
University of  Wisconsin-Madison 
RELIGIOUS STUDIES PROGRAM !!

ELAINE FISHER 
Email: emfisher@wisc.edu 
Office Hours:  Wednesdays, 10:00 am - 12:00 pm and by appointment 
        University Club 306 
  

Goddess: The Divine Feminine in India 
Spring Semester, 2015 

Tuesdays 1:20-3:15 
Chamberlain 2104 !

Course Goals !
 What happens when God is a woman?  The Goddess—the female form of  divinity—is 
foundational to much of  Indian religiosity, whether Hindu, Buddhist, or even Jain—and in turn, 
without Her story, most of  the theology and practice of  these religions remains incomprehensible. 
This course examines the principle expressions of  the theology and ritual worship of  the Goddess 
in Indian history, from the Vedas to the Hindu Epics, to Indian philosophy, tantric ritual practice 
and philosophy, and devotional worship, in order to understand how the gendering of  divinity 
affects theological speculation, religious experience, and embodied religious identity.  Our 
exploration will span the classics of  Hindu Śākta (goddess-oriented) scripture to Tantric ritual 
practice to the female saint in India, concluding with the entry of  the Goddess into the modern 
world through the Hindu diaspora, new age movements and female Global Gurus. !
 Our readings and discussions, building a historical narrative from early Indian history through 
the present day, aim to shed light on the following key questions: !
 Is the Goddess a feminist? In other words, what effect does the theology of  the   
 Divine Feminine have on the gendered role of  human women and men in Indian   
 society?  !
 Are all Indian Goddesses the same?  How is the Goddess depicted in different   
 social roles—as wife, mother, consort, terrifying destroyer?  How are local village  
 Goddesses related to pan-Indian models of  the Divine feminine? !
 What is the philosophy underlying Indian visions of  the Goddess?  What role to  
 female divine concepts such as “primordial matter” (prakṛti), “illusion” (māyā), “speech” (vāc) 
 or “power” (śakti) play in explaining the nature of  the universe and human  
 consciousness? !
 How is the Goddess worshipped through ritual, from internal Tantric  
 visualization to massive public spectacle? !
 How has devotion to the Goddess interfaced with politics and power in India,  
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 from early Indian kingship to models of  the contemporary nation state? !
 How do divergent models of  the Divine Feminine—from the Goddess, to  
 women saints and tāntrikās and female gurus—provide contrasting role models  
 for their devotees?  What meaning does the Goddess have for devotees around  
 the world today? !
Required Texts !
The following texts are available for purchase at the University Bookstore: !
Thomas Coburn. Encountering the Goddess: A Translation of  the Devī-māhātmya and a Study of  its  
 Interpretation. Albany: SUNY Press, 1991. 
Loriliai Biernacki. Renowned Goddess of  Desire: Women, Sex, and Speech in Tantra. New York: Oxford  
 University Press, 2007. 
Rachel McDermott. Revelry, Rivalry, and Longing for the Goddesses of  Bengal: The Fortunes of  Hindu  
 Festivals. New York: Columbia University Press, 2011. 
David Kinsley. Tantric Visions of  the Divine Feminine: The Ten Mahāvidyās. Berkeley: University of   
 California Press, 1997. 
Sumathi Ramaswamy. The Goddess and the Nation: Mapping Mother India. Durham, NC: Duke University  
 Press, 2010. !
Readings not available for purchase, unless otherwise indicated, will be posted as pdfs on the course 
website at Learn@UW. !
Weekly Schedule !
Week 1: Course Introduction !
Tuesday, January 20  !
Week 2: Is the Goddess a Feminist? 
Tuesday, January 27 !
Why are we interested in studying Hindu and Buddhist Goddess?  What do we expect to find in the 
theology of  the Goddess that conforms to our notions of  feminism from the modern West?  This 
week begins our exploration of  just what it means to take the Divine Feminine as an object of  study. !
