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Goddess Saves Patriarchal Society:
Gender Interlocution and Efficacy
Performance in Becoming a Female Deity

Ting, Jen-chieh”

Abstract

Under Chinese patriarchal umbrella, it is believed that woman has been polluted.
Woman is prohibited from political and some ritual participation. Nevertheless,
goddess (Kuan Yin, Ma Tsu, Unborn Mother, Lady overlooking the water, etc.)
worship is prosperous and influential in Chinese society. How can we resolve this
puzzle? Sangren suggests an opposite symbolic projection for female deities, thus they
will be perfect without any fault within the symbolic realm. Duara said, the evolution
of symbols along a semantic chain. A symbol draw its power from its resonances in
the culture, from the multiplicity of its often half-hidden meanings. But, I would like
to point out that goddess is neither perfect nor multiplicity. Multiple images and
multiple interpretations actually constitute a mutually shared subsystem, or say, a
compensational system for the patriarchal society. Patriarchal society is in a
continuous process with both inclusivity and exclusivity, goddess worship play a
crucial role within this dynamic path. There are three aspects of this compensational
system: lineage, community and state, each with a specific orientation as father-
daughter axis, mother-son axis, and an idealized mother virtue attributed. This
subsystem constitutes by two dimensions: achieving through relational actualization,
and the imposition of patriarchal system. Different kinds of goddess posit distinctly
within these two dimensions. This also frame a path for the developmental stages of
female deities. Through historical archives and field materials, we can glimpse this
process of gender Interlocution and efficacy performance for a female deity in a
Chinese patriarchal society.

Keywords: patriarchal society, goddess, folk religion, Ma Tsu, Kuan Yin, efficacy
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