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INTRODUCTION


This short study aims at introducing the reader to the challenging notion of womanhood in Hindu religious culture, including its formative influence on women’s situation in social life. Divided into seven related chapters following this Introduction, this monograph aims at encouraging reading and self-directed reflection, reinforced by a list of suggested reading material. The chapters proceed both historically and thematically, covering abstract philosophical ideas as well as concrete worldly conditions, from the earliest stages of Hindu society to the present, marking through time the evolving conception of women, their religious roles, and their social status as derived from Hindu philosophical thought. A theme followed through this monograph will be the paradox that while Hindu metaphysics centralises the feminine as the source of cosmic power, Hindu society has traditionally authorised the subjection of women. This downgrading of women is especially deplorable in view of the very great independence enjoyed by women in the earliest period of Hindu society, not to speak of the continuing idealisation – sadly, more in theory than in practice – of women throughout the history of Hinduism. At the same time, this study notes that Hindu women have consistently found in their faith resources for claiming selfhood both as religious and social subjects. At the very minimum, Hindu women have been able to create a niche of their own in their homes, where they perform religious rites often in their own way, while a great many have found space for worshipping through poetry, painting, dance, and music. Still more excitingly, in present-day social life Hindu women have gained the strength to claim decisive roles in shaping their own lives and the world at large. The chapters in this book will thus lead to understanding how women exist in Hindu society as religious subjects under social conditions that are deeply influenced by ideas derived – or claimed to be derived – from religious sources.

Before we venture into the discussion we would do well to keep in view a fundamental question: does it make sense to talk about women as a separate element of Hinduism? Or of any religion for that matter? Is a religion different for men and women? To the modern sensibility it is inconceivable that God (or the Supreme Being, if you prefer the term) is different for men and women or treats men and women differently. Were we to think so then we would be thinking of a religion actually as two separate belief systems, one for men, the other for women. Since we do not think so, we must proceed from the idea that there may be some difference in the way men and women think of God, feel God’s existence, and seek God. This idea is perhaps best captured by the commonplace image of seekers of the same treasure travelling by different paths. That image dominates Hindu thought.

For Hindus plurality is not a surprising idea. Hinduism has no central doctrine, no single authority to lay down what Hindus should believe and how they should worship. That makes difference in belief and practice entirely defensible and feasible. It follows that men and women, as gendered categories, may well have different ways of believing in the Ultimate spirit and different ways of finding that spirit while adhering to the same spiritual impulse. Whether that spirit exists or is said to be merely a piece of self-delusion is not relevant here; the object of this study is to consider the ways in which belief in such a spirit expresses itself and works in the minds and hearts of men and women.

Bound as the human world is by the rules and conventions of social life, it is an everyday experience that spirituality finds its way through different modes of thought, expression, and action within a body of religious conduct. Such difference is very often defined by gender and bound by social practices, which explains why Hindu women’s religious life is an amalgam of the worldly and the other-worldly, formed as much by spiritual impulses as by worldly necessities, whereby it has historically coalesced into a domain that is their own. To observe and understand the particulars of that domain and to chart the ways in which the Hindu religion shapes women’s religious life is the goal of the present study.

Each of the chapters that follow begins with a brief introductory paragraph, and proceeds through the exposition of the chapter’s topic supported by material quoted and cited from the source texts of the Hindu religion and related critical studies. Sanskrit texts, their translations, and critical studies referred to in the chapters are listed in the References section at the end of the book. Sanskrit texts cited here are standard editions in general unless noted otherwise; translated passages that appear without specific credit are mine. The purpose constantly pursued through the book is to encourage you, the reader, to develop and nurture your own understanding of the life of a woman as a Hindu. After going through the chapters you will, I hope, realise that there are endless opportunities for reflecting on and discussing the topics they deal with. Indeed, such reflections would be an essential part of the learning process, for the aim of these pages is not to load you with parcels of information and ready-made arguments or conclusions, but to build for you platforms from which you may launch your own enquiries. It is with that need in mind that I have listed broad topics for reflection, framed as questions, to keep the issue focused in your mind at the end of each chapter. They represent only a few of many possible issues and you will no doubt come up with many more. Although the discussion topics are presented as specific questions, please bear in mind that there is no single correct answer and you may find it useful to imagine each discussion as a debate within your own mind – unless you are fortunate enough to persuade somebody else to act as your foil. Your study and discussion will, I hope, be helped by a selective glossary of terms used in Hindu religious, philosophical, and sociological discourse, such as ‘mokṣa’.

All texts and critical works referred to in chapters are cited there, with full bibliographical information, as also in the References at the end of the book. To facilitate further enquiry and independent study, a briefly annotated list of books has been added at the end of the monograph. Note that compound Sanskrit terms, including titles of texts, have been separated into their elements, thus: dharmaśāstra appears as dharma-śāstra, Devībhāgavatapurāṇa as Devī Bhāgavatapurāṇa, and so on. When cited in published form, they appear as given on title-pages or journal citations.

A word of caution before we begin: Hindu religious culture is full of different views and narratives, many of them contradictory. There is no central, universally accepted narrative, let alone a unified doctrine. What we know is drawn from texts that vary quite widely in their views about gods, goddesses, and the world, and from worship practices, which vary of course even more widely. Dates too are often hard to pinpoint. Considering Hinduism’s antiquity and the millennia of its evolution, this is not surprising but calls for disciplined study and reflection and, above all, for avoiding quick opinions. Given the great range of Hindu culture across philosophical ideas, religious rituals and conduct, myths and legends, social rules and practice, the study of Hindu thought and practice is often a hazardous journey through a minefield of contradictory views. But not to attempt that journey is to miss an adventure. I confess I would rather attempt leaps of judgement across that minefield than none at all, so long as those judgements are open to revision through sober reflection.






I DIVINITY AND FEMININITY



From its very beginning many thousands of years ago, Hindu religious thought has been deeply concerned with the idea of femininity. In this chapter we will look into the origins of that idea in Hindu philosophy and its development through time. Hindu religious beliefs and practices have pervaded the idea of womanhood, locating the feminine both in the material human world and in the realm of the spirit. How much force that tradition still exerts on Hindu social culture today with respect to women is an intriguing question and can lead to emotionally charged positions among Hindus and non-Hindus alike. The way that religious principles tend to turn into social and political rules and conventions will be part of the discussion developed throughout this book. So will the opportunities that exist within the Hindu religion for women to achieve self-determination both socially and spiritually. The present chapter will prepare the groundwork for that discussion.




