The Goddess and Sakta traditions

men.> There are some exceptions to this distinction and some goddesses,
such as Tripurasundari, are both beautiful and independent. Devi, the
Great Goddess, embraces both of these images and her cults express this
ambivalence.
Devotees of the Goddess are generally called Saktas: the followers of
_ $akti, a name for the Goddess denoting the female ‘power’ or ‘energy’ of
"~ the universe. The Sikta tradition is, however, less clearly defined than
. $aivism or Vaisnavism. Indeed it would be greatly misleading to assume
" that only Saktas worship the Goddess. Almost all Hindus will revere her
in some capacity, particularly at village level where her demands are very
immediate as are her boons. Both Vaisnavism and Saivism have incorpo-
rated the Goddess within them as the consorts or energies (szkti) of their
male deities. Yet, as we have seen, at its tantric heart Saivism is pervaded by
feminized images of divinity and practice. With Sakta texts this feminized
religion becomes overt in both puranic and tantric manifestations. The
Goddess, on the edges of the brahmanical world, is incorporated into
orthoprax, puranic worship and her tantric worship becomes brahman-
ized in the later medieval tradition of the $ri Vidya. Hindu orthopraxy
ontains the Goddess within a brahmanical structure. However, on the
edges of brahmanical authority amongst the lower castes, the tribals, and
in the tantric middle ground between the high and low castes, she main-
tains a wild independence as a symbol of the reversal of brahmanical
values.
In this chapter I will first describe images of the Goddess in myth and
Conography which developed during the first millennium ¢, and which
aresstill important in contemporary Hinduism. We will then goonto trace
developments in the history of Goddess worship among the orthoprax
mans, among the tantric traditions, and at village level.

8 The Goddess and Sakta traditions

The traditions of Siva and Visnu have dominated Hindu literature and
have been the major focus of devotional attention. Yet there is nevertheless
a vital Hindu Goddess tradition and many goddesses are worshipped
daily throughout south Asia. The innumerable goddesses of local tradi-
tions are generally regarded by Hindus as manifestations or aspects of a
single Great Goddess or Maha Devi, whose worship may go back to pre-
historic times if sixth- or fifth-millennia terracotta figurines are taken to
be Goddess images. Worship of the Hindu Goddess is also important
beyond the bounds of Hinduism in contemporary western revivals of :
Goddess worship.!
The Goddess is a contradictory and ambivalent figure in Hinduism. On
the one hand she is the source of life, the benevolent mother who is giving |
and overflowing, yet on the other she is a terrible malevolent force who
demands offerings of blood, meat and alcohol to placate her wrath. Wendy -
O’Flaherty has referred to two distinct categories of Indian goddessef
which reflect these two natures: on the one hand are ‘goddesses of tooth’ 3
who are erotic, ferocious and dangerous, on the other are ‘goddesses O
breast’ who are auspicious, bountiful and fertile.2 The goddesses of breast 1
are generally role models of Hindu women who embody maternal quali
ties of generosity and graciousness, subservient to their divine husba.mdss
while the goddesses of tooth are independent, low-ranking and dominat
their consorts if they have any. The high-ranking goddesses of breast 31"
sexually controlled within a brahmanical framework, the Jow-rankin
goddesses of tooth are free, as Wendy O’Flaherty observes, to attac

The myth of Devi

iere are a number of narrative traditions about the Goddess and minor
Oddesses in the Purinas and Tantras. The most important manifestation
t Devi is Durgs, the warrior goddess who slays the buffalo demon
“ahisa. This myth is central to the cult of Devi and provides the inspira-
on for her main iconographic representation which shows her as Mahisa-
.dilﬁ, the slayer of the buffalo demon. The myth is told in a number of
Ants in the Purinas, especially the Devibbagavata Purana and the
mahatmya, a part of the Markandeya Purina. The latter text, the
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earliest work glorifying the Goddess, dates from the fifch to seventh cen- |

turies cE. This version in the Devimahatmya is the simplest and the fol-
lowing account is based on that earlier version.

