Saiva and tantric religion

ered, orthodox renouncer, the ideal of many high-caste male house-

.. . . . olders, yet at the other extreme there is the feared unorthodox ascetic,
7 Saiva and tantric l‘ellglon ' £ openly courting pollution and living in the cremation ground. This
‘ambivalent attitude is clearly demonstrated in the religions of Siva who is
_himself a god of paradox: both the ideal householder and the ideal ascetic.

$aivism refers to the traditions which follow the teachings of Siva
:;(ﬁvas’a'sana) and which focus on the deity Siva, or sometimes his consort
and power, Sakti. Processes occur in Saivism which are also found in
Vaisnavism: the absorption by brahmanical orthopraxy of non-vedic rit-
_ual forms and ideas and the identification of local deities with pan-Hindu
ones. In this chapter we will trace the rise of Siva and the traditions centred
on his worship. Like Vaisnavism, Saivism has absorbed within it a variety
-of ritual practices and theologies, though it has tended more towards
*asceticism or the ascetic ideal, even in its householder forms, than has
Vaisnavism. Indeed, the genius of Saivism, or its inspiration, is to be found
in the renouncer traditions, in particular the renouncer traditions of the
cremation ground. The $aiva ideals of asceticism contrast with those of
Vaisnavism which is strongly associated with the householder, with life in
the world and with the ideology of kingship. In other words, Vaisnavism
“has tended to be more vedic and orthoprax than Saivism.

The picture is, of course, more complex than this and Saivism did have
royal patronage, but generally ascetic, and sometimes ecstatic, tendencies
predominated. While one needs to be cautious of generalizations, it might
be argued that Ruth Benedict’s distinction, derived from Nietzsche,
between Apollonian cultures in which order, control and law are impor-
tantand Dionysian cultures which revere the ‘ecstasy of the dance’, can be
applied to Vaisnavism and Saivism at an ideological level.2 Although there
‘are undoubtedly ecstatic and antinomian dimensions in devotion to
Krsna, the ideologies of Vaisnavism have tended towards vedic ortho-
Praxy and the maintaining of vedic values. Saivism, while also having some
orthoprax tendencies, unreservedly accepted the non-vedic revelation of
the Tantras and draws its inspiration from the polluting cremation-
ground asceticism. Some of the ecstatic tendencies of Saivism are embod-
ied in the mythology of the deity $iva himself.

Within the developing Hindu traditions we can see the process of
Brahmanization or Sanskritization, whereby the great brahmanical tradi-
tion of vedic social values, vedic ritual forms and Sanskrit learning absorbs
local popular traditions of ritual and ideology. We have seen this, for exam-
ple, in the cult of Vithoba who becomes identified with Visnu and of
Murukan who becomes identified with Skanda. Regional traditions
expressed in vernacular languages, local deities, local mythologies, ritual
forms and possession cults become universalized through Sanskritization.
The poetry and emotional devotion of the Alvars becomes a pan-south-
Asian phenomenon (i.e. the tradition becomes universalized) when their
poetryisabsorbed within thebrahmanicalideology of the Sri Vaisnavas (i.e.
it becomes Sanskritized). Theology is thus built up from a level of regional
ritual and possession cultsand in turn influences those cults. Regional ritual
and possession form the basis or substratum of brahmanical theology.

A second important process can also be identified, namely the transfor-
mations of the ascetic ideal: on the one hand its assimilation into the
higher-caste householder’s ideology, as in the Bhagavad Gita, on the other
its assimilation into the low-caste possession cults of the cremation
ground. Between these extremes we have the highly revered, orthodox
renouncers such as the Dasanimis. These manifestations of the ascetic
ideal may be linked to the historical question regarding the vedic or non-
vedic origins of renunciation, which we have discussed. Yet, whatever 1ts
origins, there have been, and still are, ambivalent attitudes towards
renouncers amongst householders.! At the one extreme is the highly