ORIGINS


As in other world cultures, philosophical and religious thought – the two usually converging – in Hindu society began with speculations about the origin of existence and its process, and with explanations of natural life. At its most adventurous, Hindu philosophical thought admits that nobody really knows how and where it all began. A hymn in the ṚgVeda, the earliest Hindu collection of religious thought, says, ‘Existence, in the earliest age of gods, from Non-existence sprang’ (ṚgVeda 10.72.3), and a later one, the famous Nāsadīya hymn, asserts even more boldly:


	Then was not non-existent nor existent: there was no realm of air, no sky beyond it. What covered it, and where? and what gave shelter? Was water there, unfathomed depth of water?

	Death was not then, nor was there aught immortal: no sign was there, the day’s and night’s divider. That One Thing, breathless, breathed by its own nature: apart from it was nothing whatsoever.

	Darkness there was: at first concealed in darkness this All was indiscriminated chaos. All that existed then was void and formless: by the great power of Warmth was born that Unit.

	Thereafter rose Desire in the beginning, Desire, the primal seed and germ of Spirit. Sages who searched with their heart’s thought discovered the existent’s kinship in the non-existent.

	Transversely was their severing line extended: what was above it then, and what below it? There were begetters, there were mighty forces, free action here and energy up yonder.

	Who verily knows and who can here declare it, whence it was born and whence comes this creation? The gods are later than this world’s production. Who knows then whence it first came into being?

	He, the first origin of this creation, whether he formed it all or did not form it, Whose eye controls this world in highest heaven, he verily knows it, or perhaps he knows not.
(ṚgVeda, 10.129)1





Despite its confession of bafflement, this passage takes for granted the existence of an abstract Supreme Being who is self-originating and the source of all phenomena. Hindu thought attempted to grasp that abstract Being by picturing it in many forms as gods and goddesses. Imagined as divine beings in human shape and placed in a social order, Hindu gods and goddesses control everything that happens in the universe while they rule over human life. This belief in personified deities began to take hold of Hindu spiritual thought from its earliest phase, generally traced back to the fifteenth century BCE.2 Gods and goddesses are immensely more powerful than human beings, but they are modelled on human beings and they exist in relation to humankind and other forms of earthly life.3 They possess superhuman powers that they employ to regulate nature and support human life within a scheme of orderliness, mutual benefit, and justice.

In the earliest phase of Hindu spiritual thought, divinity in its full might resided mainly in male gods, who were worshipped as holders of power, and dispensers of both favours and punishment. While goddesses were part of the divine world, they performed only specific and usually narrow functions, mainly related to nurturing human life, ever-present but on the periphery of cosmic power. This vision of the divine world changed with new ideas developing some centuries later. In the classical period of the Hindu tradition, approximately from the fifth century CE, the idea of a single Great Goddess came to dominate Hindu thought as the energy that drives all creation.

That there is a gender division within the community of deities may seem startling, considering that they are not biological entities. But like other world cultures, Hinduism overlooks this inconsistency and treats divine beings as biological ones, treating every form of existence, whether open to direct human sense perception or not, as animated and gendered. Again, this is not uncommon in world culture but Hindu views on gender characteristics and roles are painstakingly elaborated and ceaselessly debated both in their theological positions and sociological implications. For practical purposes of capturing the indeterminate idea of an otherworldly life, Hindus, like others, have assigned biological presence to gods and goddesses. They have also placed gods and goddesses within a society that is their very own but again one that parallels human society.

Though they shared the same universe, Vedic gods and goddesses were not equal, for early Hindu thought held them within a hierarchy of power that included a hierarchy of gender as well. While the gods controlled cosmic forces and functions, such as the power of the wind, oceans/water, fire, thunder, and lightning, the goddesses were limited to prescribed tasks. Well into Vedic times when Hindu thought was crystallising into a distinct theology, goddesses were players in the support system of the universe rather than its controllers, carrying out a primarily nurturing role. From an early time, the gender division within the divine world determined the division of divine functions, with the broader, far-reaching control of creation resting upon male gods and the female deities carrying out particular tasks of keeping creation going. Another aspect of the gendering of deities is that goddesses were scarcely, if ever, independent actors but attached to gods in supporting roles. Any independence that some of them might have possessed initially eroded as the conception of the divine community firmed up through time. During the Vedic period, we find goddesses pushed to the periphery of power and influence. For sages and worshippers, goddesses diminished in importance in comparison to male deities such as Indra, Agni, Vāyu, or Soma, who were the principal gods of the time. Although we must not underestimate the importance of goddesses as philosophical notions or as objects of practical veneration, we do have to recognise their limitations. While the gods were controllers of the elemental constituents of the universe, the goddesses were nurturers, protectors, purifiers, energy givers, and mothers, as we may see in the profiles of Vedic goddesses, most prominent of whom were: Uṣas, Pṛthivī, Aditi, Sarasvatī, Vāc, and Śrī/Lakṣmī.4




EARLY GODDESSES


Goddess Uṣas, or Dawn, is described in the Vedas as an auspicious and bright being who wakes up the world with her light and regulates time. A nurturer, she leads human understanding to Ṛta, or Cosmic Truth. Goddess Pṛthivī, or earth, is the consort of Dyaus, or Sky, and nurtures the material world as its mother, supplying the needs of all human beings, birds, and animals. Goddess Aditi is important as the mother of the gods, free from their rule though not equal in authority, protector of Ṛta, and is later merged with Pṛthivī. A more complex figure is Goddess Sarasvatī, who first appeared as a nature spirit, a river, and thus a purifier who bestowed wealth, renewed and nurtured lives, and represented immortality. The epitome of purity, energy, eloquence, knowledge, music, and art, she was worshipped in Vedic times as the ruling spirit of sacrifices and was connected with other Vedic goddesses, such as ĪĪā, Māhī, Bhāratī, and Hotrā. Sarasvatī is the one exception to the general rule of submission to male dominance, because from Vedic times down to the present, she has survived and has been venerated as an independent entity, with Hindu sacred lore showing her shaking off all claims upon her by even the creator god Brahmā, including one of incestuous desire on his part. A goddess associated with Sarasvatī is Vāc, who later became one with Sarasvatī. Vāc was controller of word and sound, inspirer and creator of three Vedas, protector of sacrifices and rituals, which depended on precision of word and sound to be potent.

