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ABSTRACT
MAHAMAYA, THE WOMB OF THE UNIVERSE
By

Yoganand Sinha

South Asian Ethnographers have assumed that the worship of the Hindu goddess
Shakti has existed on the margins of Indian society. It has been assumed that Shakti and
goddess worship is part of the “little traditions” of Hindu society. My research on the
Mathil community of North Bihar, India, however, shows that the goddess is part of the
“great tradition” of Hinduism and she is the dominant textual deity of this region.

The reason that her role within Hinduism has been misunderstood by
anthropologists has to do with the complex symbolism and rituals associated with her
worship. During the course of Durga puja (the most important ritual of this area) the
goddess reveals herself as the “deconstructive” deity, who is closely associated with both
ends of several key oppositions within the Mathil community (including, culture verses
nature, self verses other, and most importantly, the transcendent verses the everyday).

By being on either end of an opposition, the goddess effectively collapses or
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deconstructs such oppositions and presents herself as a powerful symbol of the
transcendent.

Yet because of her ability to deconstruct oppositions, the goddess is closely
associated with the everyday problems of existence, including the problems of personal
identity, which in this society is expressed in the idiom of spirit possession. Indigenous
healers (called ojhas) use the symbol of the goddess to re-negotiate the identities of
individuals experiencing a crisis of identity.

It is my contention that the goddess is able to end the deferment of identity
formation, postulated in the psychological theories of J. Lacan, by grounding the identity
of the possessed individual. Healing rituals, in this society, set up an intersubjective
dialogue between the patient and the goddess which helps to ground the identity of the
patient because they are formally being recognized by the goddess, who’s reality is

beyond question. In this way the ojha helps re-negotiate the social roles of the patient in

a manner that makes emotional sense to the patient.
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INTRODUCTION

The first time I saw Champanagar, I was 14 years old. Having more or less
grown up in the American mid-west, my parents decided it was high time that we as a
family visit India and get back in touch with our family and roots. As fate would have
it, I got to Champanagar just in time for Durga puja. At the time what impressed me
most about this ritual was the Santhals (formally a hunting/gathering culture, native to N.
Bihar) who danced around the palace gates of Champanagar, sticking long sharp needles
through their tongues and cheeks, seemingly impervious to the pain. As a mid-westerner
I certainly knew about religious fanaticism, but I had never seen anybody express their
devotion in quite this way, nor had I ever seen a religious ceremony that was so
markedly sensual in nature. For the worship of the goddess Durga is nothing if not a
sensual experience. It engages every sense: the sense of sight, smell, taste, sound and
touch. But most importantly it engages ones heart. It is impossible to witness such a
ritual without understanding at the onset that such things are to be felt and not known.

This ethnography tries to understand the logic behind the passion that such rituals
elicit. At one level, my focus is on spirit healers and spirit possession. But it quickly
became obvious to me that such topics in Mathil society are intimately linked to goddess

worship and the philosophical tradition within Hinduism called Tantra. Consequently,
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the focus of this ethnography, which started off by considering personhood in Mathil

society, shifted to include the nature and significance of goddess worship in the
community of Champanagar. By understanding the role of the goddess within this
community I was able to draw certain conclusions about the nature of personhood in this
culture.

Champanagar is a small town in the district of Purnea, which is located in the
northern part of Bihar, India. Unlike the dry hot weather that characterizes the southern
part of Bihar (Bihar south of the Ganges) this area is flat and semi-tropical. Wedged
between the Ganges to the south, and the Himalayas to the north, this lush green area
stands in marked contrast to the semi-arid regions of the Gangetic planes. The people
here are, by and large, paddy or jute farmers. There isn’t much in the way of industry or
even those conveniences one associates with modernity.

The ethnic group that dominates the region call themselves Mathil ( a group that
I myself belong to). Mathila is a truly ancient region, mentioned in such Hindu epics as
the Ramainaya (the father of Sita, Janake, was said to be a king of Mathila). These
people take pride in their glorious past, a past that links them to highly traditional Hindu
values and lifestyles. But this region has long been politically diminutive. They focus
their attention and self esteem on upholding religious and philosophical knowledge rather
than on political power. Consequently, for the past 100 years or more, Mathila has been
a taken for granted polis. It is one of the most backward areas in India. There is little

here in the way of roads or transportation, electricity or towns.
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The real center of Mathila is the district of Dharbanga, and the true king of the

Mathil people use to live in the town of Dharabanga. Purenia is really at the hinterlands
of the Mathil world, but is none-the-less predominantly Mathil. The local kings of this
region were rivals to the king of Dharbanga, and we shall talk about them in Chapter 8.
The institution of kingship is crucial to understanding the religion of this area because it
is the king who undertakes the performance of all the major rituals of the community.
The king was also traditionally the patron of the priestly caste, the Brahmins. Thus
despite the waning of their political power, the king is still a central feature of the social
world of this community.

Mathila, through the centuries, has undergone several religious movements.
Patlaputra, the ancient capital of the Maurya empire, is still the site of the current
political center of Bihar (the modern day city of Patna). Buddhism certainly was once a
major sect of this entire region, but few signs of it remain today. The dominant religious
tradition of this area today can legitimately be called Tantric. Tantra, as a philosophical
movement within Hinduism, dates back to the 4th century AD but it was not until around
the 6th century that it had firmly established itself within the mainstream of Hinduism.
Thus it is one of the most modern Hindu philosophical movements. It was probably
around this era that Tantra established itself in Mathil society and has been the dominant
religious tradition of the area ever since. Here Tantra is synonymous with the Shakta
tradition of Hinduism. That is, here the dominant deity is the goddess Shakti. The major
rituals of this region, which we shall talk about in Chapters 3, 4, and 5, revolve around

the tantric worship of the goddess.
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I started off my fieldwork with the idea that I would focus on indigenous healers

of this region, called ojhas, in an attempt to understand the concepts of personhood
within Mathil society. But the institutions that legitimate and justify healing and
personhood seem to be so closely related to the concepts of Tantra and goddess worship
that I found it impossible to say anything about ojhas without first understanding the cult
of the goddess. The link between the goddess and healing rituals were hammered into
me time and again by the ojhas I interviewed. Consequently, the emphasis of this work
shifted somewhat from trying to understand ojhas and healing to trying to understand the
role of the goddess and the religious systems of Mathil society. In the end, these two
topics certainly complement each other, and both must be addressed if one is to
understand personhood as it is defined within Mathil society.

I thought it might be useful to give a brief account of the way South Asian
ethnographers have dealt with goddess worship in the past, as such a review points out

some of the instructive oversights of South Asian ethnography.

THE GODDESS IN WESTERN SCHOLARSHIP

The Marginalized Goddess: What is interesting about the way South Asian

ethnographers have dealt with the role of the goddess within Hinduism is that, by and
large, they have viewed her as peripheral. This, I think, is attributable to the undue
influence that Redfield’s model of great vs. little tradition in peasant societies has had on
Indian ethnographies (Redfield, 1955). By and large, Indian ethnographers have treated

goddess worship as being part of the ‘little’ tradition of Hindu society.
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This bias has extended to the treatment of Tantra itself Because of the bias

introduced by the great/little tradition model of studying society, Tantra has been
relegated to the local traditions of Indian society. Thus it has been viewed as something
apart form the mainstream of Hinduism, or worse, it has been ignored altogether. This
tendency to see Tantra and goddess worship as part of the local tradition of Indian
society has caused Indian ethnographers to deal with Tantra in an unsystematic way.
This bias has its roots in some older ethnoghraphies, but has persisted to the present day,
and has flawed several otherwise excellent works.

L. Babb views the goddess (and the tantric philosophy associated with her) as
part of the little tradition of India (Babb, 1970, 1975). According to him, the goddess is
malevolent when unwed, but benevolent and part of the (textual) great tradition when
wed. “When female dominates male the pair is sinister; when male dominates female the
pair is benign” (Babb, 1975, pp. 226). In her unwed form she is associated with birth,
death, sex, disease, agriculture, etc.; in other words with all the dynamic aspects of
existence that effect the everyday life of the community. Thus Babb is mistaken to call
the goddess the “sinister” force of the universe, she is rather the dynamic force of the
universe, and her name “Shakti” (power) implies this. She is always associated with her
consort Siva, the passive force of the universe. These forces are neither good or bad,
but rather a part of existence itself. Neither is complete or possible without the other.
Babb points out that the goddess is more ‘polluted’ than the ‘textual’ deities of
Hinduism, and thus is more approachable by everyday mortals. Pollution is definitely not

the right word to use when describing the goddess, but whatever we say of her could
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equally well be said of her consort Siva (see Ch. 4 or 5). The “polluted” deities, Shakti

and Siva, mediated between the high textual gods and the local gods of the village (the
little tradition). Great tradition goddesses as well as local deities are closely linked to
Shakti, as Babb points out. Shakti and Siva are linked to the everyday problems of
existence, such as spirit possession, the problems of agriculture, etc. We can see that the
goddess and her consort offer a complex symbolic mediation between great and little
traditions. What is more, and is a point Babb neglects, Shakti and Siva are textual

deities, and thus are well established within the great tradition of Hinduism. Yet Babb by

implying that they are only a part of the little tradition, is blind to the textual literature on
the goddess, and thus neglects to study her significance in a systematic way. A reading
of this textual tradition precludes any simple dichotomy between sinister and benevolent,
or between male and female deities.

Babb’s line of reasoning is taken up by J. Preston (Preston, 1980). Preston, in his
assessment of goddess worship in Cuttack Orissa, feels that goddess worship is part of a
“tribal” form of worship, but gives no evidence to back this up. Like Babb, Preston
views the goddess as sinister, but then goes on to discuss the fact that goddess’ such as
Durga are associated with caring for the ill, the possessed, and those afflicted by
misfortune. That is, the goddess looks after the everyday needs of her worshipers.
Preston states that the cult of the goddess (Tantra) is an “unorthodox interpretation” of
Hinduism (Preston, 1980, p.19). Tantra and goddess worship is viewed as non-
brahmanic. But according to Hindu tradition, Tantra is an orthodoxy, as attested by the

various sacred texts that deal with the nature and qualities of the goddess (see for
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instance Brown’s analysis of the Devi Bhagvat Puran, 1990, or Coburn’s translation of

the Devi-Mahatmya, 1991). It is the so called ‘left handed orthodox school’ of

Hinduism. To Preston, goddess worship is a way for marginal groups to integrate into
Hinduism, because it has remained a folk tradition that operates on the margins of
Hinduism. “Secular themes are easy to integrate in the goddess cult because it has
remained essentially a folk tradition, which has operated at the margins of classical
Hinduism for thousands of years” (Preston, 1980, p.90). The goddess mediates between
tradition and modernity, as well as between different groups within Hindu society. Thus
despite her marginal nature, the goddess seems to serve a crucial role in Cuttack society.
Both Preston and Babb imply that the goddess is marginal to the great traditions of
Hinduism because of her association with the immediate realities of the community.

