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Inquiry Activity: The Hindu Goddess: Feminist Icon or Stereotypical Trope?  

Analysing the sources below, assess whether they suggest a vision of the Hindu goddess 

which is empowering to women or whether they depict an ideal of womanhood which can 

be used to keep women in a state of oppression and inferiority. As you read through the 

sources, fill in the table before answering some final questions on the position of the 

Goddess in Hinduism.  

Analysis 

1. Fill in this table with evidence from the sources that suggest this tradition would be 

either empowering or determinantal to women today.  

SOURCE  EMPOWERING FOR 

WOMEN 

DETRIMENTAL TO 

WOMEN 

A   

B   

C   

D   

E   

 

2. From the sources above, what are the most common qualities that the goddesses 

manifest and how does this match with the traditional expectations of women in 

Hindu societies? 

3. Given what you have learned above, would you describe The Goddess as a feminist 

icon who serves to empower women, or as a stereotypical trope which allows 

women to be typecast as women and mothers? Defend your answer.  
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SOURCE A: a portrait of the Goddess Kali in her most famous stance, standing on the 

chest of her husband, the God Shiva.  

 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/49/Kaliposter1940s.jpg 

Questions 

1. What is Kali wearing around her neck? 

2. How does the image of Kali standing on the chest of her husband, Shiva, invert 

traditional gender norms that we might expect to see in ancient traditions? 

3. What feelings might this image evoke in male audiences versus female audiences? 

  



Chloe Gardner 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

SOURCE B: A discussion of the role of the Goddess Sita in traditional Indian gender 

norms 

Inaugurating an international conference on the Ramayana in Delhi in 1981, Supreme Court 

Justice Hidayatullah quotes a Hindu scholar: "The Radmyana is a mirror of the highest 

ideals of Hindu culture and civilisation. Herein is described the ideal hero Sri Ramachandra 

who is not only the exemplar for all living and dutiful sons, but who is the ideal husband 

and king.... Sita is the noblest flower of Indian womanhood, devoted to her lord in thought, 

word and deed ... There can be no better text-book of morals which can be safely placed in 

the hands of youths to inspire them to higher and nobler ideals of conduct and character" 

(Iyengar:27). Speaking for himself, then, Justice Hidayatullah, a Muslim, says: "Rama and 

Sita ... are exemplifiers of right thought, right speech and right action under all 

circumstances. Sita represents compassion and grace. She suffers most but preserves herself 

with heroism, love and devotion. She is the ideal wife and is the model for our womanhood 

... Rdmdyana, one of our classics, gives to our youth the fundamentals of our culture" 

(Iyengar:28). But in another welcoming address to that same conference, Umashan- kar Joshi 

remarks: "If the Rdmdyana moves one to the depths of one's being, it is perhaps due to the 

raw deal meted out to Sita" (Iyengar:24). This juxtaposition of ideal and raw deal provides 

the irritation that moves us, like oysters, to create something here. Sita's raw deal is 

dramatized primarily in three episodes that have remained controversial over the centuries.  

 

First is the agni pariksha or fire ordeal in which Sita, at the end of the great war between 

Rama and the demons, must undergo a test of chastity that requires her to throw herself into 

a blazing fire. Second is the abandonment of Sita…Some years after returning to his capital, 

Ayodhya, Rama decides that-despite her having passed the fire test with flying colors, 

despite his personal certainty that she is innocent, and despite her being in an advanced 

state of pregnancy-Sita must be banished from the kingdom because suspicions about her 

chastity are proliferating in the countryside. Not only banished, she is deceptively taken to 

the forest by Lakshman and abandoned without a word of farewell or explanation from her 

husband. The third moment of rejection, a reprise of the agni parfksha with a variation, 

occurs at the end of the Valmiki Ramayana. Rama makes a final attempt to bring Sita back 

after she has lived for years in the forest, raising their sons to young manhood without him. 

He suggests that she endure one more fire ordeal before being allowed to stay with him in 
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Ayodhya. Sita rejects this offer and calls upon mother earth to open and receive her. Earth 

opens, Sita enters, earth closes. Sita is gone... 