One of the most important of these early female deities was Śrī, the giver of wealth, good fortune, and royal authority, who was later assimilated into Goddess Lakṣmī. The latter became not only one of the most fervently worshipped deities for Hindus as the source of wealth and well-being, but eventually came to occupy the very centre of all divine power and action as Viṣṇu’s consort. Both theologically and socially Lakṣmī developed into one of the most influential goddesses of Hinduism, around whom entire systems of worship developed.

Among these early goddesses there were also others who were not so benevolent. Of negative aspect were Rātrī and Nrṛiti. Rātrī was the sister of Uṣas and exercised motherly care in facilitating sleep, rest, comfort, and safety but also induced hopelessness and barrenness. Nrṛiti was a distinctly threatening figure who commanded decay, greed, anger, cowardice, old age, and death, and was later identified as Alakṣmī, the spiteful opposite of Lakṣmī, the goddess of plenitude, much feared, and paid homage only to ensure her absence. In the conception of Nrṛti we may detect an instinctive fear of women’s presumed potential for destruction, a fear later to be attached to Kālī, as Gavin Flood points out.5 These disagreeable goddesses clearly represented what worshippers wished to keep at a distance and were not models for women, although they, especially Alakṣmī, could be cited to explain women’s misfortunes in the form of barrenness or laziness; she also became the model of wicked women. As with benevolent goddesses, the human-divine correlation holds true even for otherworldly malice.




PERIPHERAL GODDESSES


The goddesses we have looked at so far are those mentioned in Vedic literature. But Hindu religiosity existed beyond the cultivated communities, which fostered philosophical speculations, and composition of hymns and complex sacrifices that went with their worship. The larger rural population that existed outside these communities had their own deities and it is likely that some of the Vedic deities, such as Rātrī, originated as village deities and later took more sophisticated shape in the imagination of the Vedic seers. But many deities had—and still have—only regional followings or even narrower village bases. Village gods and goddesses lived on in the popular consciousness and many have survived into present-day Hindu religious life, including urban life. Several village goddesses have continued to command devotion as spirits who can reward and protect, or punish and destroy. Some are benevolent and worshipped for the boons they may give, such as Ṣaṣṭhī, who grants prayers for the birth of children, or Bathukāmmā, who brings renewal to fields of crops and flowers. Some other goddesses have to be more carefully treated, such as Śītalā, Manasā, and Māriāmman, whom worshippers have to propitiate with pūjā to be protected from disease and similar misfortunes. Although their ritual worship is usually attended and arranged by women, they are not models for women. Represented often by rocks or trees – though images are also known – they have attracted more anthropological attention than philosophical efforts to relate them to the Hindu discourse on goddesses.




THE DIVINE FEMININE: THE GREAT GODDESS


Although the Vedic period was dominated by male divinities, the Vedic seers also sensed the presence of a divine feminine of all-pervasive power. Fleetingly glimpsed in the ṚgVeda, the earliest Hindu sacred book known, she is the divinity who ‘holds together all existence’ (ṚgVeda, hymn 10.125) but we learn nothing more about her. It took centuries for that female figure to grow in philosophical complexity, coming to dominate religious thought and worship from about the third century CE. That divine being came to be known as Mahādevī (the Great Goddess), or simply as Devī, to whom the Hindu seers attributed all the powers and characteristics of all goddesses and identified her as the cause of creation and the greatest of all divinities. This conception of a single goddess, who is the sum of all other goddesses, is so weighty that we will have to look at her at some length.

The concept of the divine feminine begins to expand vastly from about the third century CE. This was the era in which began the composition of the purāṇas, or the numerous encyclopedic chronicles of cultural memory that included philosophical reflections. To the authors of the different purāṇas, Devī appeared as the embodiment of prakṛti (nature), śakti (energy), and māyā (illusion), and even as brahman, the supreme creative will behind existence. She is the power that animates the gods. Composed between the fifth and seventh centuries CE, the Devīmāhātmya section of the MārkaṇĪeya Purāṇa especially glorifies Devī as a warrior goddess who saves the world from evil. A later text, the Devī Bhāgavatapurāṇa, composed around the eleventh century CE, goes so far as to see her as ‘the Mother of all the worlds who creates this universe’ (Devī Bhāgavatapurāṇa, book 1, chapter 2, verse 8), creator of Brahmā, Viṣṇu, and Śiva, and the single authority who holds all gods and goddesses at her command.6

At the heart of this challenging concept of the goddess lies a perception of irresistible energy expressed through action both in the material world and in the unseen, imagined theatre of cosmic existence.7 As the sum of that power, the goddess is she who activates all existence, holding together and protecting all existence in a state of material, moral, and spiritual harmony. Hinduism thus gained a female divinity of cosmic dominance. That divine feminine was considered to be the central creative energy or Śakti (the term for force, strength, and energy in Sanskrit) of the universe. Known in many forms, her supremacy was entrenched in Hindu scriptures by the fourth century CE, and worship of Her in the form of Durgā and Kālī became a cherished part of Hindu religious life. Such was her greatness that even Kṛṣṇa, believed to be Viṣṇu on earth, counsels Arjuna to pray to the Great Goddess before the great war of Kurukṣetra in the Mahābhārata. Arjuna exalts her in the persona of Kālī:


namaste siddhasenāni ārye mandāravāsinī |

kumāri kāli kapāli kapile kṛṣṇa piṅgale ||




I bow to you, O foremost of Siddhas, O Noble One who dwells in the forest of Mandāra, O Virgin, O Kāli! O wife of Kapāla! O you of a black and tawny hue.




bhadrakāli namastubhyam mahākāli namo’stu te |

caṇĪi caṇĪe namastubhyam tāriṇi varavarṇini ||




I bow to you. O Beneficent Kālī, I bow to you, O Mahākālī, O wrathful One. I bow to you. O Tārā the saviour, the great boon-bestowing one.