S. Kakar feels that although Tantra has a pan-Indian spread, it represents a,
“resurrection of the ancient pre-Aryan religion of the mother” (Kakar, 1982, p.152). But
Kakar presents us with no evidence to link Tantra and goddess worship to pre-Aryan
religions. Kakar, like Preston and Babb, feels that Tantra and goddess worship has
tended to exist on the fringes of Indian society. He too assumes that the goddess is
sinister, and is associated with a fear of womanhood.

This tendency to marginalize the role of goddess worship in Hinduism has been a
major problem of Indian ethnography. T.N. Madan, in his discussion of Indian religion
pays no attention either to goddess worship or to Tantra (Madan, 1989). Unfortunately
the great/little tradition model that marginalized the role of Tantra, which, as I will

argue, mediates between the textual and regional traditions of Hinduism, has blinded
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Indian ethnographers to the importance of this tradition. Authors such as Daniel, in his

excellent discussion of Tamil personhood (Daniel, 1984), discusses practices and
concepts that would legitimately be called tantric, but doesn’t focus on Tantra itself.
Because of this he misses the indigenous thoughts (philosophies) that deal with the
relationship between analytic and synthetic knowledge, a crucial focus of his work.
Tantric philosophy views the goddess Shakti as that which can be differentiated, that is,
Shakti is a symbol of analytic knowledge. Siva, her consort, is that which can not be
differentiated, a symbol synthetic knowledge. It is the relationship between these two
important ordering principles of Indian society that tantric philosophy takes up.
Therefore, Daniel’s work would have been much more complete had he paid closer
attention to what Tantra has to say about analytic and synthetic knowledge. Raheja talks
briefly about the role of the goddess (such as Kali) and the rituals associated with her,
but does not follow up on it (Raheja, 1988). This is a crucial mistake, as her
ethnography attempts to understand the logic of power and status in north India. The
work would have been much richer if she focused more on the role of Shakti (power) in
the ingestion of polluted substances. The status of the brahmin is to a great degree
dependent on his shakti, and his consequent ability to ingest the pollution of a gift and
yet be unpolluted by it. In this he plays a role similar to the great god Siva, who drinks
the cosmic poison of the universe, and yet is unaffected by it. Raheja’s work focuses on
the status and ritual pollution of giving and receiving gifts. It is odd that she chose not
to explore the logic of Shakti worship and tantric philosophy which seems crucial to this

process. These omissions are due to the tradition within Indian ethnography that has
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viewed Tantra and goddess worship as part of the little tradition, and thus has not

studied it in a systematic manner.

The exception to these omissions within anthropology has been the works of S.
Wadley and D. Kopf. Wadley sees Shakti and the tantric philosophy behind goddess
worship as a key ordering principle of Indian society (Wadely, 1975, 1977). Wadley’s
work point out the importance of studying Tantra and goddess worship in more detail, as
it is an important aspect of Indian social structure. Kopf gives us a historical look at the
role of Tantra in Bengal. Tantra in Bengal played a key role in reasserting the status of
women. According to him,

“common features of the counter traditions were a softening of patriarchal
authoritarian values; a concept of love distinguished from lust and representing a
sanctified view of sexuality; an erotic vision of divinity or the use of sexual bliss as a
metaphor of spiritual bliss; a deepening interest in feeling or emotion; and a
sympathetic depiction of women as human beings” (Kopf, 1984, p.163).
Both these works begin to deal with Tantra in a more systematic manner. They provide
us with a good base on which to build a more detailed study on the role of Tantra in

Indian social structure.

Tantra in Religious Studies: Although Indian ethnography has paid little attention to

Tantra and goddess worship, the field of religious studies has provided some excellent
translations and interpretations of certain key tantric works. This is because Sanskrit
scholars did not buy into the great/little tradition model that blinded anthropologists to
the importance of certain indigenous traditions. J.F. Stahl, in his classic article, pointed
out that things such as possession, which has been seen as part of the little traditions of

India, were actually part of the great textual tradition of Hinduism (Stahl, 1963). Thus,
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it was important to study such things in a more systematic manner than most
anthropologists have done.

M. Eliade provides an excellent introduction to the philosophy of Tantra. He
points out that Tantra quickly became incorporated into the mainstream of Indian
thought and culture.

“We do not know why and under what circumstances it came to designate a great

philosophical and religious movement which, appearing as early as the fourth

century of our era, assumed the form of a pan-Indian vogue from the sixth
century onward... It is a pan-Indian movement, for it is assimilated by all the

great Indian religions and by all the sectarian schools.” (Eliade, 1958, p.200)

It is a pan-Indian movement with a long and complex textual and philosophical tradition.
Eliade was among the first generation of contemporary scholars to study Tantra in a
systematic manner.

The works of Muller-Ortega (1989), Silburn (1988), Mackenzie Brown (1990),
Brooks (1990), Coburn (1991), etc., carry on this tradition. They give us detailed
translations and analysis of certain key tantric texts. These authors take Tantra at a deep
philosophical level and give the English speaking world the first real look at Tantra as a
system of philosophy. The problem with such works is that they are focused on a textual
and philosophical level, and do not attempt to understand Tantra as a social system.

The works of the above mentioned Sanskrit scholars provide a good background
by which to approach Tantra as a social system. They lay to rest the idea that Tantra and
goddess worship is marginal to mainstream Hinduism. In this work I will expand on the

background provided by such scholars by analyzing Tantra as a religious system. That

is, I will analyze Tantra not only from a textual or philosophical point of view, but also
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as a social system. Tantra is a dominant ideology in Mathil society, not some marginal

esoteric philosophy. Rituals such as Durga puja are crucial to understanding the Mathil

psyche, and so we will devote much time to understanding their relevance.

THE ROLE OF TANTRA AND THE DEVI

The central reason for the misreading of goddess worship by so many bright and
insightful ethnographers has to do with the unique philosophy that Tantra presents.
Tantra is one of the many internal reform movements that took place in Indian society,
but unlike Jainism or Buddhism, Tantra insisted that it was an orthodox movement. This
meant that it did not reject the Vedas or the truths that are said to reside therein. None-
the-less, the Tantrics proposed a radically new perspective that represented a mature
philosophical rethinking of Hindu theology (see Sanderson, 1985). Even while insisting
on the absolute validity of the Vedas, they came up with a radical new liturgy and
philosophy that they felt was more suitable to the Kali yuga (the contemporary epoch).
As the Vedas were written at an earlier time, the truths that they contained were still
legitimate, but the path it recommended to achieve these truths were no longer feasible in
this corrupted era. Thus Tantric authors hoped to remedy some of the esoteric
shortcomings of earlier Hindu philosophy.

They did this by emphasizing, above all else, the practical. Thisis so ata
philosophical level as Tantra proposes a system of meditation that is supposed to give

the serious student enlightenment in their own lifetime. But for our purposes the more
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important point is that Tantra did not shy away from the everyday practical problems of

existence. J.C. Heesterman in a series of brilliant articles has delineated the central
problem of classical Hindu thought, namely, that Hindu philosophy saw a radical rupture
between the world of the transcendent (in other words, between the goals and worldveiw
of the ascetic) and the mundane world of everyday life (Heesterman, 1985). The ascetic
would traditionally extract him or her self from the everyday world completely. This
meant that the everyday world had no real link (ideologically) to the ultimate goals of
Hindu theology. Tantra on the other hand, seems to have found a way around this ‘inner
conflict’ of Hinduism by specifically linking the everyday world of power and politics to
the transcendent world of the ascetic. This is so because one of the hallmarks of tantric
philosophy is that it sees the path toward enlightenment in the everyday sensual
experiences of life. Sex, power, food, etc., are all used as meditations to achieve
transcendence. That is, in the very mist of the mundane world, there is the transcendent.
This is so because Tantra is, to an extent, an existential philosophy. The passions of
existence, far from being rejected, are seen as the only path toward a higher
consciousness. If channeled properly, any human passion can be put to the service of
enlightenment. Thus Tantra proposed a philosophy that integrated the everyday world
of Indian society to the world of the ascetic.

The crucial point is that Tantra seems to deliberately mediate between ‘great’
traditions and ‘little’ traditions. The everyday non-textual traditions are made part of the
great traditions of Hinduism in this philosophy. As Tantra established itself as one of the

dominant movements of contemporary Indian philosophy, the distinction between great
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and little traditions has become so murky as to be useful only as a heuristic device.

Consequently, any understanding of Mathil society has to be both textual and
ethnographic. This ethnography will show how closely related the textual tradition is to
the practical institutions of healing. The two are so closely related that one can not
really talk about healing ritual without first understanding the role of the textual goddess
in Mathil society.

By paying close attention to both the textual deity and how she is actualized in
practice, I have been able to draw certain conclusions about personhood in Mathil
society. The self in this society seems to fit the Lacanian model of personhood (Lacan,
1977, 1978). The self only exists or becomes manifest in its ongoing relationship with
others. That is, the self in Mathil society always implies the other of an intersubjective
moment. The self is only objectified by recognizing itself in the desire of the other. It is
when this relationship between the self and the other breaks down that the ojha (spirit
healer) must step in to try and reestablish a relationship between the self and the social; a
relationship that will ground the self by linking it to the goddess. It is significant that the
self in Mathil society is so tied to the desire of the other, for desire is indeed a loaded
term in Hindu philosophy. Desire is the only explanation that Hindus seem to offer to
account for creation itself. “Desire entered the One in the beginning. It was the earliest
seed, of thought the product. The sages searching in their hearts with wisdom; Found
out the bond of being in non-being.” (Rg Ved, X. 129, as found in Radhakrishnan and
Moore, 1957). Thus the objectification of the universe itself resulted from desire. It is

desire that seems to sustain creation, the desire of Siva for Shakti and Shakti for Siva.
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That is, the desire of the transcendent for the differentiated universe and the desire of the
differentiated universe for the transcendent. It is desire that unites the self to the other,
but most importantly, it is desire that unites the human self to the divine.