The myth of Daksa
important myth in the corpus of Saiva narratives is the myth of Daksa.
s story is told in the Mahabharata and there are a number of variants in
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the Puranas. Daksa, the son of Brahma (in the Veda his mother is Aditj), u
the father of Sati. Sati becomes the wife of Siva who is attracted to her.
because of the power of her austerities as well as her beauty, but, during the
wedding, tension builds up between Daksa and his unconventional sop,
in-law. Siva and Sati retire to Mount Kailasa and Daksa prepares a hor.
sacrifice to which he invites all the gods except Siva. While Siva is no
bothered by the snub, Sati is distraught at the insult and goes in anger
her father’s sacrifice where she is rebuffed by Daksa. In her rage she com.
mits suicide by burning herself through her yogic power. Upon hearin,
the news of his wife’s death, Siva is enraged and attacks Daksa’s sacrifice in _
the terrifying form of Virabhadra with his hordes of demonic beings. All
destroyed and Daksa is killed, beheaded by Siva, thereby himself becom

ing the sacrificial victim. Siva then resuscitates the sacrifice as well

sons Ganesa and Skanda. He contains all opposites within him and is even
- described as half male and half female (ardbanarisvara).* Siva is some-
imes described as the god of destruction, part of the ‘Hindu trinity’ with
. Brahma as creator and Visnu as sustainer, but for his devotees he is the
_ supreme Lord who creates, maintains and destroys the cosmos. He con-
ceals his true nature from humanity, yet, at the same time, can reveal his
pature as an act of grace. While there is a very strong sense of Siva’s tran-
scendence in Saivism, he is nevertheless represented or installed in a num-
_ber of forms in temples and shrines, which are also represented in
_mythology. He is especially worshipped and iconographically depicted in
 the following forms:

- as the Lord of Yoga meditating on Mount Kailisa or Kailash in the
Himalayas. He is iconographically portrayed as covered in ashes, with
a third eye with which he burned Desire (Kima), with his matted
locks in a chignon, a crescent moon in his hair, the Ganges pouring
from his locks, garlanded by a snake and sacred rudriksa beads,
seated upon a tiger skin and holding a trident.

Daksa, in some versions with a goat’s head, and the sacrifice proceeds
smoothly with $iva included.? In some, possibly later, versions, Siva finds -
the body of Sati and, in a state of grief and frenzy, picks up her corpse and
dances wildly with it across the universe (see p. 192 for what happens
next).

While this myth is multi-levelled and can be understood in a variety of
ways, perhaps an obvious reading is that Siva was originally excluded
from the vedic sacrifice; that he is a deity perhaps originally from outside
the vedic pantheon, but who came to be accepted as one of the gods.
Indeed, in destroying the sacrifice with fire, Siva is paradoxically fulfilling
itand so ensuring that the sacrifice is his. We can, in fact, see in this mythan
analogue for the development of Saivism. As Siva is outside the vedic fold,
so are the traditions associated with him, and as Siva makes his presence
known so forcefully and is, of necessity, absorbed within the vedic
pantheon, so Saiva traditions are incorporated into vedic ideology and

— as the family man with his wife, the goddess Pirvati, and their two
sons, Skanda and the elephant-headed Ganesa, with the sacred bull
Nandi, standing nearby.

- as Siva Natar3ja, the Lord of the Dance, who, in his awe-inspiring
dance which expresses his boundless energy, creates, maintains and
destroys the cosmos. He is four-armed, dancing upon the dwarf of
ignorance (Apasmara) within a circle of flames.