(Mahābhārata, Bhīṣma Parva, 23.4–5)8



The powers of Devī are invoked in greater detail in the Devīmāhātmya. She is the mainspring of everything conceivable:


tvayaitadhāryate viśvaṁ tvayaitat sṛjayate jagat |

tvayaitat pālyate devi tvamatsyante ca sarvadā ||

visṛṣṭau sṛṣtirūpā tvaṁ sthitirūpā ca pālane |

tathā saṁhatirūpānte jagato asya jaganmaye ||

mahāvidyā mahāmāyā mahāmedhā mahāsmṛtiḥ |

mahāmohā ca bhavati mahādevī mahāsurī ||




By you this universe is borne, by you this world is created. By you it is protected, O Devī, and you always consume it at the end. O you who are [always] of the form of the whole world, at the time of creation you are of the form of the creative force, at the time of sustentation you are of the form of the protective power, and at the time of the dissolution of the world, you are of the form of the destructive power. You are the supreme knowledge as well as the great nescience, the great intellect and contemplation as also the great delusion, the great devī as also the great asurī.

(Devīmāhātmya, 1. 75–77)



Further attributes are listed a little later:


    tvaṁ śrīs tvaṁ īsvarī tvaṁ hrīṁs tvaṁ buddhir bodhalakṣaṇā |

    lajjā puṣṭis tathā tuṣṭis tathā tvaṁ śāntir kṣāntir eva ca ||




You are the goddess of good fortune, the ruler, modesty, intelligence characterized by knowledge, bashfulness, nourishment, contentment, tranquility and forbearance.

(Devīmāhātmya, 1. 79)9



This supreme deity is a figure of mystery that can be conceived in many ways, including humanised forms. She is power personified (śaktirūpiṇī), mother (mātṛrūpiṇī), wife (sahadharminī), and even daughter (kanyārūpiṇī). Power is of course her primary identity and animates all creation:


yā devī sarvabhūteṣu śaktirūpeṇa saṁsthitā |

namastasyai namastasyai namastasyai namo namaḥ ||




To the Devī who abides in all living beings as power I bow to her, I bow to her, I bow to her. I salute her!

(Devīmāhātmya 5.32)



But it is the role of mother that appeals most to the devotee, as a well-known prayer to Durgā shows:


yā devī sarvabhūteṣu mātṛrūpeṇa saṁsthitā |

namastasyai namastasyai namastasyai namo namaḥ ||




To the Devī who abides in all living beings as Mother, I bow to her, I bow to her, I bow to her. I salute [her]!

(Devīmāhātmya 5.71)



Not only is this a profound philosophical insight, it is also a statement of an inviolable link between goddess and humans, as only a mother–child link can be.

These views of Devī’s limitless powers are both exciting and comforting in their promise of her readiness and ability to protect the universe. Besides the Devīmāhātmya, the most important text of scriptural authority in the history of Devī is Devī Bhāgavatapurāṇa, composed between the eleventh and twelfth centuries CE.10 Here Devī is identified specifically as Goddess Durgā, who is the supreme deity, superior to Brahmā, Viṣṇu, and Śiva. She is the origin and creator of all existence, preserver and destroyer of everything, the source of all knowledge, and the only path to liberation. Envisioned as a deity of many aspects, Devī is imagined in this and other texts as nurturing all Creation, but also battling evil in the shape of terrifying demons. When Mahiṣa the buffalo demon threatened to overwhelm the gods, they got together to focus all of their individual powers to bring into existence a goddess of irresistible might:


atulaṁ tatra tat tejaḥ sarvadevaśarīrajam |

ekasthaṁ tad abhūn nārī vyāptalokatrayaṁ tviṣā ||




Then that unique light, produced from the bodies of all the devas [and] pervading the three worlds with its lustre, combined into one and became a female form.

(Devīmāhātmya, 2.13)11



The abstract idea called Śakti was thus given a definite form. This is Goddess Durgā and it is by that name that Devī is most commonly signified, although her forms are many. The resplendently beautiful Durgā kills Mahiṣa in a fierce battle and saves creation, though only for the time being because evil is never in short supply, nor are crises. Such threats are met and resolved, again and again, by the divine feminine.


[image: Image]
Durgā as demon-slayer.



We must reiterate that the unity of all feminine divinities was, and remains, a common assumption and that unified divinity was designated as Mahādevī, the Great Goddess. The adjective ‘mahā’ (great) has been applied also to Kālī and Lakṣmī by devotees to exalt them,12 but no distinct cult of Mahādevi worship has evolved, perhaps because she is more of an idea than a distinct figure. When she is thought of as Durgā, she has a distinctive presence as a warrior figure backed by particular myths of such great appeal that it is Durgā who is commonly thought of as the Great Goddess, Devī.

Challenges to Devī keep coming. The threat from Mahiṣa repeats itself when two demonic siblings, Śumbha and Niśumbha, threaten the universe. As Durgā battles them, her fury becomes so great that it leaps out of her body to take form as Kālī, a goddess of terrible aspect, black, gaunt, devouring everything in sight with her fangs, and drinking blood with her lolling tongue. Even after Śumbha and Niśumbha have been destroyed, Kālī is summoned by Durgā to defeat the demon Raktabīja (‘Blood-seed’) whom she cannot put down because every drop of his blood that falls to the ground from his wounds germinates countless reproductions of him. His power keeps growing until Kālī drinks every drop of his blood before it reaches the ground. Other legends start with Śiva, one of the three principal gods of Hinduism, who calls on his wife Pārvatī, normally the gentlest of goddesses, to battle demons. When she undertakes the task, her beautiful form changes to the terrifying one of Kālī.


[image: Image]
Kālī, aṣṭadhātu (metal alloy) figurine from West Bengal.
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Kali trampling Shiva, V. Krishnamoorthy.