It is this last and most crucial play of desire, the mutual desire that unites the self
and the divine, that is made manifest in the rituals of Mathil society. Therefore, in order
to understand the concepts of personhood in Mathil society, it is crucial to understand
the relationship that is set up between the self and the divine. It is this relationship that
this work will explore.

The reason I have spent so much time discussing the nature of the Goddess in
Indian society has to do with the fact that spirit healers in Mathila justify their ability to
heal exclusively in terms of Goddess worship. More generally, ritual seems to be closely
tied to the expression and mediation of spirit possession. The ritual cycle, which is
discussed in chapter 3, specifies the time that possessed individuals are most likely to go
into an ‘active’ phase of possession. By conceptualizing summer as a time of disorder
and winter as a time of order, the ritual cycle delineates the legitimate expression of
personal trauma in the idiom of spirit possession. But without a doubt, the most
elaborate and significant rituals in this region revolve around the worship of the goddess,
especially the worship of the goddess in her most awesome form, when she is
worshipped as Durga. Consequently, in order to know anything about the nature of
spirit healers in Mathil society, we must first understand the significance of the Goddess
and Goddess worship in this society. Chapters four and five will give the reader a

general introduction to the nature and importance of Goddess worship in this culture.
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But closely associated with the goddess is her consort, the great lord Siva.
Indeed, in many ways Siva and Shakti represent two aspects of the same divine principle.
This is expressed metaphorically by the fact that the divine couple is often represented in
the act of copulation. The two are seen as inseparable, and so to know one one has to
address the other. This crucial fact will be discussed in chapter two in my analysis of the
Siva-lingum. The Siva-lingum is the dominant symbolic representation of the great god
Siva, but as we shall show, the fact that this symbol is a graphic representation of the
eternal union of Siva and Shakti implies that wherever there is Siva there is Shakti and
vice versa. Spirit healers therefore consider themselves to be devotees of both deities.
But for philosophical and symbolic reasons, Siva is seen as the dormant partner while the
goddess Shakti is seen as the active. It is for this reason that spirit healers focus on
goddess worship, for it is she that is ultimately able to help a possessed individual.

The other institution that has a direct bearing on spirit possession is the central
institution of kinship. Mathila has a fairly sharply defined life-cycle trajectory. Changes
in an individual social status tend to be closely associated with the logic of kinship. For
an individual’s primary group of reference, in this society, is his or her kin network. By
understanding the nature of kinship in this society (discussed in chapter eight) we will be
in a position that allows us to predict the crisis moments in an individuals life. For such
crisis moments tend to occur during periods of transition. The moment when an
individual is expected to change their status, say from youth to adulthood, or from
outsider to insider within a kin network, are the moments when they are most likely to

experience psychological trauma. And it is precisely at such moments that they are most
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likely to express such trauma in the form of spirit possession. Consequently, by
understanding something about kinship in Mathil society, we will be in a position to
predict the phases in an individuals life when they are likely to be attacked by spirits, an
idea we shall take up in chapter nine.

The focus of this work is on spirit healers (called ojhas) in Mathil society and the
nature of spirit possession. But as is always the case with social institutions any one
topic implies a multitude of related topics. One must attempt to understand the
interconnections between such related institutions if one is to gain any meaningful
understanding of a given institution. Therefore, the subject of ojhas and spirit possession
can’t be understood without first understanding other institutions such as ritual and
kinship which have a direct bearing on it.

It is for this reason that I have structured this work the way that I have. Chapter
one gives the reader an introduction, a first look at ojhas and what they do. But before
we can consider the implications of the healing rituals that the ojha performs, we must
look at other related institutions. Therefore I do not directly take up the topic of spirit
possession and ojhas again until the final chapter (chapter nine). The intervening
chapters are meant to give the reader the necessary background by which to make sense

of what spirit possession and personhood in Mathil society is about.



CHAPTER ONE: OJHAS

Ojhas are part-time medical specialists. They are usually small-scale farmers, or
farm laborers who have undertaken a period of training under a tantric adept or an
established healer. Ojhas are usually the first people that a villager will consult during a
time of medical crisis.

Because of the flexible nature of this institution, there are no clear boundaries
between a healer and a non-healer. It is more a matter of degree than any absolute criteria
that distinguishes an ojha from a non-gjha. Since just about everyone has seen or is
familiar with the indigenous healing rituals of this area, and as such healing rituals are
justified within the idiom of “magic”, (i.e. something that results automatically from the
performance of certain actions, and consequently, the individual performing the action
need not be anyone special) anyone is at liberty to try their hand at healing. It is not at all
unusual for a neighbor or a relative to be the first person to try to heal a possessed
individual. It is only when such local efforts fail that a ‘real’ ojha (i.e. one who accepts
money, or has a reputation for healing) is called . The following example taken from my
field notes may help to illustrate this point. |

Kilisri Devi was a woman in her mid fifties. She was possessed one day
shortly after her neighbor died. According to her, she went to cut some shinghi (a
type of vegetable) and a tree one night, when she was attacked by a spirit being.
She didn’t realize what had happened till the following morning, at which time she

began to rave about being possessed. “I was not conscious [or in my right mind],”
she told me.

The local villagers gathered around her and debated what course of action
should be taken. It was agreed that her neighbor ( the one that had died) was the one
who had possessed her. The ghost of the neighbor had been ‘tied’ to a tree (bhano in
Mathli, literally to tie) by a local ojha. Now the ghost lives in the tree, the very same
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tree she had gone to cut down. ' No ojha was called. Instead a neighborhood
boy by the name of Sanjay (age 16 or 17) along with other villagers decided to
take matters into their own hands. They took a few burning embers and put
peeple leaves, hair and chili peppers on them. The smoke that resulted from this
action was then allowed to engulf the patient (Kilisri Devi). Despite her raving,
the villagers forced her to inhale the smoke. Now in case you have never been
around an Indian kitchen, chili pepper smoke is quite unpleasant indeed. It is sort
of like inhaling black pepper. As she breathed in the smoke, Kilisri Devi raved
even more, but eventually the experience was so unpleasant that the ghost
decided to leave her body. I asked Sanjay, “how did you know about the
peppers?” He said, “I have seen it done around here. When we put the smoke,
she went to the tree (where the ghost lives) and fell down. We splashed water on
her head and the ghost left. Some Mohammadian ojha was called to nail the
ghost to the tree. I can’t remember his name. The ghost is nailed to the Boa
tree.”

This example illustrates the casual nature of such healing rituals. Anyone who
has seen such a ritual is welcome to try their hand at it. In fact, this was to become a
major obstacle in my own work, because the more questions I asked about such rituals,
the more my reputation as a ‘healer’ flourished. Mind you, this was totally beyond my
control; despite my insistence that I was only a student of anthropology who was trying
to understand the nature of such things, the villagers assumed that because I was
studying such rituals, I too must be a powerful ojha. Consequently, after the first month
or so of my stay in Champanagar, I could not go to see any such rituals without myself
being asked to help cure the patient (on reflection, I rather think that my refusal to help
was interpreted as a sign of stinginess or ill will by many of the locals). Even the ojhas

that I interviewed tended to assume that my ‘guru’ had sent me to Purenia to find out

! Ojhas usually get rid of troublesome ghosts by ‘tying’ them to either a tree or an old dilapidated house.
This is done by first calling upon the spirit (i.e. inducing an active phase of possession in the patient )
then chasing the ghost out of the patient. Once the ghost has left, the ojha will use various mantras
(usually quite non-nonsensical little rhymes recited in the local language) to ‘hold’ the ghost. Once the
ghost is captured in this way, the ojha ties it permanently by driving an iron nail into a tree.
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new techniques of healing. They mostly treated me as a fellow ojha. For by the logic of

such things, why else would anyone spend so mush time and trouble learning about it?
This points out an important element of such rituals. Namely that they are first
and foremost a practical response to a medical emergency. Unlike the brahmin priest,
who performs rituals for the general well being of the community or the world at large,
the ojha performs rituals to help solve a specific problem. Thus the old distinction
between magic and religion seems to work fairly well here, Van Baal sums up this
distinction by defining magic as, “simple rites performed for the purpose of concrete
ends,” while religion is defined as, “all explicate and implicate notions and ideas,
accepted as true, which relate to a reality which cannot be verified empirically” (Van
Baal, 1971, p.6 and p.3). But it is important to keep in mind the that both ojhas and
Brahmins are working within the same over-all frame of reference. This is a point we
will consider in detail at another time, but for now it is enough to say that both legitimate
themselves by referring to exactly the same world view. This also helps us to understand
the difference between an ojha proper and a local villager, like Sanjay in our above
example, who responds to an emergency by performing a healing ritual; an ojha
establishes him (or her) self as such by the reputation they gain through healing people.
That is, an ojha is someone villagers recognize and identify as a healer. There are no
clear and fast boundaries between an ojha and a regular individual, the only thing that
distinguishes one from the other is the ephemeral nature of reputation. What this points

out again is the practical nature of such institutions. Because a person only gains his or
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her *reputation as a healer by healing. The more successful an ojha is, the greater his

reputation.

Given this state of affairs, it makes sense that the majority of ojhas 1 interviewed
spent a good deal of time telling me just how powerful they are. They are prone to
shameless barging, because such boasting only adds to their reputation as fearless healers
who do not shy away from confrontations with ghosts. Not only does this vanity add to
their reputation, but I think, it also helps them deal with situations that any sane person
(in this society) would run away from.> Ojhas, like everyone else, seem to firmly believe
in the reality of ghosts or dines (witches) who are said to have the power to seriously
harm individuals. Therefore it seems psychologically necessary for ojhas to convince
themselves of their own power in order to confront such malevolent entities. An
example might help the reader understand the hyper-confidence that such individuals
possess.