The buffalo demon, Mahisasura or simply Mahisa (‘buffalo’), had
obtained a boon from Brahmi that he could not be killed by any male,
With the confidence of his invincibility, he firstly conquers the world and
then, wishing to conquer heaven as well, sends an ultimatum to Indra, the
king of the gods. Indra scorns Mahisa and a terrible battle ensues in which
Indra is defeated and flees to Brahma for shelter, then to Siva and finally to
Visnu. From the bodies and angered faces of the gods, great energy masses
emerge which form into the shape of a beautiful woman, who is, of course,
Devi. The gods manifest replicas of their weapons and give them to her,
requesting her to defeat the demon Mahisa. Her lion mount she receives
from the mountain god Himavat and her cup of wine from Kubera, the
god of wealth in the north. She gives outa terrible laugh and the gods shout
‘victory’. Upon hearing the laughter and the shouting of the gods, Mahisa
is angered and sends his troops to find out what is going on. They return,
telling him of the beauty of the Goddess who is unmarried and who pos-
sesses all the qualities of love, heroism, laughter, terror and wonder.
Through his envoys, Mahisa proposes marriage to Devi who refuses him,
and he and his councillors are confused by her amorous demeanour yet
her warlike talk. The envoys attack the Goddess when they are rebuked by
her and are slain. Mahisa himself in a handsome human form goes to Devi
and again proposes marriage, but she tells him that she has been born to
protect the righteous and that he must flee to hell or fight. He attacks the
Goddess, assuming the forms of different animals, but Devi drinks wine,

pursues Mahisa on her lion, and defeats him, kicking him with her foot,

piercing his chest with her trident and decapitating him with her discus as
he emerges in human form from the buffalo’s body. The remaining
demons flee to hell and Deviis praised by the gods whom she promises to
help whenever necessary.*

A number of themes and attitudes are expressed in this myth. The myth
directly confronts brahmanical models of womanhood expressed in the
Dharma S$astras where the nature of woman (strisvabbava) is passives
unwarlike and where a woman’s role is defined in terms of male authority
on which a woman should always be dependent as daughter, wife, or
mother. Mahisa cannot be killed by any male, and a woman, so he thinks,

could not possibly be strong enough to defeat him. Mahisa’s initial reac-
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tion is to want to marry the beautiful Devi and thereby contain and con-
trol her, and he is confused by her attractiveness which contrasts with her
warlike speech, for the Goddess embodies the traditional aesthetic quali-
ties (rasa) found in Sanskrit poetics of both heroism (virya) and eroticism
(§igara). When Mahisa does attack, she drinks wine before going into
battle, an act indicative of her origins as a Goddess to whom offerings of
alcohol and blood were made. She is far more powerful than the gods, for
only she can defeat the all-conquering demon.

Images of the Goddess

The name Deviis interchangeable with Durg3, though Deviincorporates a
wider conception of deity. A common term for the Goddess is simply
‘Mother’. Throughout south Asia the Goddess is referred to as ‘Mother’:
Mata, Mataji or Ma in the Hindi-speaking north, Amma in the Dravidian
languages of thesouth. Like Siva, the Goddess embodies paradox and ambi-
guity: she is erotic yet detached: gentle yet heroic; beautiful yet terrible.
These aspects are expressed in a variety of different goddesses at local and
pan-Indianlevels. Indeed, thereis atendency forlocal goddesses to become
identified with the Great Goddess through the process of Sanskritization,
and sometimes for local goddesses to become universalized, as with the
local goddess Santosi Ma who became a pan-Hindu deity due to a film
telling her story. For her devotees, the Goddess is the ultimate reality,
knowledge of whom liberates from the cycle of birth and death, yet she is
also the ensnaring veil of the ‘greatillusion’ (mabamaya) bindingall beings.

As the power which both enslaves and liberates, she is Sakti, the energy or
© power of Siva. The Goddess generates all forms and so is identified with
Visnu’s second wife, the Earth (Bhii), and with nature or matter (prakrti).

.Yet she also destroys the cosmos and the human communities who inhabit

It with terrible violence. She can be approached and worshipped in many

i forms, in natural phenomena, or in human forms as a mother, a wife, an old

Woman, ora young girl. Her main representations are:

= as Durgg, slayer of the buffalo-demon (Mahisasura), seated on or
attended by a lion or tiger (when she is called Ambika). Durga, the
‘difficult to access’, has ten arms and weapons, kicks and pierces
Mahisa with her trident and beheads him, while yet maintaining a
calm and detached demeanour.