Kathleen Erndl and Alf  Hiltebeitel, ed. Is the Goddess a Feminist?  pg. 24-51, 91-112, 187-202. 
Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of  Women’s Liberation, pg. 1-43. 
Sthaneshwar Timalsina, “Śakti,” in Brill Encyclopedia of  Hinduism. !
Week 3:  Goddess as Wife, Mother, Consort 
Tuesday, February 3 !
Many Indian Goddesses are depicted in traditional social roles, seemingly conforming to patriarchal 
values of  gender relations.  Such goddesses are generally referred to as “Saumya”—tranquil, or  
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beneficent—and are often petitioned for blessings.  We explore the normativity of  such gentle 
goddesses this week, from Lakṣmī, bestower of  wealth and auspicious wife of  Viṣṇu, to Satī, the 
archetypal victim of  self-immolation on the funeral pyre of  her deceased husband. !
John S. Hawley and Donna Wulff, ed. Devī: Goddesses of  India, 87-108, 137-153. 
David Kinsley, Hindu Goddesses, pg. 55-94, 178-196.  
William Harman, The Sacred Marriage of  a Hindu Goddess, pg. 64-99. !
Film: Joseph Elder, Wedding of  a Goddess !
Week 4: Fierce and Transgressive Goddesses of  the Tantras 
Tuesday, February 10 !
Unmarried Goddesses—representing the divine feminine in Her fierce and transgressive (“Raudra”) 
aspect—represent both the power of  destruction at the end of  time and the power to liberate the 
soul from the cycle of  rebirth.  Terrifying visions of  fierce Goddesses are often the objects of  
veneration in both Hindu and Buddhist tantras, from the maleficent patron of  widows, Dhūmāvatī, 
to Chinnamastā, the Goddess who severs her own head. !
David Kinsley, Tantric Visions of  the Divine Feminine: The Ten Mahāvidyās, pg. 9-90, 144-208. !!
Week 5: The Devī-māhātmya, or Hymn to the Greatness of  the Goddess 
Tuesday, February 17 !
Devī, the pan-Hindu Goddess, comes to be understood as the single divine feminine principle from 
whom all local or particular Goddesses are manifested.  The Devīmāhātmya is one of  Hinduism’s 
foundational sacred texts, central to the theological imagination of  Śāktas—devotees of  the 
Goddess—throughout Indian histories, as well as the ritual practice of  her worship.  We look this 
week at the text as mythology, its recitation in personal worship, and its enactment in the seasonal 
festival of  Navarātrī, the nine nights of  the Goddess. !
Coburn, Encountering the Goddess, pg. 13-117. 
Hilary Rodrigues, “Women and the Worship of  the Great Goddess,” in Sharma, ed. Goddesses and 
Women in the Indic Religious Tradition, pg. 72-104. !
Friday, February 20: First Paper Due !!
Week 6: The Goddess as Role Model: Visions from the Hindu Epics 
Tuesday, February 24 !
Many young women in India are taught from an early age have been taught that a proper woman 
should “act like Sītā,” taking as a role model the heroine from the Sanskrit Epic, the Rāmāyaṇa.  
Sītā, although always the perfectly chaste wife, was abandoned by her husband, the righteous king 
Rāma, when the public raised doubts about her sexual purity after she was kidnapped by the demon 
Rāvaṇa.  How do women today feel about taking the semi-divine heroines of  classical India as 
models for female behavior, for motherhood, partnership, or sexuality? 
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!
Heidi Pauwels, The Goddess as Role Model: Sītā and Rādhā in Scripture and On Screen, Introduction, Ch. 
1., pg. 3-94.  
Vālmīki’s Rāmāyaṇa, trans. Pollock and Goldman, selections. !
Film: Sītā Sings the Blues !
Week 7: The Philosophy of  the Divine Feminine: From the Vedas to the Śākta Tantras 
Tuesday, March 3 !