I was talking to Pharabho Mondal, an ojha of some repute, about a

Muslim woman who had been possessed. I told him that the spirit was a

particularly powerful one. His response was: “No matter how powerful a ghost,

if my true guru’s blessings are with me, it can be controlled...It doesn’t matter if
it is a Hindu ghost who has promised to be there or a Muslim ghost who has
promised on the Koran, it will come under my control. I am the daroga (police-
inspector) of ghosts. It doesn’t matter if its night or day, they will run away after
seeing me. But if he doesn’t, I will just take some salt and read mantras over it

and no matter where he [the ghost] goes, I will vanquish him. I am the daroga of
ghosts. If I feel like it, I will let him go, or bind him to a tree or bury him.”

?In theory women can become healers. 1 have heard many stories of powerful female healers, but I
never actually met a woman who was considered to be an ojha.

*This in not all that different from doctors, especially surgeons etc. in our own society. Such people
have to convince themselves of their own omnipotence if they are to perform the stressful task of cutting
open a persons chest or brain.
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Individuals like Pharabho even seem to feel that their reputations spill over to the

world of spirits. The very act of consulting such an individual will make the ghost run
away. Pharabho is an especially boastful individual, but just about every ojha I met took
pains to assure me (or was it themselves?) that they were indeed powerful people, who
were feared by witches and ghosts.

Now in Mathil society, just about everyone (except perhaps for the ‘modern’
educated elite) believes in the power of the gjha. It is not even so much a matter of
belief, ojhas, like ghosts and witches, are simply a fact of life. People may be skeptical
about an individual ojha and his powers, but no one really questions the fact that some
ojha’s really do have the ability to do battle with spirit beings. But Champanagar, along
with the rest of India, is in the process of re-inventing itself. “Modernity” is finally
having an impact on even such remote areas of Indian. Consequently, along with
electricity (which is irregular at best) video huts, T.V s and the like, Champanagar also
has two bio-medical doctors, one homeopathic doctor, and a compounder (a
compounder is a pharmacist in the local language). I thought it would be interesting to
interview such people to see what they think about ojhas.

The first doctor I interviewed, A K. Singh, was very hostile toward ojhas.
Throughout the interview, he seemed very tense and ill at ease by my line of questioning.
I think he was trying very hard to appear ‘modern’, especially since he knew I had come
from America, the promised land of modernity. This would tend to cast doubt on the
sincerity of his responses, but I include them none-the-less. In keeping with his modern

persona, the good doctor kept speaking to me in broken English (which was very
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difficult to understand), or Hindi, and not Mathili, the local, but apparently lower status

language of the area.

At first he denied that any ‘possessed’ person had ever visited him. He kept
insisting that there is no such thing as possession. When I pressed him on this point, he
finally said that there are certain people, mostly young women who pretend to be
possessed. According to him, such people usually are experiencing some kind of
domestic problem, problems with their husbands or in-laws. In such cases, he said,

“I give them a painful injection, or I give them “water” [an 1.V ] to make
sure they stop pretending. [that is, he gives them a deliberately painful treatment
to make sure they will stop coming to him] For example, there is a young
woman from Jagni who kept fainting every few weeks. She came [to his clinic]
three times. Each time I gave her a painful injection and water.* After the third
time she complained about the cost of the treatment, so I yelled at her. I told her,
¢ Why are you wasting your husbands money when you know you are not sick!’
She never returned after this... The big problem is when they [ojhas] try to cure
snake bites. 70-75% of snakes are not poisonous so then jhar phoor (literally to
sweep, the act of ritual healing that ojhas perform) is effective. However, when
it is a poisonous snake, and the patient is near death, then the ojha refers them to
us. Usually too late.”

As we can see, the good doctor does not much care for ojhas. Dr. Singh felt that
all ojhas are charlatans, and he did not feel that there is any such thing as a ‘mental’
disease. He felt that all problems, including the ‘hysteria’ of young women, were at
heart medical (or biological) problems. As there is no such thing as ghosts, people can

not be possessed by them, and anyone who claims to be or anyone who claims to do jhar

phoor to get rid of ghosts, is obviously a fake.

4 Giving people saline water IVs is a very popular cure for just about any illness, but especially for
‘nervous’ or mental illness. Patients will measure the seriousness of their illness and the power of the
cure by the number of bottles they were given. E.g. “It was a powerful illness, the doctor gave me 5
bottles.” I have asked around and still haven’t found any connection between saline IVs and mental
disorders. But just about everyone in this society, educated or not, believes in their efficacy.
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The other doctor in town, Dr. J.P. Singh, was a little more generous. At first he

too denied ever having dealt with a possessed person. But then told me that most of his
patients were lower class, and lower caste individuals. The majority of them, he said,
were illiterate, and so tended to believe in ojhas. According to Dr. Singh, such people
will go to an ojha first and only come to him if the ojha has failed. The ojhas themselves
recommend their clients come visit the doctor in cases they know they can not cure.
They tend to send the ‘physical’ cases to him.

I asked if he had ever sent one of his patients to an ojha. At first he said he had
never done so, but when I asked him specifically about ‘hysterical’ patients, he said that
in cases of hysteria he knew that the illness will get better by itself. In his opinion, the
majority of such cases can be cured by marrying the woman off or by sending for her
husband to come back and live with her. “Hysteria” seems to be a catch-all phrase that is
used by the educated elite of this area to describe any mental problem. It is most closely
associated with young women who are thought to be sexually frustrated. In such cases,
Dr. Singh will give the person a saline 1.V, or a sedative, but if this doesn’t help, or if
the patient is too poor to afford the treatment, then he tells them to go see an ojha! The
doctor’s reasoning for this is that whatever else they may do, ojhas don’t hurt the patient
in any way, and in such cases (i.e. in cases of hysteria) they seem to be successful. So
Dr. Singh told me that ojhas recommend patients to him, and he recommends patients to
them.

When I asked him to tell me more about ojhas, he went on to say that hysteria is

often associated with sexual traumas. It is a disease like any other, but a ‘mental’
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disease. He said that the jahar phoor that the ojha does is a kind of psychotherapy, a

local (desi) version of therapy. So in a way, the ojha is the equivalent of a therapist, and
this is what makes them successful. As we see, the bio-medical doctors in Champanagar
seem to be split in their opinion of ojhas. One discounts them entirely, while the other
feels they do have some effect in treating mental problems.

I asked the homeopathic doctor in town, a individual by the name of Ram Singh
about ojhas and specifically about the case of Kalanand’s sister a woman in her early
twenties who was actively possessed, as I knew beforehand that he had been consulted
on her behalf. At first Ram denied that he ever had any dealings with ojhas, or ever
recommended such people to his patients. But then he said that patients, especially
young people often come to him with ‘hysterical’ symptoms. In such cases a doctor
would give them ‘water’ (i.e. an I.V.) then recommend to them that they seek the kind of
cure that they find most comfortable. It is a matter of their choice which cure they find
most appealing, literally what he said was it is a matter of taste, “what they wish to eat is
what will satisfy them.”

When he saw that I agreed with him, he gained confidence and went on. He said
that homeopathy cures both mental and physical ailments and he gets patients who suffer
from both. But often times when one deals with hysteria, a medicine will be given that
cures it, but two days later the symptoms return. So it is good to give the patient a
‘medical’ treatment and then encourage them to get whatever kind of ‘mental’ treatment
they find helpful. After all, in cases which involve mental symptoms, the patient will only

respond to mental approaches to treatment. Hence they will not be satisfied (or fulfilled)
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unless they are given the treatment they believe in. Because most of the people in this

area believe in jhar phoor the doctor should encourage them to go to an ojha, if it looks
like that is what they need. Consequently, the doctor had no hesitation in recommending
ojhas in cases that involved mental symptoms.

The compounder (or pharmacist) in town is related to the homeopathic doctor.
His name is Sanjeev Singh and he probably deals with more patients than any of the
other three individuals we have so far considered. This is so because patients often by-
pass the doctors in town altogether and come directly to him or one of his assistants. I
talked to him on several occasions, and of all the people I talked to, he seemed to be the
most sympathetic toward ojhas and their abilities. He said he had no hesitation in
recommending them, and they often tell their patients to consult him, especially in cases
that involve infections etc. According to Sanjeev, people often have ‘mental’ problems,
problems that involve their sexuality or their family. All that a doctor can do in such
cases is give them ‘water’ (an I.V.) or a sleeping pill. This may or may not help.
According to him, curing such mental problems is a matter of belief, and this is where
ojhas have a useful part to play in the medical system of the area. Because people
believe in ojhas and their ability to heal them, ojhas are effective in healing them.
Sanjavee’s view is that ojhas and doctors must be integrated into an overall system that
divides illness into categories that are best treated either by medicine or by healing
rituals.

The ojhas 1 interviewed were generally in agreement with the above view. They

seem to have no hesitation in labeling certain diseases (khusts or suffering) as being
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purely somatic and so within the domain of doctors. Other khusts, on the other hand, are

caused by spirit attacks and so in such cases the ojhas brand of healing would be more
effective. Here is an excerpt from an interview with Pharabho Mondal.

Me: So when people experience illness (khust) it is because of a dine (witch) ?

PM: No. There is also illness. If there is an illness of the body, then I will be told

[i.e. by my spirit or familiar]. I will know that jhar phoor [jhar phoor is the act

of exorcism by which the ojha heals individuals] will not work. Take him to a

doctor and get an injection or pills, or whatever. But if it says [i.e. his spirit

familiar] that jhar phoor will work, that I can help you [with jhar phoor], then it

[the illness] will end right there. They will find relief [aram, that is, they will be

cured].

In fact toward the end of my stay at Champanagar, one of my most useful ojha
informants, Basudev Yadav, had a rather serious stomach flu (which is not at all unusual
in these parts, I myself had been stricken by it on several occasions). When I suggested
to him that I pick up some medicine for him from the compounder, he was more than
grateful. He had no hesitation is using bio-medical treatments in cases of somatic illness,
but this did not mean that he did not believe in his own abilities to cure possessed
individuals.’