As she destroys her enemies, the intoxication of slaughter takes such strong hold of her that she cannot stop. All of creation faces the threat of extinction as she rampages through the universe until it is saved by Śiva, who places himself under her dancing feet to prevent their terrible drumming from tearing the universe to pieces.




THE MAHĀVIDYĀS


Such transformative anger is a striking feature of the Hindu view of the divine feminine, because it acknowledges the feminine consciousness as a layered one rather than a single, unchangeable essence. It also acknowledges that just as benignity is associated with femininity, so is the capacity for boundary-crossing, destructive behaviour. To cite Pārvatī again as an example – bearing in mind that as a form of Durgā she is a form of Devī – let us turn to her previous incarnation as Śiva’s first wife Satī, daughter of Dakṣa. When Dakṣa refuses to invite Śiva and Satī to his great yajña, the insult infuriates Satī and she decides to go anyway. Śiva refuses to let her go and in her anger at his refusal, she assumes ten dreadful forms known as Mahāvidyās (Great Revelations): Kālī, Tārā, Chinnamastā, Bhuvaneśvarī, Bagalā, Dhūmāvatī, ṢoĪaśī (also known as Tripurasundarī), Kamalā, Mātaṅgī, and Bhairavī. They surround Śiva, forcing him to let Satī go. Of these, ṢoĪaśī and Kamalā are beautiful and gentle, but the others are fierce, some being macabre in appearance, such as Chinnamastā, who is depicted as holding her self-decapitated head and drinking, with two companions, the blood spurting out of her neck. Satī herself takes a fearsome form, goes to her father’s yajña, but rejected there, she immolates herself in the sacrificial fire. In his grief Śiva sends terrible spirits to destroy Dakṣa, his yajña, and all others present, he himself rushing through the world carrying Satī’s corpse and scattering her limbs around as memorials. Satī thus emerges out of her normal role as a gentle, submissive wife to reveal the alternate element of violence intrinsic to the divine feminine as conceived in Hindu scriptures.


[image: Image]
Mahāvidyās (Great Revelations).

[Mandala Publishing - Mahaveer Collection]







THE MĀTṚKĀS13


Far more alarming are the Mātṛkās, the ‘Mothers’, an ironic name if ever there was one, because this is a group of seven (in some accounts eight) dangerous goddesses who specialise in causing harm to children, making children ill, and even devouring them. Dating from approximately the first century CE, they and their doings are described in the Vana Parva of the Mahābhārata, where they are commanded by Indra to kill the baby Kārtikeya (Vana Parva, 215.16).14 They do not carry out that task because their maternal instinct is aroused when they see him but they nevertheless remain dreaded threats to children in general. From about the fourth century CE, they appear in texts such as the Devīmāhātmya and Devī Bhāgavatapurāṇa as goddesses who battle demons as aides to Devī. Their fierce, destructive character has nonetheless kept them at arms length in Hindu religious life in general, and even though in later times they were ascribed some gentler traits, they are still dreaded figures and worshipped – if at all – out of fear.




DEVĪ AS MOTHER


The Mātṛkās constitute the dark side of Devī. But the two sides are constantly mixed in Hindu myths and beliefs. As we have noted above, the ten Mahāvidyās are expressions of Devī’s wrath, some of them horrifying in appearance and action, such as Chinnamastā. Yet some of them are beautiful and benign, such as SoĪaṣī and Kamalā, which suggests that there is no fundamental alienation between the different forms of Devī. It is no surprise that for worshippers it is her maternal aspect that draws intense devotion, centring on her benign form of Durgā, who embodies the life-affirming, nurturing function of the Great Goddess. This is the aspect that devotees wish particularly to hold in view. One of the largest religious celebrations of Hindus in India and abroad is Durgā Pūjā, the hugely popular autumn festival of Durgā in West Bengal and neighbouring states of eastern India. The legend that lends strong emotional appeal to the festival is that this is when she visits her natal home on earth with her children, Lakṣmī, Sarasvatī, Gaṇeśa, and Kārtikeya, on leave as it were from her husband Śiva’s household, just as women on earth do.


[image: Image]
Mother Durgā with her family.



An even more explicit emphasis on Durgā’s motherly identity appears in the following image in a public Durgā Pūjā venue, with the goddess in the iconic domestic apparel – a red-bordered white sārī – with a cute baby Gaṇeśa in her arms. The absence of weapons unambiguously signals her gentle presence as that of a mother in the average home. The emotional appeal of the idea of an all-powerful yet all-loving mother worshipped in the festival cannot be overstated.15


[image: Image]
Clay sculpture, Kolkata.



What also cannot be overstated is the astonishing capacity of the Hindu theology of adoration for matching love and terror in the same divine body: the most moving example is Kālī. Even as she is worshipped in her most horrifying image, she is also adored as Mother, a beautiful and benevolent figure smiling upon the devotee. Even more moving is her conception as the devotee’s daughter, a lovely, playful little girl. Kālī is in fact endowed with the most multiple personae among Hindu goddesses and commands intense personal attachment, especially in the influential tradition of Devī worship in Bengal. The intensity of emotional attachment and philosophical enquiry she commands has generated – besides scholarly work – entire genres of poetry and songs, especially in Bengal. The richness of the culture of Kālī is best observed in the songs of the eighteenth-century Bengali poet Ramprasad Sen in lyrics such as this:


You’ll find Mother

In any house.

Do I dare say it in public?

She is Bhairavī with Shiva,

Durgā with Her children,

Sitā with Lakshmaṇa.

She’s mother, daughter, wife, sister –

Every woman close to you.

What more can Rāmprasād say?

You work the rest out from these hints.16

She’s playing in my heart.

Whatever I think, I think Her name.

I close my eyes and She’s in there

Garlanded with human heads.

Common-sense, know-how – gone,

So they say I’m crazy. Let them.

All I ask, my crazy Mother,

Is that You stay put.17



The emphasis in this strand of devotion is love for the goddess as a person, most often as a mother to be obeyed and served but also as a daughter to be tenderly cherished. Her infinite femininity is thus understood in terms of common human relationships.