Beyond anthropomorphic deity, the Goddess has served as the foundation for much of  Indian 
philosophy, equated with matter or physical reality (prakṛti), the illusion of  everyday experience 
(māyā), the power that manifests the universe (śakti), or even as language or sound (vāc), the cosmic 
vibration that emanates the entirety of  creation.  We look at these philosophical concepts across 
Indian history, asking what the gendering of  these concepts suggests for our understanding of  
philosophical argument and Tantric ritual practice. !
Andre Padoux, Vāc: The Concept of  the Word in Select Hindu Tantras, pg. 1-30. 
Christopher Wallis, Tantra Illuminated: The Philosophy, History and Practice of  a Timeless Tradition, pg. 
101-190, 235-247. 
Mark Dyczkowski, ed and trans., Manthānabhairavatantra Kumārīkhaṇḍaḥ: The Section Concerning the 
Virgin Goddess of  the Tantra of  the Churning Bhairava, vol. 1 Text and Trans., pg. 23-5, 33-35, 83.  
Mark Dyczkowski, “Kubjikā the Erotic Goddess: Sexual Potency, Transformation and Reversal in 
the Heterodox Theophanies of  the Kubjikā Tantras,” pg. 123-140.  !!
Week 8: Women and Tantric Goddesses 
Tuesday, March 10 !
Is the worship of  the Goddess an activity that is necessarily addressed to a male audience?  This 
week questions the relationship between the female gender of  the worshipper and the divinity: what 
place have women been given, historically, in the Tantric worship of  the Goddess?  Is the presumed 
gender of  the audience significant to understanding what the Goddess means to Indian religious 
thought and practice? !
Loriliai Biernacki, Renowned Goddess of  Desire: Women, Sex, and Speech in Tantra, pg. 3-147. !!
Week 9: Goddesses in Buddhism 
Tuesday, March 17 !
Indian Goddesses are by no means always Hindu.  We turn this week to the roles played by the 
divine feminine in Indian and Tibetan Buddhism, from the personification of  wisdom in the 
Mahāyāna Sūtras (Prajñāpāramitā) to the Ḍākinī of  Tibetan Vajrayāna (Tantric) Buddhism, at once 
female spirits, divinely inspired women, and the underlying nature of  reality. !
Miranda Shaw, Buddhist Goddesses of  India, pg. 166-187, 306-356. 
Judith Simmer-Brown, Dakini’s Warm Breath: The Feminine Principle in Tibetan Buddhism, 11-33, 43-115. 
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!!
Week 10: Women Saints in the Bhakti Movement 
Tuesday, March 24 !
Female saints have served as role models for devotional worship in Hindu traditions across India.  
We look at a few examples of  the poetry and hagiography of  female saints in the bhakti (devotional) 
movement of  Hinduism, with particular attention to the contrasting social roles they embody, from 
aspiring wife of  God to terrifying ghoul in the cremation grounds, ecstatic in her union with Śiva. !
Elaine Craddock, Śiva’s Demon Devotee, 1-4, 35-89,  
Vidya Dehejia, Aṇṭāḷ and Her Path of  Love: Poems of  a Woman Saint From South India, pg. 1-61. 
Anne Feldhaus, “Bahiṇā Bāī: Wife and Saint,” pg. 591-604. 
Vidyut Aklujkar, “Between Pestle and Mortar: Women in the Marathi Sant Tradition,” in Sharma, ed. 
Goddesses and Women in Indic Religious Traditions, pg. 105-130. !
Friday, March 27: Second Paper Due !!
SPRING BREAK !
Week 11: Local Goddesses: The Divine and the Local Landscape 
Tuesday, April 7 !
Much of  our inquiry thus far has focused on the so-called “Great Tradition,” the religion of  texts 
and elite theology.  Goddesses are also central to the religious culture of  Hinduism in villages across 
India, much of  which evokes a concept of  the Goddess that differs markedly from elite Hinduism, a 
theology of  divine ambivalence in which the Goddess dances in the bodies of  her devotees through 
rituals of  possession. !