Before we turn our attention away from the relationship between ojhas and the
bio-medical systems in Champanagar, there are a few sociological factors we must
consider. These revolve around the profoundly different role that a doctor assumes
when compared to other healers. Doctors tend to set themselves apart from the local
community, as can be seen by the initial hesitation that each expressed when asked about

possession. Their first reaction was to deny that possessions exist at all, yet if my

experiences at Champanagar is any indication of the realities of that community, than

*I’m not sure if the pills helped or not, as I had to leave town before B.D. got better.
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doctors deal with possession on a regular basis. In the ‘explanatory model’ (to use
Kleinman’s term) of local villagers, who are after all the audience that the doctor
addresses, possession is a regular and widely used medical category. To deny it exists at
all indicates just how alien the explanatory model of the doctor is from that of the patient
(it is interesting as well that doctors insist on speaking in English or Hindi and not the
local language of the community). This is not surprising. Doctors tend to see
themselves (as do all of the educated elite of this community) as ‘modern’ and thus as
someone no longer taken in by the ‘superstitions’ of the local community. We will have
the opportunity to talk more about the relationship between ‘modern’ educated people
and ojhas at a later point. The thing that concerns us here is the fact that doctors, unlike
ojhas; do not try to integrate their medical models into the existing social structure.
Therefore, doctors tend to be apart or alienated from the local community. Ojhas on the
other hand, are very much a part of the immediate community, and present their patients
with explanatory models that can be readily understood.

Moreover, the community of Champanagar has had its problems in the past with
government doctors. I certainly do not wish to imply that the current doctors in town
are in any way unscrupulous, but in the past, the doctors who have practiced here tended
to be more concerned with money than with healing. The last doctor who was stationed
in Champanagar would not even look at a patient unless he was paid first. Asa
government doctor, the medicine he received was to be given out for free, so the fact
that he charged people for it was his way of milking the system. This practice got him

into trouble eventually, for he refused to treat the son of a local villager who had been
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bitten by a snake. All government doctors in this area carry snake anti-venom and are
supposed to treat snake-bite victims for free. But this particular doctor would only treat
snake bite victims if they gave him a substantial fee up front. The villager who had come
with his son was too poor to pay the fee and while he pleaded with the doctor to save his
son’s life, the boy died (the son had been bit by a kerait, which, unlike cobras, have a fast
acting poison. You really have to act quickly if you are unfortunate enough to be bitten
by one. Unfortunately both keraits and cobras abound in this region).

The villager was understandably irate. He gathered up his friends and that night
they broke into the doctors house. They beat the doctor to within an inch of his life. I
was told that if it hadn’t been for his wife’s pleas to spare his life, the villagers would
have killed the hapless man.

This example points out the tension that exists between the ‘modern’ doctors and
the lifeway of local villagers. But for our purposes the crucial point to be made about
doctors is that they seem to offer next to nothing for people who are suffering from
‘mental’ problems, or what the locals would call possession (bhoot lagni, to be taken by
a ghost). As possession and belief in the reality of ghosts and witches is quite prevalent
in this region, this blind spot in the bio-medical system of healing is quite significant in
explaining the prevalence of ojhas. The doctors seem to be able only to offer the
individual inflicted by such an aliment placebo treatments (sedatives or I.V.’s, which
incidentally, the villagers, if not the doctor, seem to believe in firmly), while the ojha
performs specific healing rituals tailor made to the needs of the individual. Therefore,

even though villagers firmly believe in the efficacy of bio-medicine, they will still turn to
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ojhas when the need arises. The popularity of bio-medicine in no way threatens the

existence of ojhas.

It is time now to focus our attention on what ojhas actually do. Ojhas generally
deal with two categories of illness. Firstly they heal snake bite victims. Snakes are
closely associated with the goddess Bisari (also called Mansa Devi). Consequently,
ojhas make a point of praying to the goddess Bisari, especially during the summer time
when her annual puja takes place. As one of the ojhas told me,

“Sarkar, Bisari is the goddess of snakes. You know the nag [cobra] around

Shankar-jee [another name of Siva], we do puja to it.... If you don’t do that puja,

you can’t jharo [sweep or heal] snake bites. You offer milk and popcorn to get

rid of the poison, but if you don’t get the shakti once a year [i.e. during Bisari
puja] the poison won’t come down.”®
In fact Bisari puja is quite important in this area, and many people will make offerings to
the goddess Bisari during this time. But Mansa Devi is closely associated with the lord
Siva. According to the origin myth that is told about her, she is the black cobra that is
constantly wrapped around the neck of Siva.

Initially I was confused by this, because I knew that the lord Siva is closely
associated with snakes. Thus I assumed that he must be the god that is ‘in charge’ so to
speak, of snakes. But this is not the case. Siva is closely linked to all goddesses, but it is
the goddess who is the active party in each case, while Siva plays a distant or passive

role. What I mean by this is that Siva is closely linked to snakes (every representation of

Siva will show him covered by snakes) but when trying to control snakes (or cure snake

¢ There are two meanings to the expression “won’t come down.” On the one hand, in Mathili an illness
is said to ‘rise’ as it progresses and ‘come down’ as it breaks. On the other hand, ojhas tend to feel that
snake venom rises within the patient until at length it reaches the head. If this should happen the
patient is sure to die. The ojha attempts to bring down (physically) the poison until it is discharged
from the body altogether. The act of jharoing (to sweep) is the act by which the ojha achieves this end.
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bites) it is the goddess that must be worshipped. This is true of possession as well,
which is the other category of illness that ojhas deal with.

Along with snake bites, ojhas specialize in healing people who have been
attacked by spirit beings. Such beings can be generally divided into ghosts and witches.
In such cases, the ojha will do a prayer to the goddess Shakti, either in the form of
Durga or Kali, though Kali seems to be more preferred. Actually, the offering is made
simply to the goddess (Shakti), the mantra used while jharoing people (that is, while the
ojha ‘brushes’ or strokes the body of the victim) specifies which goddess is being
evoked. Thus the offerings that are most commonly used, sindur (red vermilion), a red
sari, ganja (which is closely linked to Siva, the consort of Shakti) and a pigeon, would
be appropriate for any form of the goddess. Consequently, the ojha (like anyone else
who wishes to gain power) is required to perform special rituals during the annual
worship of the goddess, a ten day ritual that I detail in chapter four. They emphasize
Nisa puja ( or midnight puja) that takes place during the course of this ten day ritual.
Some ojhas also feel that special care and praying must be undertaken on the night of
Kali puja (which takes place shortly after Durga puja, and is dealt with in chapter five).
Again the power to heal is closely linked to appeasing the goddess. Unless a person
makes his or her mantra siddhi (active, or pure) during the appropriate ritual time set
aside for the worship of the goddess, it is thought their mantra will lose it’s
effectiveness, and be powerless to heal people.

But again Siva ends up being the ‘hidden god’ when dealing with possession. As

the lord of the underworld, Siva is the god of ghosts, one of his names is “Maha Bhoot”
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or “great ghost”. As the lord of death and the lord of the underworld, one would think

that he would be the god most closely linked to the healing of a possessed individual.

But this is not the case; rather it is his consort Shakti (in the form of Durga or Kali) that

is invoked when dealing with spirit beings. What this points out is that Shakti and Siva

are closely linked deities, and it is often hard to know where one ends and the other

begins. Here is a long excerpt from an interview I conducted with seven ojhas (and a

few field hands) :

“Me: One thing I don’t understand. They say that ghosts and parriats [a kind of
ghost or spirit being] are all the duits [minions or servants] of Kali...

BD: They are all the minions of Durga and Kali.

PM: There are other kinds of ghosts. Durga and Kali have their jogin s [yoginies
or female attendants of the goddess. They are depicted as a great ghost army
that surrounds the goddess] but there are others; danaia bhoots [or wild ghosts]
that don’t belong to them.

BD: They are the ones that live in the forest. Or in the trees.

PM: They [ i.e. the banaia bhoots] can’t compete with them [i.e. the jogin's].
Me: Oh, because they are...

PM: The jogin’s can conquer them. Those are Kan-Kali [the skeleton form of
Kali], and it is that jogin, Kali and Durga don’t come themselves, they send the
Jjogin. So if one sits down to do jog [yoga or meditation] to the jogin, then Ma-
Durga herself will not come, but her jogin will. It is the jogin that is giving
protection from above. Once the jogin is engaged, it will chase it [the ghost]
away. It is the jogin that gives the order; it will take away it’s [i.e. the ghost’s]
form and replace it, by its maya [a concept closely linked to the goddess, in fact
her name is ‘Maha-Maya’ or great maya, that is often translated as illusion. But
here it is used not as illusion but as the power to manipulate the physical world]
with its own form [i.e. it will replace the wild ghost with itself].

Me: But what I’m asking is this, Siva is the god of ghosts, right?

BD: Yes.

Me: But when someone is possessed or attacked by a ghost, everyone says that
Kali-mai is the goddess of ghosts, right?

General: Yes.

Me: When someone is possessed they do puja to Kali-Mai. But why is this?
Why don’t they worship Siva bhagwan [god]?

PM: Yes. Siva bhagwan, without Mahadev [another name of Siva], sarkar, 1
mean Shankar [yet another name of Siva]; the Ganga [Ganges] itself flows from
his head, so all things are under his domain. Without praying to him, no mantra
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will work. You have to pray to him. To Mahadev, to Siva, to Shankar, to these
three. Me: What about Rudra [a name of Siva], or is it the same thing?

PM: Yes, it’s the same. People say different things depending on what they
know, I say Shankar.

Me: O.K,, these three. But what I’m saying is why don’t people worship
Shankar when they are possessed. After all heis...

PM: But we do, we say his name.

Me: Yes, you say his name, but you do Kali puja.

PM: We do puja to all the devatas [gods]. Fifty six corores of devatas [a corore
is a hundred million] are worshipped. Fifty six coreores, not just one. Or sixty
four corores, we have to worship them all Not just Kali or Durga, we have to
worship all the forms.

BD: Say there are five people sitting, like now. You call them to do work, but
not all of them will speak [i.e. I had called the ojhas to be interviewed. Basu Dev
is saying that although there were seven ojhas (not 5) present, only he and
Pharabho actually spoke]. You call them all, but only a few do the work, but you
still call us all.

PM: In the end, you have to take Siva’s name when doing a puja. The work will
not be done till you take his name.

BD: No. [i.e,, no, it won’t get done]

PM: He is the lord of all.

Nirpain (a field hand): You have to take Mahadev’s name in all things.

PM: Yes.

Me: But you also have to take Shakti’s name in all things? I mean in all these
pujas, you have to mention the bhagwati [goddess] at least once.

General: Yes.

Me: So what you are saying is that Mahadev is more emphasized when doing
snake puja, while the bhagwati is more emphasized in ghost puja? [i.e. pujas to
get rid of ghosts]

General: Yes.

