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PREFACE 
 
 
 
The rise of the American women’s movement in the 1970s opened the 
way for a cultural engagement with the goddess traditions of Asian 
religions.  This cultural engagement, however intellectually challenging or 
experientially transforming, was nonetheless framed by the ideological 
and social system of western monotheism.  In the harsh light of a newly 
awakening feminist consciousness western monotheism appeared as 
thoroughly masculinized.  Visual representations of the Christian deity and 
the savior who appeared in the world were male.  Further, the notion of the 
incarnation of the deity in the form of a son only intensified the experience 
of the divine as masculine.  Finally the powers and benefits of the divine 
were mediated exclusively through a male hierarchy of priests and clergy.  
These mediators, popes, bishops and priests are richly represented in 
Christian iconography.  
 
In terms of social organization western patriarchy had much in common 
with patriarchal social orders in the rest of the world.  Political power was 
exercised primarily, if not exclusively, by males in the social order and 
male dominance was the norm in the family.  However, in monotheistic 
patriarchal societies the fact that the symbolic order was masculine meant 
that male dominance in the social order was difficult to dislodge. The 
interest, then, of American feminists in Asian goddess traditions arose out 
the need to imagine an alternative symbolic order where the cosmic 
powers of the divine were not thoroughly masculinized.  The Asian 
context provided them with an unimaginable wealth of resources.  Their 
encounter with Asian goddesses was mediated by monographs on 
particular goddesses and anthologies of goddess traditions from a region 
that provided an introduction to the myths, character, and exploits of the 
goddesses.  American feminists saw in these resources the possibility of 
imagining a different symbolic order and appropriated them as a 
“theology,” an alternative to the system of ideas and symbols of Christian 
theology.   
 
Much was missing in this first encounter.  The goddess traditions of Asia 
are richer and more complex than the narratives and iconographies of their 
goddesses.  They are essential elements of a vast diversity of cultures, 
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integrated and integrating factors in social, familial, agricultural, 
economic, and political life.  A fuller encounter with Asian goddess 
traditions will require meeting the goddesses as they participate in the 
cultural worlds of their devotees.  To study goddess traditions will also 
require studying the cultures in which they play important roles.   
 
Specific cultural contexts are complex, with ethnic, racial, class and 
religious diversity within them, and the figure of the goddess becomes 
increasingly complex when read in terms of such a cultural microcosm.  
Piya Chatterjee in “Towards a Ritual Political Economy of the Goddess” 
provides an excellent example.  The plantation economic of Northern 
Bengal with its feudal, colonial and post-colonial social orders creates an 
economic and social matrix within which the goddess appears differently. 
In the lavish celebrations organized by the plantocracy her powers are 
mediated by patrons and priests, in the domestic space of a Nepali woman 
her powers are mediated by the possession trances of a Nepali woman. 
Power—political, economic and religious power—is mediated differently 
in each of these contexts.   The modes of mediation are multiple, through 
festivals, temples, ritual, propitiations, dance, discipleship, trance, and 
dreams; each of these intersect with gender, ethnicity, caste and class in 
different ways.  Some modes of mediation stabilize existing economic and  
political relationships, others challenge or subvert them.  Although the 
goddess is integral to multiple contexts, her roles simply mirror the 
complexities of the social world she inhabits.    
 
In fact the political and social contexts generate ever new incarnations of 
the goddess and configurations of her power as Mary-Ann Milford-
Lutzker shows in her “Politicization of an Icon.”  The nationalist 
movement in India called forth a new manifestation of the goddess as 
Bharat Mata, Mother India, who was at the same time a symbol of the 
nation and an embodiment of the land itself, invoked even as a secular 
symbol to make her appeal universal.  During the bloody struggle with the 
British her iconography drew on the fearless warrior goddess Durga and 
the ferocious bloody Kali.  The revolutionary freedom fighters called on 
their followers to imitate her.  After independence Bharat Mata was 
invoked as a purely Hindu goddess, an icon for the emerging Nationalist 
Party. 
 
This collection of articles gathered under the title, The Constant and 
Changing Faces of the Goddess: Goddess Traditions of Asia, offers the 
possibility of a genuine cross-cultural encounter with manifestations of the 
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goddess in Asia, for most of these articles are interested in the goddesses 
at work in their cultural contexts.  This collection goes beyond questions 
of who is the goddess? what are her manifestations? what are her 
characteristics? to the larger question of what work does the goddess do in 
her cultural context?   
 