Barbara Schuler, Of  Death and Birth: Icakkiyamman, A Tamil Goddess, in Ritual and Story, pg. 233-270. 
Lynn Foulston, At the Feet of  the Goddess: The Divine Feminine in Local Hindu Religion, pg. 107-171. 
Kathleen Erndl, “Śeraṅvālī: The Mother Who Possesses,” in Hawley and Wulff, ed., Devī: Goddesses 
of  India, pg. 173-194. !
Film: DVD by Barbara Schuler on Icakkiyamman !!
Week 12: Goddess and Festival: Dūrgā Pūjā in Bengal 
Tuesday, April 14 !
Dūrgā Pūjā, the annual festival celebrating the Goddess Durgā in West Bengal, is one of  Hinduism’s 
most celebrated spectacles, a social and religious holiday often touted by Bengali Hindus as “our 
Christmas.”  We look at the history, artistry and performance of  Durgā Pūjā, in which groups of  
devotees erect temporary wildly creative shrines to the goddess that are simultaneously installation 
art, serving as political commentary, postmodern art, or popular culture. !
Rachel McDermott, Revelry, Rivalry, and Longing for the Goddesses of  Bengal: The Fortunes of  Hindu 
Festivals, pg. 11-75, 102-160, 183-223. 
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!!
Week 13: The Goddess and the Nation: Bhārat Mātā, or Mother India 
Tuesday, April 21 !
It is perhaps no wonder that a Goddess represented as śakti, or “power,” would figure prominently 
in the practice of  Indian politics, from early Hindu kingship to the modern nation state.  We look 
this week at political representations of  the Goddess, as the power of  kingly rule harnessed through 
the Navarātrī festival, to the “power of  Independence” (svātantryaśakti) evoked by violent 
revolutionaries in the Independence movement, and incarnation of  the Indian nation, Bhārat Mātā, 
enshrined in the political commentary of  post-Independence India. !
Recording: The Four Aspects of  the Mother 
Sri Aurobindo, spoken by The Mother !
Sumathi Ramaswamy, The Goddess and the Nation: Mapping Mother India, pg. 1-177. !
Week 14: Kālī, from Colonial India to the Modern World 
Tuesday, April 28 !
Who is the Goddess in contemporary India and today’s global world?  How has she been reinvented 
to serve the needs of  the Hindu diaspora, modern technology, and new age Goddess spirituality?  
We look at Kālī’s modern transformations and her continuing relevance to devotees across 
continents and religions. !
Hugh Urban, “India’s Darkest Heart: Kālī in the Colonial Imagination,” in McDermott and Kripal, 
ed. Encountering Kālī: In the Margins, At the Center, In the West, pg. 169-195. 
Rachel McDermott, “Kālī’s New Frontiers: A Hindu Goddess on the Internet,”  in McDermott and 
Kripal, ed. Encountering Kālī: In the Margins, At the Center, In the West, pg. 273-295. 
Rachel McDermott, “The Western Kālī,” in Hawley and Wulff, ed. Goddesses of  India, pg. 281-313 
June McDaniel, “Shaktism and the Modern West,” Offering Flowers, Feeding Skulls: Popular Goddess 
Worship in West Bengal, pg. 265-294. 
Barbara Walker, The Crone: Woman of  Age, Wisdom and Power, pg. 69-96. !!
Week 15:  Female Global Gurus 
Tuesday, May 5 !
In today’s globalized world, Hindu devotionalism has reached an audience far beyond the boundaries 
of  India through the mission of  Global Gurus, initiatory teachers who have cultivated a worldwide 
community, many of  whom are female.  We look in particular at the role of  Amṛtānandamayī Mā, or 
Ammāchī, as Global Guru and Goddess, and the significance of  her gender for both female and 
male devotees around the globe. !
Amanda Lucia, Reflections of  Amma: Devotees in a Global Embrace, pg. 37-181. 