 

Today more than ever before, Sita is a site of contestation. The Sita who clung to the dharma 

of worshiping her husband and bowing to his will, even when he repeatedly and cruelly 

rejected her, is still embraced as the ideal woman by many Hindus of both sexes. But others, 

increasingly, are describing that ideal as concocted by and serving the interests of dominant 

males from ancient times to the present. What is it that they are rejecting? In a cultural 

environment where Rama and Sita are widely and fervently believed to be real, both 

historical and divine figures, we can say that most of them are not claiming to reject the 

"real" Sita. Swimming in an ocean of texts, knowing that all textual Sitas are chhlya Sitas, 

rising and disappearing between the covers of a book or the opening and closing of a 

performance, they are rejecting the Sita of patriarchy. 

 

Linda Hess (1999). “Rejecting Sita: Indian Responses to the Ideal Man's Cruel Treatment of His 

Ideal Wife”. Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 67:1, pp. 1-32. Oxford University Press. 

 

Questions 

1. What traditional qualities does Sita embody?  

2. How might the suffering Sita endures from the male characters of the Ramayana 

prove inspirational to women today? 

 

  



Chloe Gardner 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

Source C: A discussion of the historical evolution of the Goddess Bharat Mata 

Around 1905, as a young patriot, Munshi met the Hindu nationalist Aurobindo Ghosh 

(1872- 1950) and asked him, 'How can one become patriotic?' With a disarming smile, 

Aurobindo pointed at a wall map of India and said: 'Do you see this map? It is not a map, 

but the portrait of Bharat-mata [Mother India]: its cities and mountains, rivers and jungles 

form her physical body. All her children are her nerves, large and small. .... Concentrate on 

Bharat [India] as a living mother, worship her with the nine-fold bhakti [devotion]'. A 

decade later, across the subcontinent, Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941), India's first Nobel 

Prize recipient for literature, introduced a similar senti- ment in his 1915-1916 Bengali novel 

Ghare Bhaire [The Home and the World]. At a crucial moment in the narrative, Sandip, one 

of its male protagonists, addresses Bimala, the heroine of the story, and declares 

passionately: 'Have I not told you that, in you, I visualize the Shakti [power] of our country? 

The geography of a country is not the whole truth. No one can give up his life for a map! 

When I see you before me, then only do I realize how lovely my country is’  

In addition to enlivening the nation-space, corporealizing it and archaizing it, these 

bodyscapes gender it, frequently as female. Feminist geographers have suggested that the 

conception of the nation as cartographically female enables a 'masculinist' relationship to 

place. Such gendered bodyscapes, along with the poetry on these goddesses which 

frequently accompany them, encourage the male subject-citizen to view the national 

territory as a vulnerable woman who needs their protection and as a mother who had to be 

rescued through heroism and sacrifice. These gendered bodyscapes also enable the viewing 

of the nation's territory possessively, even pleasurably. So, even as the nation appears as the 

ground on which filial bonds between the citizenry and the territory are erected, it also 

emerges as a field for the play of erotic desire, as a regime for regulating pleasure.' In 

Tagore's novel, in response to Sandip's declaration, this is how Bimala responds: Sandip's 

eyes took fire as he went on, but whether it was the fire of worship, or of passion, I could not 

tell. ... When, in Sandip's appeals, his worship of the country gets to be subtly interwoven 

with his worship of me, then does my blood dance. ... I felt that my resplendent womanhood 

made me indeed a goddess. The bodyscapes of Mother India (and Mother Tamil) erupt 

within the interstices of a nationalist discourse where the erotic, the patriotic and the 

cartographical converge in imagining the nation as an entity worth living, and dying, for. 



Chloe Gardner 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

Sumathi Ramaswamy (2001). Maps and Mother Goddesses in Modern India. Imago Mundi, 53, pp. 

97-114 

Questions 

1. What language do the poets quoted above use to describe mother India and what 

emotions vi does this evoke? 

2. In what ways could the imagining of the country India as a female goddess empower 

women in contemporary India? 

3. Why does this author believe the feminisation of India is detrimental to societal 

views of the role of women?  
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SOURCE D: the wider tradition of Devi (Goddess) in the Hindu tradition.  