DIVINE BENEVOLENCE


The idea of Devī takes us to the brighter end of the spectrum of divine feminine energy. In this part of the belief in the Great Goddess, we see her constructive power of enriching existence by means of wealth, authority, orderliness, and beauty. One form of the Goddess in which that power is embodied is Lakṣmī. First encountered in Vedic times as Śrī, who was the dispenser of prosperity, stability, royal authority, and beauty, she acquired a fuller profile as Śrī/Lakṣmī, then as Lakṣmī, who was the source of wealth and well-being. Her early history designates her as a prize to be earned by any god or even any demon worthy of her allegiance as his companion for his good deeds.18 Recipients of her favour were Soma, Dharma, Indra (in some legends also Kubera, the god of treasures), and even the two virtuous demons Bali and Prahlāda. Lakṣmī was never imagined as being on her own and always attached herself to a male, not in the sense of a personal relationship but simply as a signifier of her companion’s worthiness. That is why she left each when his worthiness declined, thereby gaining a reputation for fickleness.19 This emphasis on deserving virtue being the rationale for her favours also explains why she eventually came to be permanently attached to Viṣṇu as her sixth and final consort from about 400 CE, because as a supreme being, he is free from the mutability of personal attributes and the good inherent in him can never wane. From the mobility of multiple relationships she has been brought into absolute immutability within a divine union. Not surprisingly, she receives homage from virtually every Hindu.

Lakṣmī is no warrior goddess but her gifts are the vital enabling ones of prosperity and stability. It is for these boons at her command that she is an aspect of the Great Goddess.

Like Lakṣmī, a goddess marked by her power to enrich life rather than destroy its enemies is Sarasvatī, who has similarly continued to command devotion since Vedic times as the ruling deity of knowledge, purity, the arts, and music. As a gentle goddess with only the arts of peace at her command, she may not seem to be on the same level as the Great Goddess, but we must bear in mind that she may also bring to her devotees the gift of sacred knowledge. That power may be the ultimate empowerment of human beings and the instrument of eradicating ignorance, from which evil may spring. It is for these reasons that there are hymns to Devī Sarasvatī that address her as Mahāsarasvatī.


[image: Image]
Goddess Lakṣmī.
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Goddess Sarasvatī.



As befits a purifying spirit, her classic representation is all in white, holding a vīṇā as the symbol of music.




CENTRING WOMANHOOD


The vision of divinity centring on the feminine divine became both broader and sharper with the advent and growth of Tantric theology as represented in the Tantras, a body of texts from the sixth century CE onwards.20 Especially important in the context of gender is the Tantric view that not only is the Goddess the power that creates, protects, and nurtures existence, the source of all Being, but that she is also inherent in every woman. A late text succinctly states:


tava svarūpā ramaṇī jagati ācchannavigrahā |




Every woman, O Goddess, is your very form.

(Mahānirvāṇa Tantra, 10. 80.1)




yā kācid aṅganā loke sā mātṛkulasambhavā |




Every woman is born into the family of the Great Mother.

(Kularṇava Tantra, 1. 64)



In the Tantric view every woman is part of Śakti even if in an unrealised state of consciousness.

This elevation of women in Tantra is of a higher order than the position taken in Devī cults in which the goddess is not literally equated with women, although at times they may be vehicles of her spirit. For instance, an important part of the worship ritual of Durgā is Kumārī Pūjā, which is the worship of prepubescent girls, usually very young children, in whom Devī is thought to be present – but just for the duration of the ritual. Sometimes this is a long ritual in itself, at which a number of girls are worshipped together, a notable example being the worship of hundreds of such ‘vehicles of the Goddess’ at the Adyapith temple near Kolkata.

The little girls are sitting here in row after row, dressed up as goddesses in silk saris and crowns. The scale of this ritual is scarcely attempted at other locations but the ritual remains the same even with just one Kumārī, the virgin goddess. Nepal has an ancient tradition of electing prepubescent girls as ruling deities of certain temples who go through a far more complex and extended ritual observed during their tenure, coming to an end on reaching puberty.21


[image: Image]
Girls sitting together waiting to be worshipped during Kumārī Pūjā festival in Adyapith near Kolkata.



Kumārī Pūjā honours the temporary presence of the Goddess in women but only in prepubescent girls who are considered untainted by their sexual development. On the contrary, Tantra does not see any woman ever separated from Śakti, even though it does not deify mortal females. Given the spiritual importance of femininity, the devotee approaches the intangible idea of Śakti by focusing on her tangible manifestations as particular goddesses. In taking this position, Tantric theology developed along two branches, one focusing on goddesses who are gentle, loving, and beneficent, whose devotees must themselves be gentle, benevolent, and observant of social norms to receive her grace. This gentle Tantric tradition again has two divisions. One has for its reigning deity the beautiful and benevolent goddess Lalitā Tripurasundarī. In the other, Lakṣmī is the central divinity, either as the consort of Viṣṇu and the gateway to him or as the supreme deity herself, the ultimate consciousness behind all phenomena.

The other kind of Tantra venerates fierce, violence-prone goddesses who battle evil and can be approached only by rejecting worldly conventions of conduct and adopting taboo bodily practices. Turning away from the common world, this belief-system seeks Devī in her terrifying form of Kālī. Positioning themselves outside social norms and proceeding under the guidance of preceptors, believers adopt occult practices in which women play a vital role in their effort to release hidden energies in the human body to rise towards an unalloyed consciousness of divinity.

Whether one follows the gentle Tantrism of the Tripurasundarī cult or the asocial one of Kālī, one has to look to women for connecting with Devī. In Tantrism, not only are women essential to the process but they are also regarded as the most effective initiators into the secret processes, especially the mother of the seeker. Does this belief grant women any active capability in the world as Devī’s representatives? In social life as it stands, such supremacy is doubtful but even a theoretical elevation of women does provide them with a base for self-esteem and self-assertion. On that basis, modern feminist thought has pointed out the resources that goddess worship has to offer in reorienting gender relationships and status.22 It is a deeply empowering religious assurance for women to receive the Tantric assertion that Devī is the sum of all women, and that every woman is part of an unbounded femininity endowed with unbounded power.

The idea that Devī is present in every woman allows the possibility of actually sensing her in mortal women. Thereby a woman may well rise to goddess status, though that would have to be through her utter devotion and total surrender to a divine male. That is how two later female divinities entered the Hindu pantheon. They are Sītā and Rādhā, both of whom became recognised as goddesses because they submerged themselves in their chosen gods in human form.