Me: That’s what I'm asking, why is Mahadev more important to snakes and
Shakti to ghosts? [note that this was a mistake on my part. It is Mansa Devi that
is emphasized in the healing of snakes, as I found out later]

PM: Bhagwati, Basari... I mean, is to Siva... What I mean to say is, you have to
worship Shankar-jee to make the Bhagwati appear, it is within his power. The
Bhagwati is in every “lane”, not just one “lane”. but Shankar-jee is in one “lane”
Shankar-jee isn’t in every lane. [emphasis mine]

BD: Yes his name is said.

PM: Yes we will do puja to everyone, but we will take Shankar-jee’s name.

Me: But he doesn’t do many things?

PM: He brings peace [or makes, bestows peace]

Me: He makes things peaceful?

PM: He is the master of peace during a puja. He is a thing of truth. With truth
comes stability. With that word, stability cs to all.”
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What the above conversation points out are some of the crucial features of the

world view of this region. On the one hand, we have a hierarchy of power set up, with
ghosts being controlled by the jogin's of the goddess, and the jogins are in turn
controlled by the goddess. So if one wishes to control a ghost one must worship the
goddess, but it is‘her jogins who will be sent to actually control the ghost. But the
goddess herself is closely linked to the lord Siva. In order to activate her, you must
worship him. However, the relationship between the god and the goddess is not a simple
one. Siva doesn’t directly control the goddess.

The relationship between Siva and Shakti is a complex matter, and one we shall
endeavor to unravel in this work. Siva is the supreme lord who has control over all
creation. “Bhoot” means not only ghost, but in the Sanskrit it refers to “what has
already existed” (or what is actualized, as opposed to what remains unmanifest). That is,
it refers to all physical beings. Thus as the “Maha-bhoot”, Siva has dominion over all
creation. Yet as Pharabho says, he is only in one “lane”. He is the bestower of peace
and tranquillity, but not the person to inculcate when one is faced with the actual
problems of existence. It is rather the goddess, who works in every “lane”, that must be
consulted, when dealing with a practical problem of existence.

This may strike the reader as odd (it certainly took me quite some time to figure
out what the above conversation was referring to). But what is crucial to understanding
the role and function of ojhas in this society is the fact that ‘Hinduism’ in Mathil society
means Tantric Hinduism. Tantra, the esoteric philosophy of enlightenment, is here part

and parcel of everyday life and everyday worship. It is not a remote philosophical
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movement confined to the discourses of seldom seen ascetics; rather it is the dominant
religion of this area. Consequently, it is the goddess that is the dominant Hindu deity of
Mathil samaj (society, or world). She is not seen as being part of a ‘little tradition’, or a
vestige of some remote tribal past, but rather she is worshipped as part of the ‘great
tradition’ of Hinduism. By ‘great tradition’, I mean that the goddess is clearly part of the
textual tradition of Hinduism and her worship is done as a vedic yuga (that is, as part of
the prescribed procedure of puja mentioned in the sacred textual literature of Hinduism).
Therefore, if we wish to understand what ojhas and the notion of personhood is
about in this society, we must first understand what the role of the goddess is in this
society. Briefly, the goddess is seen as the principle which underlies the active universe,
as part of the dynamic principle of life. She is therefore in charge of all that transpires
within the world of existence. It is for this reason that she is ‘in every lane.” But, in
keeping with Tantric philosophy, the goddess is always seen as being united with her
consort Siva. The two are different sides of the same coin, and thus one always implies
the other. Siva is the complement of the goddess, and so is seen as the principle that
underlies the passive (or transcendent) universe. It is for this reason that he is only in
‘one lane,’ the lane that implies shanti (peace or tranquillity, i.e. transcendence). We will
have occasion to take up each of these issues by turn. The point to keep in mind here is
that the ojha can be seen as a low level Tantric adept. Consequently, every ojha, just
like every ascetic, has to spend a period of time training under a guru (or master), who is
usually a Tantric ascetic or someone known to have shakti (which, more or less amounts

to the same thing). Each of the ojhas I interviewed were able to give me lineage of their
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gurw’s spiritual line. This is really no different from the way ascetics gain knowledge,

and so, power. In the conversation I quoted above, the reason that only two ojhas were
speaking, while the other five remained silent, was that the other five were the disciples
of Pharabho Mondal, and so were not inclined to speak in their guru’s presence. As
Pharabho once told me, “without a guru there is no knowledge.” The ojha then
legitimates his power and his practice by referring to a Tantric world view.

This link between the ojha and the ascetic will be discussed in detail in chapter
six. For now the important point is that the ojha explains healing, and so implicitly
personhood, in terms of a tantric philosophy. The notion of personhood here is
profoundly Hegelian; the self in this society is always a social self that exists only in
relation to the other of a social encounter. Thus the concept of the self is a dynamic one
and one that can only be understood as it manifests itself in an ongoing social process.
We will take this issue up in our final chapter, but to briefly indicate what I mean, the self
in this society always implies the other. This is true not only of the divine self (Siva and
Shakti unite to form the transcendent self of Bhrama), but also of the human self. People
in this society exist only in relationship to others, and if something threatens the links
that unite the self to the other, the resulting crisis of personhood is expressed in terms of
possession and spirit attack. As I said, we will look more deeply at the relationship
between the self and the other in our final chapter, but before we can get there we must
look closely at what Siva and Shakti mean in this society, and how they relate to

personhood.
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The model of personhood embedded within this system of healing seems to be

fairly prevalent and uniform within Mathil society. Not only the local villager and under
class of this community prescribe to it, but everybody in this society believes it to some
extent. This society, especially during the time of my fieldwork, is extremely divided.
There are the perennial conflicts between Hindus and Muslims, between the high castes
(who generally support the Bharati Janta Party, or B.J.P. political party, which is a semi-
fascist Hindu fundamentalist party) and the low castes (who generally support the Janta
Dal party, in fact Bihar was the only state in India that retained a Janta Dal government
during the time of my fieldwork), between the rich and the poor ( especially the ‘modern’
rich and the ‘traditional’ or ‘backward’ poor). Yet all these divisions seem to be
transcended when we begin to consider personhood and the belief systems perpetuated
by ojhas.

At one point I asked Basu Dev about the kinds of people who most frequently
consults ojhas. His response was:

“BD: everyone comes, sarkar.

Me: Men, women?

BD: Everyone comes.

Me: Children?

BD: Everyone. Everyone! Children, women, those [pointing to Champanagar]

sitting at home. The rich, the rich!

Me: The rich?

BD: Yes. Your grand-father, Majhala Sarkar [or “middle Sarkar”, a cousin of

my grandfather, and so by this kinship system, my grandfather. Also one of the

‘princes’ or royalty of the local community], he had a toothache, he left the world

[i.e. he has since passed away], but he called someone to jharo him. My name is

known to Bara Sarkar [“big Sarkar”, the older brother of the man in question]

and he said ‘call him, he will jharo you.’...

Me: Do Muslims come?
BD: Everyone, everyone, absolutely.”
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Basu Dev wasn’t exaggerating. I was surprised to learn that despite the recent
hostilities between Hindus and Muslims, both groups equally believed in the legitimacy
of ojhas. One of my key informants, Mu’in, told me (and in fact took me to see for
myself) that Muslims have no hesitation in inviting a Hindu ojha, if they think that such a
person can help. When such ojhas are invited, the ojha, with the approval and support
of the Muslim villagers, will do prayer to the (Hindu) goddess! Conversely, Hindu
villages seem to have no hesitation in inviting a Muslim healer, and such healers too
make offerings to the goddess.

I had the good fortune to speak to a mullah (a Muslim priest) in the town of
Purneia. This man had a reputation of being a very good ojha. His views, as a religious
man, were a little more doctrinaire than that of the local Muslim ojhas I talked to. It is
important to point out that the tensions between Hindus and Muslims had reached a
crescendo only months prior this interview. Some of the bloodiest rioting had taken
place in the town of Bhagalpur, only 60 miles south of Purenia.

Consequently, Mohmood Alium was quite tense during our interview. For one
thing, he refused to speak in Mathili (a language he knew perfectly well) insisting instead
on speaking in Urduised Hindi (my informant Mu’in, who had arranged the interview,
spoke even worse Hindi than I did. Consequently, he could follow nothing of our
conversation and decided to take a nap during the interview). At any rate, despite the
hostility that existed between Hindus and Muslims, Mohmood Alium told me that healing

is a matter of belief. Praying to the goddess will help heal a possessed individual, just as
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surely as praying to Allah. He himself prays to Allah when healing an individual, but he

did not discount the effectiveness of praying to the goddess.

At a local level, as I said, Muslim healers will often offer prayers to the goddess.
Actually, the ojha often makes prayer to the gram devata (village or local deity). But
such deities are seen as the minions of the goddess. So in order to secure their help in
healing a possessed individual, one offers them sindur (red vermilion), saris, etc.; things
that please the goddess. When Mu’in’s village was plagued by a spirit being, they tried
several ojhas until finally it was a Hindu ojha that was able to help them. He determined
that the problem resulted from the fact that the Muslim villagers had cut down a tree
sacred to the goddess, a tree that stood in front of what was once a goddess temple
(alfhough how he knew this is anybody’s guess, as no sign of the temple is visible today).
The Muslim villagers then made offerings to the Devi to appease her and this finally got
rid of the malevolent entity.

The prevalence of the belief in ojhas seems to cut across class lines. The vast
majority of the ‘educated elite’ of this area responded to my inquires about ojhas the
same way that the doctors at Champanagar did (actually, I did not really initiate
interviews with such individuals. Rather when they heard about the topic of my
research, they tended to seek me out). At first they all would say that ojhas are a bunch
of charlatans. At any rate, Bihar doesn’t have any ‘real’ ojhas, as we are no longer so
‘backward.’ IfI really wanted to see some magic, I should go to Madha Pradase. Once
such disclaimers had been stated (and as a rule, I nodded politely to the ‘advice’ that

such august individuals would give me), the real fun started. Because almost to the man,
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each individual after having told me emphatically that they didn’t believe in ojhas, and

didn’t even think any existed in this area, would then proceed to tell me a story about a
spirit possession and a healing ritual that they themselves had witnessed. In each case,
some ‘respectable’ persons child or relative had been attacked by a ghost (by the logic of
such things, because they were ‘respectable’ they obviously weren’t faking it), and a low
caste servant in the community was called in to heal them.