This collection is further enriched by the inclusion of articles that deepen 
the conversation between eastern and western perspectives on the feminine 
divine.  Gang Song’s article explores the influence of the Virgin Mary 
brought to China by the Jesuits on the figure of Gunayin, the beloved 
Chinese goddess of mercy.  The most fascinating of these east/west 
conversations is Janet Hoskins’s sketch of Caodaism, a new religion that 
emerged in the 1920s as a Vietnamese synthesis of Asia religions resulting 
from the domination of China and French Catholic Christianity imposed 
during the colonial period into a nationalist religion with a universal 
message.  The addition of Joan of Arc to the pantheon of nine female 
immortals responds both to the women’s movement and the need to make 
the French colonial legacy decidedly Vietnamese.  Through these articles 
we see the goddess traditions operate also as a form of international 
currency that passes between cultures and is transformed in the process.   
 
Goddess traditions are dynamic, continuously evolving, shaped by the 
local dramas of politics, the tensions between ethnic groups, the struggles 
over economic resources, and the needs to claim, subvert or defend class 
identities.  Goddess figures are also fluid, they are capable of multiple 
manifestations; they borrow from each other’s stories, and absorb each 
other’s characteristics.  This collection documents both the constant and 
the changing face of the goddess. 
 

—Karen Jo Torjesen 
Dean, School of Religion and Director, Women’s Studies 

Claremont Graduate University 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 



 

 

INTRODUCTION 

THE EDITORS 
 
 
 
The genesis of this volume originated when Shimkhada was asked to 

host the 2005 Asian Studies on the Pacific Coast (ASPAC) conference in 
Claremont, California.1  The conference presentations focused on the 
multiplicity of Asian goddesses: their continuities, discontinuities, and 
importance as symbols of wisdom, power, transformation, compassion, 
destruction, and creation. The title of the volume, Constant and Changing 
Faces of the Goddess: Goddess Traditions of Asia, reflects the inherent 
complexity and paradoxical nature of the goddess. Although the nucleus of 
this volume resulted from the 2005 ASPAC conference, the editors wanted 
the book to be more than a “conference proceedings.” To that end, 
additional scholars were invited in order to provide a more varied 
representation of the goddess tradition of Asia, culminating in our 
selections drawing from research on Indian, Nepali, Chinese, Japanese, 
and Vietnamese traditions.  

The essays contained herein demonstrate that while treatments of the 
goddess may vary regionally, culturally, and historically, it is possible to 
note some consistencies in the overall picture of the goddess in Asia. She 
can be, among others, lover, wife, mother, destroyer, transformer, agent of 
salvation, and ecological archetype.  

This book provides a comprehensive treatment of subjects that we 
hope will be useful for students in religious studies, gender studies, and 
women’s studies. With the intent of making the volume truly broad in 
scope, an effort has been made to include works written by art historians, 
sociologists, anthropologists, and religious studies scholars.2  Culture 
                                                 
1 It was the thirty-ninth conference of the Asian Studies on the Pacific Coast since 
it began organizing conferences annually.  Although other universities on the 
Pacific Coast had previously hosted the conference, Claremont Graduate 
University was honored to host the conference for the first time in 2005. 
2 For example, the essay about the Bharat Mata is written by an art historian using 
art historical methodology, such as iconography, to study the evolution of the 
ontological concept of the goddess, whereas “Meeting the Goddess: Religion, 
Morality, and Medicine in a Fishing Community in Hong Kong Forty Years Ago,” 
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cannot be separated from religion; they are intertwined as an organic 
whole, and variations manifest themselves in the rituals and daily lives of 
the people. In this sense, all the essays are interconnected: the goddess 
manifests in many forms and appeals to differing aspects of a particular 
culture as a paradigm of the divine feminine, yet we recognize the unique 
nature of each of the Asian goddess traditions. 

For the sake of thematic convenience the volume has been divided into 
five sections: 1) In the Beginning, 2) The Malleable Goddess: Historical 
Transformations of the Goddess, 3) Meeting the Goddess: Economics and 
Politics of the Goddess, 4) One and Many: Multiplicity and Manifestations 
of the Goddess, and 5) Myth Making and Serving the Goddess Today.    

