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Abstract

My research was done on the Goddess Movement, a neo-
pagan religious movement started alongside second-wave
feminism and the publication of archaeological work by
scholar Marija Gimbutas. Gimbutas constructed a narrative
of a Neolithic Goddess Worshipping matrifocal society
using female figurines as her evidence. Her matriarchal
origin myth ignited a spark in many feminists, as an image
of a better time when there was equality of the sexes.

As women deconstructed all of the patriarchal societal
structures that ruled their lives, religion became a point
of contention for many feminists. While some feminist
theologians advocated for internal change within existing
religions, others needed something completely different,
which they found in Gimbutas’ work. There are many nay-
sayers though, who think that the faulty archaeology of
Gimbutas discredits the movement. | am now looking

to see the different ways in which various voices in this
argument can create a productive dialogue with one.

Goddess Figurines

These figurines created long before written language
was invented, and there are very few surviving clues as
to their meaning and function. It is hard to even name
these pieces, with some scholars calling them ‘‘Venus
statues’ and others “female figurines” all with different
implications. They have been interpreted as fertility
statues, dolls, and fetish objects. The archeologist Marija
Gimbutas however sees them as evidence of a matriarchal
society, which is encompassed in the worship of a female
Goddess. She created a vast system of symbols which are
displayed on these pieces, as well as others from the same

period. Many scholars disagree with Gimbutas’ conclusions,

saying that she only sees what she wants to see. At the
end of the day, scholars cannot definitively say what the
meaning and function of these pieces are, due to the lack
of written evidence.

Goddess Worship

Some feminist theologians and spiritual leaders were moved
by Gimbutas’ work, and Goddess Worship was created as an
alternative to mainstream patriarchal religion. One of the most
prominent academics in the new Goddess Movement was Carol
Christ. In her widely-published essay, “Why Women Need the
Goddess” she argues, “The...Goddess has much to offer women
who are struggling to be rid of the ‘powerful, pervasive, and
long-lasting moods and motivations’ of devaluation of female
power, denigration of the female body, distrust of female will,
and denial of the women’s bonds and heritage that have been
engendered by patriarchal religion... it is natural that the
Goddess would reemerge as symbol of the newfound beauty,
strength, and power of women.”’

Feminist scholar of religion Cynthia Eller responds to
Christ and Gimbutas, claiming that the matriarchal origin
myth is actually not helpful for feminists. She argues that the
perceptions of gender cross-culturally are so diverse that a
single unifying story of how the patriarchy rose is useless.
And then even if there was Goddess Worship, that does not
necessarily mean that human women actually had any power.
Instead of focusing on how things once were, women should
think about how they can use modern thought and technology
to create the world they dream of in the present.

Conclusions and Next Steps

There are many approaches to the image of the goddess,
archaeological, theological, and experiential. She is at
once a symbol of past matriarchy and the inspiration
for a feminist religious movement, as well as a symbol
female objectification. My question at the beginning of
my research was, “who has the authority to interpret this
image?”’ | realized that this is not the right question to
ask. These viewpoints are all considered valid within their
own spheres of influence. I'm more interested in seeing
how a dialogue between these camps can look in real life.
| plan on continuing my research through case studies of
museum exhibitions, excavation sites, and interviews with
religious practitioners among other things. This will all
result in a senior thesis.
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