~ in his form as the Siva liniga or ‘icon’ found in most Hindu temples.’
The linga represents a phallus within a vulva, symbolic of the union of
Siva with his dynamic energy or izkti.

practice. Early worship of Rudra-Siva
Apart from some speculation over an Indus valley seal as a representation
The image of Siva of Siva (see p. 29), the earliest references to the god are found in the Rg

$iva is a god of ambiguity and paradox. He has been described by Wendy
Doniger O’Flaherty as the ‘erotic ascetic’, the ithyphallic and promiscu-
ous god, who is also the celibate yogin, practising austerities in the
Himalayas. He s the three-eyed god who has burned Desire with his third
eye, who dances in the cremation ground and yet who seduces the sages’
wives in the pine forest. He is the wild matted-haired ascetic, yet heis als0 3
the ideal family man and householder with a wife, Parvati, and their tw0 3

Veda where three hymns are addressed to him as Rudra, ‘the roarer’.
Rudra is brown, with a black belly and red back, clothed in a skin. He is
ferocious and destructive, the Lord of the storm gods, the Maruts, who
ttacks ‘like a ferocious wild beast’, yet he is also the benevolent healer and
cooler of disease. These hymns, Rg Veda2.33,1.43 and 1.114, praise Rudra
and ask him to leave their communities alone, not to take their children
and grandchildren, not to kill their horses and cattle, and, having been
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Figure 6 The development of the Saiva traditions

praised, to go away and strike down someone else instead! In the Taittiriya
Sambita of the black Yajur Veda and in the Vajasaney: Samhita of the
white,$ is a hymn to the ‘hundred names of Rudra’ (Satarudriya) which
further develops the ambiguous nature of the god, speaking of his auspi-
cious form in contrast to his malignant form. He is the god of wild,
haunted places, who lives apart from human communities who are terri-
fied by his feral habitations. Yet, as in the Rg Veda, he is also the healer, the
Lord of medicinal herbs, and Pasupati, the Lord of cattle. This hymn is an
early example of enumerating the divine names of a deity in order to make
contact with him/her. By the first few centuries CE, the recitation of the
Satarudriya is claimed, in the Jabala Upanisad, for instance, to lead to
immortality,” and the Satarudriya is often referred to in the Siva Purana.
The hymn is still recited in Saiva temples today.?

Rudrais a peripheral deity in the vedic pantheon and the descriptions of
him as living away from the Aryan communities may indicate that his ori-
gins are non-vedic, yet, nevertheless, the fact that he is included in these
hymns shows that he is still, however peripherally, part of the vedic pan-
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theon. By the fifth or fourth centuries BCcE, however, Rudra-Siva has risen
to a more prominent position and in the Svetasvatara Upanisad has
become identified with the supreme absolute, the efficient and material
cause of the cosmos.

The Svetasvatara Upanisad

The Svetasvatara Upanisad, the teachings of the sage with the white mule
($vetasvatara), was composed around the fifth or fourth centuries BcE,
chronologically after the Brbadaranyaka and Chandogya Upanisads, but
before the Bhagavad Gita. This text is very important for understanding
the development of Hindu religious thought, for it marks a transition
between the simpler monism of the earlier Upanisads and the theism of the
later Saiva and Vaisnava traditions. The text begins by asking a series of
questions about the origin of the universe and the origin of humanity:
whatis the cause of all this? Who rules over our various conditions of plea-
sure and pain? The text then attempts to answer these queries by propos-
ing a theology which elevates Rudra to the status of supreme being, the
Lord (Isa) who is transcendent yet also has cosmological functions, as
does Siva in later traditions. For the Svetdsvatara:

— the Lord is the cause of the cosmos.

~ the Lord is a ‘magician’ (mayin) who produces the world through his
power ($akti) and sustains it.

~ the Lord is transcendent, dwelling beyond the cosmos, yet also
immanent, dwelling in the hearts of all beings.

There are parallels here with the slightly later Vaisnava theologies of the
Mabanarayana Upanisad and the Bhagavad Gita, and like those texts
there seems to be some distinction between the Lord and the individual
souland, although the term bhedabheda is not used, the Svetasvatara pre-
sents a difference-in-identity theology. The soul, which is without gender,
journeys from body to body according to its karma until liberated
through the efforts of yoga and by the grace (prasida) of the Lord with
whom it is united. Indeed the term bhakti in the context of one having
highest devotion for God and for one’s guru as God, occurs here for the
first time.> However, as this is the last stanza of the text it is probably a
later interpolation, for, while the seeds of bhakti are here, they have not
Yetdeveloped.
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