Tu 10/20 Vernacular and village goddesses   
® Kinsley 197-211 (village goddesses);  ® Flueckiger, “Wandering from ‘Hills to Valleys’ with the Goddess: 
Protection and Freedom in the Matamma Tradition of Andhra.” ® Stewart on Sitala. ® Gold, Mother Ten.  
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Week 4 film: Satyajit Ray’s Devi (93 min) 
 
Th 10/22 Kali in Malayalam:  2 fine-grained studies by Sarah Caldwell, with Dr. Caldwell in class. 
® “Margins at the Center: Tracing Kali through Time, Space, and Culture” in Encountering Kali 
® “Waves of Beauty, Rivers of Blood: Constructing the Goddess in Kerala” in Seeking Mahdevi  
 
PART II:  Domestic Life: Goddess as Mother-Daughter-Wife-Virgin-Widow-Sati-Sexual Partner-Avenger 
 
Tu 10/27 Wife & Mother 
Kinsley on Sita 65-80; ® Dhruvarajan, “Pativratya;The Ideology”; ® Hess, “Rejecting Sita: Indians Respond to the 
Ideal Man’s Cruel Treatment of His Ideal Wife”; Usha Menon, “Mahadevi as Mother: The Oriya Hindu Version of 
Reality,” Seeking Mahadevi  
 

Week 5 film:  Ball of Fire: The Angry Goddess  (56 min) 
Recommended reading to go with film:  Caldwell, “Ball of Fire” in Devi: Goddesses of India 
 
Th 10/29 Widow & Sati 
® Intro to Sati, A Historical Anthology, ed. Andrea Major, xv-xlix; ® Harlan, “Perfection and Devotion: Sati 
Tradition in Rajasthan,” in Sati: The Blessing and the Curse. 79-90; [use Sinha pics of sati stones & widows, quotes 
from Gandhi.  Show in class section on Roop Kanwar from Father, Son & Holy War.]  
 
Tu 11/3  Two rural women negotiate models of divine feminine virtue and power 
® Jacobson, “The Chaste Wife”  (94-138);  ® Caldwell, “Subverting the Fierce Goddess:  Phoolan Devi and the 
Politics of Vengeance” 
 

Week 6 film:  Water (117 min.) 
 
Th 11/5  Folklore and gender  
® Ramanujan, “Two Realms of Kannada Folklore”; ® Ann Gold, “Sexuality, Fertility, and Erotic Imagination in 
Rajasthani Women’s Songs”; ® Optional reading: Ramanujan, “Towards a Counter-System: Women’s Tales.” 
 

Week 7 film: Five Mithila Painters (50 min) 
 
Part III:  Nationalist Goddess, Global Goddess 
 
Tu 11/10 From Earth to Nation 
Kinsley, “Goddesses and Sacred Geography” 178-96; ® McKean, “Bharat Mata: Mother India and Her Militant 
Matriots,” in Devi: Goddesses of India. 
Optional reading: ® Paola Bacchetta, “All our Goddesses are Armed: Religion, Resistance and Revenge in the Life 
of a Militant Nationalist Woman”  
 
Th 11/12 Political Mother, cont. 
® Charu Gupta “The Icon of Mother in Late Colonial North India,” in Beyond Representation: Colonial & 
Postcolonial Constructions of Indian Identity, 100-16; Sumathi Ramaswamy’s visual essay on Tamil language as 
goddess: http://www.tasveerghar.net/cmsdesk/essay/56/index.html 
 

no film 
 
Tu 11/17 Women Gurus in the 21st Century 
From The Graceful Guru: Hindu Female Gurus in India and the United States:  ® Vasudha Narayanan, “Gurus and 
Goddesses, Deities and Devotees” 149-76; ® Selva Raj, “Ammachi, the Mother of Compassion” 
 
Th 11/19 Global Kali.  
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® McDermott, “New Age Hinduism, New Age Orientalism, and the Second-Generation South Asian”;  McDermott, 
“Kali’s New Frontiers: A Hindu Goddess on the Internet.” 
 
11/24 and 26:  Thanksgiving break 
 
Tu 12/1 & Th 12/3 presentations 
 

Closing film and dinner party:  Mira Nair’s Monsoon Wedding 
 

Course Requirements 
 
We are going to focus on thoroughly engaging with the readings and films on the syllabus rather than on a major 
research project due at the end.  This means our efforts will be spread more or less evenly through the quarter.  
Following are the assignments on which grades will be based. 
 
I.  Weekly response papers, due Wed. 9 p.m. by e-mail 
From week 2 through week 8 (ending Nov. 12) there will be a weekly writing assignment of 3 pages, following the 
guidelines below.  The percentages indicate roughly how much of the 3 pages I recommend devoting to each part, but 
these aren’t ironclad.  You can do them in any order you prefer, but I should know which part is which.   
§ (30%)  Summarize each reading and film in terms of what you find to be the central content.   
§ (20%)  Comment on method, form, style of one item from assigned readings and films. Your comments might 
respond to questions like:  What are the author’s methods, principles of organization, arguments?  What questions 
does the author formulate (explicitly or implicitly) and try to answer?  How specific or general is the research?  In 
what ways is it historically, socially or otherwise situated?  Does style make a difference?  Raise one or two critical 
questions about the material.   
§ (30%)  Give your own response to the material.  This may be intellectual, imaginative, artistic, personal.  It might 
remind you of something in your life or in the world, or inspire new line of thought.  You might want to disagree and 
argue with an author.  It’s wide open.  I’m just looking for genuine engagement.  
§ (20%.)  Reflect on the relationship between gendered religious expressions (e.g., goddess texts, icons, rituals, or 
female gurus) and actual women’s lives.  Find some example of this in the week’s readings/films to focus on.  
Models for this kind of thinking are available in Is the Goddess a Feminist? The Politics of South Asian Goddesses.   
 
Each student will have a folder on Coursework in which weekly responses will be uploaded.  Everyone can read 
these.   
 
II.  Leading class discussion at least once.  (required but not graded) 
You and a partner will sign up for a class day.  On that day you will organize discussion/ activities around the 
assigned readings.  You will also each read one essay from Is the Goddess a Feminist? The Politics of South Asian 
Goddesses, from a selection included in the reader.  You will share with the rest of the class what you got out of that 
essay.  Approximately 30 minutes of class time will be allotted to these activities.   
 
III.  Concluding 4-5-page paper OR creative project. 
In the last 3 weeks (which include the Thanksgiving holiday), there are no response papers—though you will still be 
responsible for doing the readings on Nov. 17 & 19.  On Dec. 1 and Dec. 3, we’ll have presentations of the closing 
paper or creative work.  The papers will take a specific path to respond the general question:  “Is the Goddess a 
feminist?” or “What is the relation between female-gendered divine/sacred forms and real women?”  You can use 
any class materials for this, but be specific.  Alternatively you can create something artistic: poetry, prose, music, 
short theater piece, visual art, other media.   
 
 

Basis for grading 
Attendance and participation:  25% 
Reading responses:  60%  (7.5% for each) 
Concluding paper or creative work:  15% 