(Available as an E-Book through the UW-Madison Library) !
Film: Darshan: The Embrace 
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!!!
Final Paper Due Tuesday, May 12 at 5 pm !
Course Requirements and Grading !
Attendance and Participation !
Students should plan on attending all regularly scheduled course meetings.  I will be keeping track of  
your attendance and participation in seminars as a portion of  your participation grade.  If  you must 
miss class due to an emergency, please notify me in advance to be excused for that day.  Please take 
the time to complete all required readings, as preparedness is essential to a productive dialogue.  
What you get out of  this seminar—and what you are able to offer your colleagues and discussion 
partners—is entirely up to you. !
Class Discussion: !
Discussion of  the readings and course themes, both inside and outside of  class, is the central 
component of  this course.  You will have the opportunity to reflect on the readings prior to class 
sessions by participating in the online discussion board available on the Learn@UW discussion 
board for the course.  Each student will contribute to this dialogue by posting at least one response 
per week based on their thoughts about the reading, but you are invited to post as often as you like. 
  
On the first class session, students will each sign up for one class meeting for which they will act as 
discussion leader.  Responsibilities include: 1) summarizing the content and key issues of  each of  the 
readings for that day, and 2) preparing a list of  three discussion questions.  These questions should 
be emailed to me by 12 pm on Monday so that students have adequate time to consider these 
questions and post a response.  I will then post questions to the message boards for all students to 
respond. All other students will be responsible for posting a response to the readings in light of  the 
discussion questions for that week.  Responses should be posted by 10 am on Tuesday.  Your 
regular participation on the message board will count towards your course participation 
grade. !
Ideal discussion questions will be concise and thought-provoking, drawing a critical eye to the 
subject matter and the author's conclusions and methodological approaches in light of  the guiding 
issues and theoretical perspectives of  the course. !
Papers !
Midterm Paper !
First Paper: Our first paper (3-5 pages) will be an “image reading,” an examination of  an image of  
an Indian Goddess, fierce or domesticated.  I want to hear what YOU think the visual representation 
of  the goddess tells us about the nature(s) of  the divine as feminine in India—in other words, what 
gender and representation tell us about reality, divinity, and human conduct.  You will have a number 
of  images to choose from for your essay. !
Second Paper: The midterm paper (3-5 pages) will provide YOU with the opportunity to argue for 
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your opinion on the question we invoked to open up the course:  Is the Goddess a Feminist?  You 
are welcome to draw on any of  the primary and secondary sources we have read together as a class, 
as long as your paper takes a stand with a clear thesis and evidence to back it up.  !
Final Paper: A final paper for the course (5-7 pages) will examine a particular Goddess, or female 
saint or heroine of  your choice—one we did NOT discuss in class.  What is so intriguing about this 
particular Goddess, and what does her iconography, history, or rituals tell us about the nature(s) of  
the divine feminine in India?  Feel free to approach these questions from any perspective, but 
remember: this is not a “book report,” or a fact-finding expedition about the Goddess.  I want to 
know why we should care about this Goddess and what it tells us about the divine feminine, in 
YOUR analysis. !
Grading !
 Participation          30% 
  (includes attendance, participation in seminar, and  
  discussion board posting) 
 Discussion Leader         10% 
 First Paper           20% 
 Second Paper          20% 
 Third Paper           20% !
Disability Services !
The McBurney Disability Resource Center empowers students with disabilities to realize their 
academic and personal potential by facilitating equal access and coordinating reasonable 
accommodations and support services for eligible students. For more information on services 
provided, visit the website: http://www.mcburney.wisc.edu/ !
Academic Integrity and Code of  Conduct !
For more information on UW-Madison’s policy concerning academic honesty (plagiarism, etc.), 
sexual harassment, student grievances, and other issues pertaining to student conduct, please see: 
http://students.wisc.edu/doso/nonacadmisconduct.html
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