= as Kali and other terrible manifestations, such as Camunda. They are
emaciated, blood-drinking and violent forms who haunt the
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cremation grounds. Kali is ‘black’ or ‘blue’, garlanded with severed
heads, girdled with severed arms, with rolling, intoxicated eyes and a
lolling tongue. She dances on the corpse of her husband Siva.

them are Prthivi (the Earth), Aditi (the ‘unbound’), Usas (the dawn)
~ Nirrti (destruction) and Vic (speech). Prthivi is Mother Earth whose con—’
sort is Dyaus, Father Sky. Aditi is a goddess of some significance as the
mother of the Adityas, a group of seven or eight deities including Daksa
$iva’s later father-in-law.? She provides safety and wealth and is associat.eCE
with the cow whose milk nourishes humanity. In the Brahmanas she is
identified with the Earth, Prthivi.® Usas is a young girl who brinés light to
the world each morning by going before the Sun (Siirya). She is bestower
of prosperity and long life, yet conversely, because she announces the
passing of the days, she also wears away people’s lives. Nirrti is a goddess
of destruction; an early representation of destructive female power found
, in later Hinduism in local and pan-Hindu goddesses such as Kali. The
_ hymns of the Rg Veda implore her to go away and ask the gods for protec-
tion from her.” In the Brahmanas she is described as dark and living in the
south., the direction of death.® In contrast Vic (speech) is a creative power
w!mo inspires the sages, reveals the meaning of language and is identified
) .wnh tr}lth. Speech plays an important part in later Hindu philosophy and
~in yogic and tantric traditions as the power behind words, particularly
_ mantras. Other goddesses are mentioned in early vedic literature, such as
the rlve.r Sarasvati, Night, the Forest, and Diti, the mother of the c’iemons
; ‘but their role is subordinated to that of the gods. ’

3 As the early texts are all the evidence we have regarding vedic religion,
_ wecan conclude from this evidence the following points:

— as consorts or energies (Sakti) of the gods, particularly Sarasvati,
Parvati and Laksmi, the consorts of Brahma, S$iva and Visnu, who are
beautiful models of wifely and maternal devotion (though not devoid
of righteous anger). In this category we can also include Radha, the
consort of Krsna, and Sita, the wife of Rama.

— as groups of generally ferocious female deities, notably the ‘seven
mothers’ (Saptamitrkas) whose natures are ambiguous, preying on
children yet also destroying demons. In esoteric tantric literature they
are associated with letters of the Sanskrit alphabet and the Goddess
Maitrka is the deity of the complete alphabet.

— as local or regional icons in village or family shrines and temples.
Local goddesses are often goddesses of smallpox and other pustular
diseases, such as Sitald in the north and Mariyamman in the south.

— as ‘aniconic’ forms such as stones, poles, weapons, magical diagrams
(yantra) and stylized female genitals (yons).

— as natural phenomena, particularly rivers (such as the rivers Ganga,
the sacred Ganges and the Kaveri), lakes, trees and groves.

— as male and female ‘mediums’ possessed by a goddess, particularly
during festivals.

Early worship of the Goddess
Worship of goddesses may be extremely ancientin south Asia. Female fig-
urines of baked clay have been found in the north-west at Mergarh and
Sheri Khan Tarakai, dated to the sixth or fifth millennium, and terracotta
figurines have been found at Mohenjo-Daro (c. 2500-2000 B cE), the
major city of the Indus valley civilization. We do not know the purpose of
these figures. It is possible that they served a ritual function, perhaps as
offerings or talismans, or simply as gifts. Unfortunately the archaeological 2
record is incomplete, though figurines from the north-west region have
been dated to the third and fourth centuries BCE which may representa
continuity of tradition from ancient times, after the collapse of the Indus 3

- go.d.desses‘ have a subordinate position in early vedic religion, male
deitics being predominant.

- th;l:.re is no e\.ndence of a ‘Great Goddess’ in the Vedas, an idea for
which there is textual evidence only from the medieval period.

~ some of t'he goddesses in the Veda, notably Prthivi and Sarasvati,
survived into later Hindu times. Sarasvati becomes the Goddess of

learning and music and wife of Brahmi; Prthivi or Bhii (the Earth)
becomes the second wife of Visnu.

- ;il:: l;‘-fldfence of goddess worship from the archaeological record and
non-vl:dftrenc;s in the Veda, suggests th:?t worship of goddesses has
valley cities. ic, and probably non-Aryan, origins.
In early vedic religion, goddesses (devi) are insignificant in that they 4
play no role in the sacrifice at this early date, though several are mentioned 4
in the Rg Veda, the earliest textual record we have. Most notable among

The formation of Goddess worship
e:F(Iil the composition of the Vedas and the Purinas there is little liter-
idence of Goddess worship, though there are Jain and Buddhist
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