Here is an example of one such story:

Arun Prasad is a professor of Chemistry at Purnea college. I met him at a
wedding reception in the town of Purneia. Actually, he approached me, as he had
heard that I had come from America to research ojhas (several people that night
approached me for this reason. People seemed to be fascinated that anyone would
be interested in such a topic). Arun started out by telling me that he didn’t believe in
ojhas, etc. But presently he said that there was one time when he himself had
witnessed a healing (jhar phoor) ritual.

A relative of his, a young girl surprised everyone one day by saying that she had
seen a headless woman in their yard the previous night. The parents dismissed the
story, but the girl kept insisting on its validity. As the days passed, she insisted that
the headless woman kept appearing to her. Finally the parents decided to consult an
ojha. The ojha was a servant of a friend.

The ojha knew right away what the problem was. He did jhar phoor to make the
ghost appear. The ghost took possession of the child’s body and talked through her.
The ghost insisted that she was the mother of the child in a previous life time (Arun
Prasad witnessed this healing ritual first hand). The ojha commanded the ghost to
leave the child alone, and threatened that if the ghost did not leave, he would have to
capture it (i.e. nail it to a tree). At length, the ghost said that it would leave. The
ghost said that it had another daughter (again from a pervious life) who lived in
England. The ghost said that it would go visit this daughter and leave the child alone.
The child was saved and experienced no further attacks.

This is just one of several such stories related to me by such educated skeptics.
They all follow the same form. People who insist they don’t believe in ojhas or ghosts,
then turn around to tell of spirit attacks they have witnessed first hand. Inevitably the

ojha is of lower class, and usually of a lower caste (often the servant of a friend).
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This story points out some key features of the healing system that ojhas are a

part of. Firstly, they do tend to be low class and low caste individuals, thus they are part
of the ‘folk’ traditions of the area. Rich people who tend to be (or think of themselves)
as more educated, will only turn to ojhas as a last resort, while the local villagers of the
area turn to ojhas first. High caste individuals or well to do individuals who dabble in
the occult tend to label themselves (and get labeled) as ‘Tantric’ yogies. In practice, they
do much the same sort of thing, as the philosophy of Tantra says that power (shakti) is
power. Power can be used to further spiritual ends, or it can be used for practical ends,
like healing people possessed by ghosts (or any other afflictions). And while rich people

may not believe in ojhas, nobody questions the validity and power of an ascetic. This is

a crucial point, because ojhas legitimate their practices by referring to exactly the same
concepts and world view that is part of the dominant religious system of this area.
Concepts such as yoga, shakti, or reincarnation and the like, are widely believed in.
Thus one may question the legitimacy of an ojha, but no one that I met seriously
questioned the validity of such concepts, and so, the ability of some individuals (such as
a Tantric yogi) to actually perform magical feats.

We see then that despite the apparent need of the educated elite to distance
themselves from the ‘backward superstitions’ of this area, they themselves tend to
believe in such superstitions at some level. There is aimost a need on their part to
believe that such things could happen. The thing that unites the ‘uneducated villagers’
with the urban ruling class is the concepts and beliefs embedded within Tantric

Hinduism, and especially within the concepts and beliefs that revolve around the worship
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of the goddess. For the goddess, in Mathil society, addressed every segment of the

society. Belief in her power and her reality is shared by all, regardless of class or even
(apparently) religion.

This is, I think, why ojhas persist in this region. Their legitimization of their
abilities is just too plausible to Mathil sensibilities for people to reject them outright.
Therefore, it is crucial for us to understand what exactly the role of the goddess is in
Mathil society.

Consequently, the next few chapters will be devoted to understanding the nature
of Siva and Shakti in Mathil society. It is only after we have understood something
about the importance and relevance of these two deities that we will be able to
understand anything about ojhas and how they are able to help people experiencing spirit

possession.



CHAPTER TWO: THE HIDDEN GOD. AN ANALYSIS OF THE SIVA-

LINGUM

Although the Goddess is the dominant deity in Mathil society, her consort Siva is
also considered an important god. Indeed, at some levels Siva and Shakti seem to be
equally important, or rather the two are so closely linked that they may be seen as
different aspects of one supreme divine form. This can be seen in the fact that they share
many of the same qualities, their close association to snakes, ghosts, asceticism, and
finally and most importantly, the mediation of pollution and transcendence.

Consequently, before proceeding to a discussion of the major ritual cycle of this
area, it might be illuminating to discuss the Sivaling, one of the 'dominant symbols' of
this culture. Using the insights of V. Turner, one is led to the conclusion that the
worship of Siva does not represent a cult or a sect that is separate from the worship of
the Goddess (that is, it does not, like the Vasinivates, represent a rival sect). There is an
ideological continuity between the representation of Siva and the logic of Goddess
worship.

The Siva Temple
Siva temples are scattered throughout the region, and tend to come in a uniform
style. These temples can come in very elaborate forms (such as the main Siva temple of

this region, which is located at Deva-Ghar, which we shall have occasion to talk about in

42
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the next chapter), representing great temple complexes; or they can be simple one room
affairs that are found near ponds in just about every village. At any rate, the central
focus of such temples, no matter how elaborate, is the Sivaling. In elaborate temples,
which have shrines to many gods, the Sivaling is housed in the inner sanctum and is the
focus of the temple complex (e.g., the temple at Deva-Ghar).

The shrine that houses the /ingum (or phallus of Siva) tends to be a rather small
room without windows. The room is either round or octagonal and the /ingum is housed
at its center. Such shrines are claustrophobic, often damp (with the water used to
worship the /ingum) and often have soot covered walls. The lingum itself is made of
black stone that is two thirds higher than its base. The base is a circular structure that
has a lip at its end and a canal from which the water poured over the lingum is

channeled. (see diagram)
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These three elements, the base, the protruding cylindrical stone, and the canal on
the base are the three definitive elements of the Sivaling. In Sanskrit these are called

Rudrangsha (the protruding stone), Vedi (the base) and Ambupranali (the canal for the
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water, From J. Mishra, 1959). But the point I would like to make here is that at the

symbolic level, these elements have a sensory imagery that is undeniable (and one
incidentally that some, though by no means all of my informants recognized).

At the sensory level, the protruding stone is referred to as a /lingum, the lingum
of Siva. That is, it is meant to represent Siva's phallus. The base then becomes the yoni
of Shakti, literally her womb or vagina. The stone is worshipped by pouring water
(amrit or nectar) or a mixture of water, milk, honey, etc. over the top of it and allowing
this mixture to trickle down to the base, where it flows to the lip of the structure. Here
it is collected by the priest and used as Chandrograt (or Chandro dat, which literally
means ‘fluid that has touched the feet of a god,” or a liquid sacrament that is used during
the course of a puja), the sacrament that is given to the devotee, who, after swallowing
it, smears what is left over his head. Flowers or other offerings may be placed on top of
the stone, again becoming sanctified by their association with the symbol.

What I am suggesting is that at the sensory pole of the symbol, a blatant
expression of sex and sexuality is being represented. The phallus of Siva and the vagina
of Shakti are represented in eternal union. The sacrament (Chandrogat, the liquid
sacrament given to the devotee after a puja) that the devotees incorporate into
themselves is the sexual fluids that result from the union of Siva and Shakti. Normally
sex and sexuality is thought to be pollution in Hindu society, but here it becomes the
medium that links humans to the divine. But the symbol is more than just a
representation of the sexual union of Siva and Shakti; the focus is on the perspective of

the devotee, which has been clearly defined. The devotee seeing the Sivaling, is viewing
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the act of cosmic union from the 'inside’, as it were. What I am suggesting is that the
shrine itself is a representation of a womb; the womb of Shakti. Thus, the devotee, is
like a child within a womb, seeing the act of union of his mother (Shakti) with his father
(Siva). Hence the enclosed circular design of the shrine. The devotee is 'enveloped' by
Shakti, just as the Goddess' yoni envelopes Siva. The only point of contact between the
devotee and Siva is from the sexual contact between him and his consort. In a strange
inversion then, the Siva temple becomes a representation of Shakti's womb.

A psychologist may be content with such an exegesis. But one of the central
insights of Turner is that symbols can not be reduced down to a biological level of
meaning. Unlike the Freudians, who see symbols as a universal process that can be
reduced down to a root anatomical level of meaning, Turner focuses on the relationship
between the physiological, affect laden sensory pole of a symbol, and its ideological
content (Turner, 1967, P.30). Symbols thus do not have any one root meaning, and so
must be understood as having both sensory and ideological content. It is at the level of
the ideological that one can clearly see how the worship of Siva relates back to a Shakta
world view (Shakta are tantric worshipers of the goddess, the dominant religious sect in
Mathil society), and why Siva and Shakti are so closely linked in this brand of Hinduism.

At the ideological level, Shakti is defined as "name and form" (Saraswati-
Rahasyopanishad, Shloka 23) while Bhrama is defined as "existence, consciousness and
bliss." Shakti here is defined as the kinetic energy of the universe, the force behind the
manifest universe. She is defined in terms of differentiation and flux. She is prikriti, the

force that manifests the universe. Her active nature is further implied by the fact that she
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is often represented as the active partner sexually (i.e., she sits on top of her consort
Siva). Symbolically then, she represents the world of form, the world of flux, which is
ruled( at a philosophical, physical, and social level) by power.

The point of all this is that we are all part of this dynamic manifest world. We
are all ‘born' into the world of Shakti. Hence, by extension, she becomes the
representation of the supreme mother. She is thus called the "womb of the universe"
(see Brown, 1990; pp. 129). It is her role as the supreme mother that defines her
relationship to creation. We are all the 'children' of Shakti. That is, at the level of
ideology, the world around us (the manifest world) is the 'obvious' or given reality of
everyday existence, the world we were born into. It requires no extension of ordinary
consciousness to know this world, the world that is defined through differentiation,
defined, in other words, by our senses. And this empirical world is the world of Shakti,
the world of power.