In the case of Sītā, devotion means total wifely absorption in service to her husband, Rāma, who is Viṣṇu incarnate. The conviction that faithfulness and devotion to a husband are the highest virtues of a woman is an absolute value permanently etched in the Hindu consciousness in the figure of Sitā in the Rāmāyaṇa. Consider Sītā’s action: a great princess about to become a reigning queen, Sītā renounces it all to follow her husband Rāma into exile for fourteen years. She remains faithful to him upon being abducted by the demon king Rāvaṇa, tempted as she is with his magnificence and threatened though she is with death, yet never losing her devotion to Rāma through her trials. Her loyalty is unshaken even after Rāma rescues her only to subject her to vile suspicions about her chastity not only once but twice, exiling her while pregnant with his sons and finally sentencing her to an ordeal by fire. In traditional Hindu society and to a great extent even in modern Hindu society, this distressing story elicits sadness but sadness overcome by worshipful admiration for Sītā’s devotion to her husband. It has also provided, to many observers of Hindu society, final proof of Hindu women’s defining trait of submissiveness. To Hindus, however, Sītā’s legend has elevated her to goddess status and her tribulations as divine self-sacrifice undertaken to establish order among humankind.

As a contradiction typical of the play of opposites in Hindu religious and ethical discourse stands another woman of hallowed legend, a late addition to the roster of classical goddesses. This is Rādhā, beloved of Kṛṣṇa but married to another man. A relationship that would be shameful in another woman and repugnant to the idea of marriage is extolled in this case because Kṛṣṇa is God. Although their love story has inspired countless romantic works of art, music, and poetry, the illicit nature of their relationship and its frequently explicit eroticism have caused considerable discomfort among many Hindus, not to speak of non-Hindus, because it is a violation of domestic morality that sets a very bad example indeed for women. Nevertheless, in the tradition of Vaiṣṇava bhakti founded on the need for absolute surrender to God represented as Kṛṣṇa, Rādhā’s love qualifies her as the ultimate devotee while his limitless attraction for her raises her to the status as a goddess. Her divinity is not entirely unquestioned and she is worshipped mainly in company with Kṛṣṇa, or if by herself, then as an intercessor with him. The difference between these two deified women, Sītā and Rādhā, marks how Hindu society evaluates women. Sītā’s love for Rāma falls within the expectation of society and is celebrated, while Rādhā’s love defies all expectations of society. Sītā therefore remains popular and emulated; Rādhā is revered but kept at a distance. Notwithstanding her goddess status she is not a model for mortal women, for goddess or not, she is a threat to the sanctity of marriage. Her single-minded passion for Kṛṣṇa has inspired women rarely to emulate her, except for women who have dedicated themselves to Kṛṣṇa to the exclusion of all else and gained a reputation for holiness, the pre-eminent example being Mīrābāī. But it is precisely that world-renouncing devotion which is not encouraged in the average woman who is expected to carry out family roles above all else.23

Sītā and Rādhā are particularly important in understanding the place of women in the Hindu tradition because they represent complementary aspects of femininity in a chain of existence that links the most abstract divine feminine with socially defined mortal women. The deification of Sītā and Rādhā has been possible because there is, in Hinduism, a deep current of belief in divinity as an essential attribute of women. As we have noted before, in the highly influential Śakti tradition of Hindu thought, the Great Goddess is imagined to be present in every woman. Let us at the same time bear in mind that the Great Goddess is at once gentle and violent, creating on the one hand and destroying on the other, reinforcing the boundaries of life and breaking them down. This metaphysical insight of the opposition inherent in the idea of the goddess is precisely what the myths and literature of adoration achieve. Not surprisingly, the weight of devotion falls on the gentle, nurturing aspect of Devī but does so against the background of her invincible power in battle.

It is particularly reassuring for both men and women that aid, succour, and eventually salvation are available from so great a power and one inherent in humanity. That belief results only infrequently in practical reverence, or even sympathetic consideration for women in the human world but it exists nevertheless and is reassuring – at least emotionally. In a practical sense that reassurance can be believable, given that within human reach exist women – each a part of Devī – to dispense help, no matter in how big or small a way. What follows from this position is at once empowering and exploitative for women. If Goddess Durgā is to be looked upon for supporting my life, may I not call upon mortal women for similar aid? This is the expectation that makes service to others the justification of women’s lives and does so on the grounds of religious faith. It is not for nothing that a caring, prudent, and efficient housewife is so often addressed as Lakṣmī, the goddess of prosperity. For students of the Hindu religion, the move from theology to sociology is thus seamlessly executed. No surprise then that throughout its long history, the Hindu religion has shaped the life of women.




THE DIVINE FEMININE IN HUMAN LIFE


Summarising the discussion so far, we can say that femininity is central to Hinduism, that Hindus believe in the idea of a divine feminine broadly termed Devī, and that Devī is a philosophical unity manifest in many personifications distributed across archetypal roles as:


	protector/defender

	scourge of evil/destroyer

	
nurturer/mother

	helpmeet/wife/daughter.



As you look over this list you can see how readily the last two categories can be transferred from the divine to the human realm, and how usefully, especially when the nurturing roles are made secure by the first two. This is not to deny or minimise how profound the conception of the goddess is as a philosophical abstraction, taken in itself and placed at the very core of existence as the motivating energy that ‘holds together all existence’. It also signals to us the theological complexity of a metaphysical construction that at the same time underwrites action in the physical world. Human beings venerate power, even power terrifying in its intensity, when that power acts in human interest. That is where theological thinking merges with social and political impulses working in the human world. The advantages of that convergence appear clearly from the myths of the protector goddesses: the battles that Durgā and Kālī fight are cosmic but their benefits accrue to humanity.