Devī, simply meaning ‘Goddess’ (also referred to as the ‘Great Mother’) is understood  to be 

an embodiment of Shakti, the feminine and ‘creative power of the universe’ (Hallstrom, 2017, 

173). She is eternal and formless, but all other goddesses are considered to be manifestations 

of her (Erndl 2017, 158). Unlike most of these incarnations, Devī is not considered a consort 

of a male deity but independent (Coburn 1998, 9). Worship of Devī (Shaktism) is now 

present in almost all Hinduism sects (Klostermaier 2002, 97),  and  has become increasingly 

crucial since the rise of bhakti (devotional) movements which allow women the more 

intimate, personal relationship with the divine previously denied them (Coburn 1998, 9).   

Shaktism celebrates female power and even Devī’s superiority over male deities (Coburn 

1998, 9). Shaktism acknowledges the creative potential of women who are seen to maintain 

familial and social order (Menon & Shweder 2000, 159). Shakti is also considered the 

counterpart of the masculine Purusha (spirit) – but neither can survive without the other, 

providing a promising model for gender equality (Wadley 2016, 114). In the tantric tradition, 

Devi is considered the central path to liberation and consequently women unusually fill key 

religious leadership roles (Klostermaier 2002, 95-6). In addition, thanks to the Shakti within 

them, some human women are worshipped as incarnations of the Goddess (Hallstrom 2017, 

177). Goddess cults have directly benefitted women by providing access to education and 

religious rites usually denied them (Hallstrom 2017, 180). Devī is often reimagined for local 

contexts, providing not just hope in times of crisis (when Goddess worship increases 

[Klostermaier 2002, 93]).  

However, beliefs about Devī can also have a more negative relationship with actual 

women’s lives.  Both sexes stress that Devī is not a realistic role model for human women - 

although they share many characteristics with her (Coburn 1998, 43). Her incarnation as Kali 

is nonetheless used to justify male control of female sexuality and destructive potential by 

symbolising the equation “Women = Power + Nature = Danger.” (Wadley 2016, 115-7). In 

her guise as ‘Great Mother’ too, Devī serves to typecast women in that role.  As Coburn 

(1998, 43) states: ‘The story of Devī is quite unconsciously woven into the very fabric of the 

social order and daily behaviour.’ 

Paraphrased from: Lisa Lassell Hallstrom (2017), ‘Anandamayi Ma: God Came as a Woman’ and 

Kathleen M. Erndl, (2017) ‘Possession by Durga: The Mother Who Possesses’, in John Stratton 

Hawley & Vasudha Narayanan (Eds) The Life of Hinduism, New Delhi: Aleph Book Company.  
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Thomas B. Coburn (1998), ‘Devī: the Great Goddess’, in John S. Hawley & Donna M. Wulff (Eds.), 

Devī: Goddesses of India, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers.   

Klaus K. Klostermaier (2002), Hinduism: A Beginners Guide, Oxford: Oneworld.  

Questions 

1. What qualities does the Devi have?  

2. Are these qualities different to the other incarnations of the goddess or traditional 

norms for women that you have seen above?  
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SOURCE E: An excerpt from the Laws of Manu, an ancient Hindu scripture written 

around 200 A.D. which stress the need to control women:   

"Because of their passion for men, their mutable temper, and their natural heartlessness, 

they become disloyal towards their husbands, however carefully they are guarded in this 

[world]. Knowing their dis- position, which the Lord of creatures instilled in them at the 

creation, [every] man should most strenuously exert himself to guard them." Submission to 

male control is the dominant duty of women: Nothing must be done independently, even in 

her own house by a young girl, by a young woman, or even by an aged one. In childhood a 

female must be subject to her father, in youth to her husband, and when her lord is dead to 

her sons; a woman must never be independent.... Though destitute of virtue, ... or good 

qualities, a husband must be constantly worshiped as a god by a faithful wife.... If she 

violates her duty towards her husband, a wife is disgraced in this world; (after death) she 

enters the womb of a jackal, and is tormented by diseases (as punishment) of her sin. She 

who controls her thoughts, words, and deeds, and never slights her lord, resides with her 

husband (in heaven after death), and is called a virtuous (wife).’ 

Susan Wadley. 1977. ‘Women and the Hindu Tradition’. Signs. Vol. 3, No. 1: 113-25. 

Questions 

1. What qualities does this deem are most appropriate for a woman? 

2. What consequences does this text threaten for women who do not adhere to this 

pattern of behaviour? 

3. Who is regarded as responsible for a woman’s behaviour? 