In her essay, Helen Hye-Sook Hwang reconstructs the ancient Korean 
religion devoted to Mago, the Great Goddess from East Asia. Magoism, as 
she terms it, was the primary tradition of Korea up until the seventeenth 
century. Hwang argues that because of its fierce adherence to female 
principles, the ancient roots have been erased and distorted by official 
historiographers and East Asian patriarchal ideologues. She shows how 
nationalism, ethnocentrism, and colonialism contributed to an effort to 
perpetuate male domination over women and nature. 

In the section “The Malleable Goddess: Historical Transformations of 
the Goddess,” our contributors focus on how the identity of a goddess can 
shift through history. David Gray shows how Dākinīs and Yoginīs are 
incorporated into the ostensibly “nontheistic” Buddhist religion. They 
appear to have been originally considered by Buddhists to be demonic 
entities, but have eventually become important but sometimes dangerous, 
not completely “rehabilitated” Buddhist goddesses, who inspired Tibetan 
female practitioners. 

 Phyllis K. Herman’s “Sita Masala: From the Vedas to the Kitchen” 
reveals how the Valmiki heroine, Sita, the “embodied furrow,” 
encompasses and integrates many of the pre-historic and historic functions 
of an agricultural great goddess figure. Through morphologies of gold, 
fire, agricultural prosperity, and purity, Sita proves herself to be the 
embodiment of the wealth of the earth: a furrow made fertile by fire, and 
always a gold, luminescent being.  Ancient goddess worship associated 
with agriculture and especially the production of plentiful food may have 
combined in the history of Hinduism to situate Sita in the most suitable 
site for her worship in the modern age—the kitchen. 

                                                                                                      
and “Lakshmi and Alakshmi: The Kojagari Lakshmi Vrata Katha of Bengal” are 
written by anthropologists.  Similarly, other essays are written by experts in the 
religious studies field. 
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Kenneth D. Lee introduces the Bodhisattva of Compassion, 
Avalokiteśvara, who has gone through various transformations for the 
sake of helping sentient beings in different cultures and time periods. 
Technically speaking, he explains, a bodhisattva does not have any gender 
characteristics because ultimate reality is emptiness (śūnyatā).  Through 
multicultural engineering, however, the East Asians envisioned 
Avalokiteśvara in the forms of Kuan-yin in China, Kwanse’um in Korea, 
Kannon in Japan, and Quan-um in Vietnam, graceful and powerful 
feminine symbols that illustrate the quintessence of the Bodhisattva of 
Compassion. Lee demonstrates how these multiple images have been 
inspired and popularized by many legends, folklore, and artistic work, 
revealing historic trends and cultural differences throughout Asia. 

Janet Hoskins describes Caodaism, a new religion born in 1926 in 
Saigon. Known officially as Dao Dao Tam Ky Pho Do, “The Great Way 
of the Third Revelation,” Caodaism celebrates new revelations through 
spirit messages that affirm the common origin of all world traditions.   
Accordingly, Caodaism presents an Asian synthesis of the three great East 
Asian traditions; includes Judeo-Christian figures such as Jesus Christ and 
Moses; and even integrates the veneration of spirits of nature and great 
heroes, such as Victor Hugo, the Chinese poet Li Bai, and Joan of Arc. 
Veneration of the Mother Goddess and of female saints and deities such as 
Quan Am (also Kuan Yin, Kannon, Guanyin), Joan of Arc, and the Virgin 
Mary appeal to followers of feminist spirituality, but rules pertaining to 
marriage, divorce and the family seem to reassert traditional sex roles 
rather than displacing them. Still, Hoskins notes the ideological gender 
parity of Caodaism, and further documents the historical “feminization” of 
the religion in both its leadership and membership.   

        Using both visual and textual sources, Gang Song explores the 
competitive relationship between the Virgin Mary and Guanyin in late 
Ming China.  Gong first draws a comprehensive picture of religious life in 
early seventeenth-century China. Next, Gong shows how both Guanyin 
and Mary were depicted as intercessors between two worlds: humanity 
and divinity, male and female, good and evil, and body and spirit.  The 
Virgin Mary arrived at a time when Guanyin had gained great popularity 
as savioress of the world and rekindled the goddess tradition in China, 
setting up a favorable environment for the introduction of the Holy Mother 
who shared many similarities in iconography, miraculous life, and worship 
patterns. These deities were meaningful to worshippers in different periods 
and places in a process of continual negotiation as religious rivals. 

In the third section, “Meeting the Goddess: Economics and Politics of 
the Goddess,” our authors examine the various forces of the goddess 
