The might of the Goddess can also provide women with personal confidence. Besides being a source of an almost infinite range of philosophical adventure, the conception of a feminine power ruling over all existence and experience holds the potential for women to claim self-determination as human repositories of Devī’s energy. Since Devī controls everything, a woman may well see her own work in the world as her self-chosen exercise of power rather than labour forced upon her, especially as she may think that Devī’s all-encompassing array of attributes is implicated in a woman’s work. The variety of Devī’s perceived functions is telling in its mix of serving the essential needs of human life, which may well resonate with a woman’s understanding of what she does most of all: nurture of her family and protection of her children.





SOCIALISING THE GODDESS



The Argument

In theory, the link between divinity and womanhood presumed in Hindu thought may be viewed (and extolled) as an empowering assertion. But when we shift the view from philosophical theory to worldly practice, we have to take that empowerment at best as selective. No woman (for that matter, no man) can be seen in real life to be exercising the degree of might that Durgā or Kālī wields, nor can the ferocity of a warrior goddess be welcome to a well-ordered society. If protective violence is taken off the table of what women are expected to do, then they are left with the tasks of nurturing life and maintaining its orderly unfolding. The transition from the cosmic arena to the social is thus made both unchallengeable and necessary. For women, dedicating oneself to a supporting role in society becomes a religious duty enjoined upon them by the innumerable accounts and representation of Devī’s presence in the world. The hierarchy of powers and functions that characterises Devī’s action fits well with the idea of stratified social functions of women.




Strategies

Elaborated through legend, iconography, and ritual, the goddess paradigm covers a wide range of identities that translate smoothly to ideal types by which women can be defined and their roles in life prescribed. Tracy Pintchman rightly urges us to examine how ‘structures pertaining to the Goddess may help shape conceptions of the female gender, the treatment of women in Hindu society, and the roles that women are assigned’.24 Because of their influence, goddesses are potent and ready models for idealising women, which facilitates the labelling of women in their social relations. The major goddesses are personifications of the virtues that Hindus wish to see in women. The most important of these wish-fulfilling models is Lakṣmī because she is the goddess of wealth and social stability as well as the consort of Lord Viṣṇu and thus capable of protecting the orderly prosperity of the world. No praise for a Hindu woman is higher than calling her Lakṣmī, whether she is a dutiful daughter or a newly married bride or a housewife of proven service to her family; it helps if she is also beautiful, as Lakṣmī is. A woman of learning, gifted in art or music, is admired as Sarasvatī and may be awarded that name as a title. That wealth and knowledge, the most desired of social goods, should be considered the province of female deities suggests that there is indeed space in Hinduism for revering womanhood. To underline the value of such benevolent figures, a contrast is offered in the exact opposite of the Lakṣmī model, in the malicious persona of Alakṣmī, who infects families with envy and brings about disputes, ill-fortune, and destitution. She is everything a woman must not be and thus an explanation of female mischief.

Lakṣmī on the other hand is just what the world wants: wealth, peace, order. What is more, as Viṣṇu’s beloved consort she shares in his power to impose stability upon the world, bestow all the benefits that her devotees seek and intercede for them with him, and even prove to be a channel to Viṣṇu and his liberating grace. But in the medieval era her status outgrew even Viṣṇu’s when she was equated with the abstraction termed Śakti and viewed as ‘God’s Śakti who is knowledge, bliss and activity… the subsistence of the absolutely existing God… His essential nature… the divine presence’, as Sanjukta Gupta sums up the tenets of the Lakṣmī Tantra, a text of the Viṣṇuite sect composed between the ninth and twelfth centuries.25 Like the Devīmāhātmya, this text ‘glorifies women in general as beings created in the cherished form of Lakṣmī, and it advocates their worship’.26 For any woman to reach this level of adoration is unlikely but it may serve as an energising idea for women today in their efforts at gender validation in the social realpolitik.

Such casting of women in the goddess mould is reflected in the naming of girls in the hope of gaining for them an auspicious life. Lakṣmī, Śrī, Kamalā, Padmā, Sarasvatī, Mahāmāyā, Durgā, and Kālī have been popular names for girls for a long time, though not as much today. The hope attached to such names may even gain strength and centre on a particular woman in a crisis: during the 1971 India–Pakistan war over the emergence of a free Bangladesh, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi of India was not only feted as Mother Durgā in populist publications but also pictured as the goddess in calendar art.

On the other hand, casting a woman as Kālī is unheard of, though the name is sometimes given to girls; who would want a fierce, destructive – and more to the point, uncontrollable – female in the neighbourhood? Exceptions are those holy women who have stepped out of social roles and obligations in their devotion to Kālī. Unlike those who similarly dedicated themselves to the benign Kṛṣṇa, these women are held in both awe and fear as outsiders. But even in Kālī, Hindus have a ready model for critical occasions: Rani Rashmoni (1793–1861) was an immensely wealthy Hindu widow famous for her beauty, piousness, charity, and her very successful running feud with the British. On one occasion, when some drunken British soldiers or sailors attempted to force their way into her palatial home in Kolkata, Rashmoni was reputed to have emerged from her quarters waving the cutlass of Kālī from the temple in the palace, thereby putting the godless foreigners to rout and earning reverence as Mother Kālī personified. True or not, what mattered was that everyone believed the tale, to the Rani’s huge credit.

In traditional Hindu society, the highest respect one can pay a woman is to call her ‘devī’. Barely a step down is the practice of addressing a woman as ‘mother’. This usage is of particular value to Hindus and of common currency in India, sometimes extending even to non-Hindus. Whether such terms of exaltation are true indicators of Indian women’s actual position in their world is a different matter. On the surface of social interchange, these usages denote reverence, but looking deeper into their social function, one may be inclined to see this as a strategy to keep women bound within prescribed roles, facilitating their marginalisation, for a ‘Devī’ is by definition written out of common human interactions. Should we not ask where this ceremony of respect leaves a woman? Has it not written her out of common life, marginalised her socially by putting her on a pedestal? Can a Devī be part of a human family and of human society? A tragic example of that alienation is the fate of a young woman in Satyajit Ray’s film Devī (1960), based on a Bengali short story of the same title by Prabhat Kumar Mukhopadhyay. She is led to believe that she is the Great Goddess in human form. Reality strikes when she finds that she has no power to give life to a dying child; she is stranded on the margin of life with her sanity gone and her faith replaced by despair at realising that she is neither a goddess nor part of a human family.
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