Her consort, Siva, is also called Bhrama, the transcendent. "Maya is prikriti, the
possessor of Maya is Maheshwara [Siva]. This whole creation, as his extension, fills up
this universe" (Shawetashwatara-Upanidshad, 4.9-10). He too is the force behind the
universe, but he, as Bhrama, is dormant, passive. As the transcendent, he becomes the
non-differentiated universe. As purusa (the inert principle of the universe, or that which
is beyond nature), he is spirit, that which is outside of time and space, that is, outside of
that which can be felt or known through the senses. So he symbolizes the underlying
unity or the 'oneness' that lies under the differentiated universe. As the undifferentiated

universe, he is without qualities, and thus, this aspect of the universe makes no
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distinctions between things. He literally lies under Shakti. As the dormant and inactive

principle of the universe, he is symbolically represented as the passive sexual partner of
Shakti. The woman is here on top because she is active. This says less about sex roles
or the ambivalent nature of women in Indian society, than about the nature of the
universe, as defined in Tantric philosophy. That is, the activity of Shakti (and her
sexual/physical dominance) has more to do with the symbolization of philosophical
assumptions than sex roles. The reason Shakti becomes active has to do with the fact
that she is linked to the idea of motherhood or creation, the manifest universe into which
we are born.

We are born into the manifest universe, and so its reality is immediate. The
world of the undifferentiated universe, on the other hand, is not immediate. We do not
‘naturally’ see the unity or the oneness of the universe or the logic that ties together all
reality. This is the logic of transcendence, and so, by definition, it is not part of the
everyday reality that we live in. Thus the world of Siva is not 'obvious.' It requires a
different state of consciousness to be realized. And this consciousness must necessarily
pass through the manifest universe to be attained. That is, the 'natural’ state of
consciousness is formed in the everyday consciousness of the differentiated universe, but
this universe is linked to the undifferentiated universe by the act of divine play, the act of
divine sexuality.

If we wanted to, we could put a Freudian spin on the exegesis. Here the central
point would be that the connection between the child and the mother is primary. | The

first 'world' (psychological reality) that the child knows is the world dominated by the
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child/mother relationship. She is the first object of desire. But this relationship is

juvenile and in order to gain an adult personality, the child must establish a relationship
with the father. This connection between the child and the father is not a given, it
requires several stages of psychological growth to be completed. Most importantly, the
child must successfully undergo the oedipal complex in order to establish a mature adult
relationship with the father. And this complex drives home the fact of the erotic
relationship between the father and the mother. It is only by realizing the erotic bond
between father and mother, and accepting this bond as legitimate, that the child is in a
position to enter adulthood. Something similar is perhaps being said in the Siva/Shakti
ideology as represented by the Sivaling. However, this symbol speaks of a
soteriological, and not a psychological journey. The difference then, between a strictly
psychological interpretation of the lingum, and a cultural interpretation, has to do with
the added level of complexity imposed upon the psychological by the religious assertion
that ultimately Siva and Shakti are one reality. The cultural interpretation has to work at
the psychological and the ideological levels simultaneously. Something more than stages
of psychological development is being implied.

At a higher level of consciousness, the Sivaling is implying the unity of Siva and
Shakti. This is symbolized by the act of sexual union; neither is complete without the
other, and so both imply the other. Rather than postulating an absolute binary
opposition, the idea here is that elements of the undifferentiated universe are already
present in Shakti and vice versa. So in the midst of the manifest universe (the universe

that is Shakti) there is the unmanifest universe (the universe that is Siva). And
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conversely, in the unmanifest universe, which in this society is represented by a dot called
Chinchini Shakti, there is already present the manifest universe, which is why the symbol
that represents it is called Shakti (or a form of Shakti) and not Siva. This dot is found at
the center of all mandala designs; the mandala represents the unfolding universe or the
manifest universe. The dot at its center is the potential or unmanifest universe; that from
which the universe is actualized. It is only because of this way that any leap of
consciousness from the world of Shakti to the world of Siva is possible. This ultimate
unity or collapse of opposition is represented by the act of conjugal union; Shakti and
Siva are inseparable. No priority (at least at a philosophical level) can be given to either
order, or rather, both realities are necessary for the existence of the other, and for the
existence of the universe. Since Siva and Shakti are always joined, it follows that to
know the ultimate essence of Shakti, that is, to 'know' anything in this world as it really
is, to get to its root or essence, is also to know Siva or the transcendent universe. At the
heart of the differentiated universe (or was it the vagina?) is the undifferentiated
universe. So the possibility of transcendence exists in the pursuit of all physical
phenomenon. "Tantrics base their claims for both metaphysical unity and diversity in
creation by appealing to a theistic notion that literally conceives of the universe as a
product of Siva and Shakti's conjugal union"( Brooks, 1990; pp.67). This is a crucial
linking of the profane with the sacred, because it opens up the possibility that the 'inner
conflict' of Heesterman can be gotten around (Heesterman, 1985). That is, and we shall
talk more about this later, it links the everyday world of political and mundane reality to

the transcendent reality. Sex, intoxication, power, etc. all the things that a renouncer
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turns his back on, here are valorized as the path toward transcendence. Because they are

aspects of Shakti (the everyday mundane world) they must have, at their root, Siva. And

it is this relationship between the two worlds that is being symbolized by the Sivaling.

The Durga Temple

The other prevalent temple style of this region is the Durga-stan, or the temples
dedicated to the goddess Durga. Such temples are noteworthy because of the striking
contrast between them and Siva temples. Unlike the Siva temple which houses the
Sivaling, the Durga temple has no central symbol. Durga temples are rectangular
buildings divided into three sections. The central section is the entrance to the temple
and is twice as large as the two adjoining rooms. Such temples are not part of temple
complexes (at least none that I saw were) as many Siva temples are. They tend to be
very plain buildings with little or nothing in the way of elaborate architectural designs or
artwork (as we shall see, the art that such temples house revolves around ritual, that is, it
is the temporary or performance art of puja).

Now what is interesting about such temples is the fact that the central room,
which is the main part of the temple, houses no image. In fact for most of the year the
central room is empty! It is the room to the left of the main room that houses the
permanent image of the goddess. This image is usually a small stone statue of Durga.
The room to the right of center houses a permanent image of another god (sometimes
another goddess, like Kali, sometimes an image of Vishnu). The architecture

underscores something significant about the relationship of the Goddess to the world of
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humans. The central part of the temple, where one would expect the image of the
Goddess to be housed is empty, except on the occasion of specific pujas. That is, the
Goddess is contextual and 'made' by men (manifest) only at the time of puja.

The central room comes alive during Durga puja. It is at this time that an image
of the goddess Durga, along with Laksmi, Saraswati, Kali and any other deities that
relate to her, like Skanda, Siva, Ganesha etc. (depending on the fortunes of the
community) are made of clay and housed in the central room. The puja itself slowly
manifests the goddess in her full form, that is, this is a gradual process involving many
rituals (to be discussed in another chapter). At the end of the puja, the images are
ceremonially discarded in the local river. The point is that the Goddess becomes
manifest in ordinary, everyday objects, such as clay, grass, certain kinds of fruit, etc. By
performing the appropriate rituals, humans can activate the true nature of such objects,
such that they, for a brief period become the Goddess, the supreme deity.

This idea of an impermanent representation of divinity seems to be a general
trend in Hinduism (see Waghorne and Cutler ed. 1985, esp. the articles by Preston and
Courtright). The emphasis is on the process of manifestation, which intimately links the
world of the divine with the world of humans. In other words, impermanence allows for
an immediate connection between the divine and the human world, a connection driven
home by the process of perpetual creation and destruction. This immediacy once again
buttresses the ideology found in the Sivaling. Namely that the Goddess is the manifest
universe, and so has a direct connection to humans, while her consort Siva is distant.
This theme is, I think, the reason Durga temples have no permanent dominant symbol

contained within them. Unlike the Sivaling, which is a representation of the permanent



52

transcendental order and its intrusion into the everyday contextual world, the Durga
temple represents the contextual world, which is joined to the transcendental only by an
act of human labor. Only at specific ritual moments, and only with a great deal of ritual
care, can the everyday contextual world of humans manifest its link to the transcendental
world, which is beyond context. This points out the fluid nature of the manifest
universe, a universe of changing contexts. While the Sivaling points out the permanent
nature of the undifferentiated universe. What we have then are representations of the

Goddess and the god Siva that buttress each other to form a consistent world view.



CHAPTER THREE: THE RITUAL CYCLE

The ritual cycle of Maithila is a complex structure that defies any simplistic
generalizations. Having said this, I would none-the-less like to point out certain features
of this cycle that may shed light on the way time is defined in this society and the
significance of time to personhood. It must be stated at the onset that the ritual cycle is
far more complicated than I could hope to present here (for a more complete discussion
see, R. Jha, 1982). What I would like to focus on in this chapter are the major rituals
performed in the region. What we find by such an analysis is the fact that the ritual cycle
sets up an opposition between winter as a time of social order and summer as a time of
disorder. By so doing the ritual cycle legitimates times when individuals can vent their
personal or psychological frustrations.

Of course in this society as in any other, it is up to individuals to decide just how
devout they wish to be. So it is possible for an individual to spend their entire existence
focusing on nothing but ritual. There are indeed many such individuals (mainly widows
or widowers, high cast individuals, or individuals who, all told, have too much time on
their hands!). Such individuals perform rituals on a daily basis and there are enough
‘minor’ rituals to go around to keep a person busy for a lifetime. When I say minor, I do
not mean to downplay the importance of such rituals, especially to the life and
sensibilities of such devote individuals. What I mean rather is that such rituals are not
performed by the community at large. They thus tend to be private in nature, and so

53
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have not been included in this work. As Pharabho said there are fifty four or sixty four

hundred million gods that should be worshipped, but not all of these gods are central or
even commonly known to all. I felt it was important to discuss the ritual cycle, even in
this simplistic and generalized way, as a means of situating the major ritual of this area,
namely Durga puja, which shall be discussed in detail in the next chapter.

The ritual cycle seems to be structured around the seasons. The major
opposition is between winter and summer. Summer is the time of pollution. The gods
are said to be asleep at this time, consequently, it is a time of great danger. It is at this
time that the major healing rituals take place, because it is during this season that ghosts,
snakes and infectious diseases abound (although it was my experience that snakes and
disease have no seasons!). All such afflictions are under the domain of the goddess and
so all healing rituals revolve around her worship. But such rituals are personal and not
part of the ritual cycle of the community. Indeed, summer is a time of little or no ritual
activity, aside from Rama-nami (a ritual devoted to the worship of the god Ram),there
are no major rituals performed during this period. So Grishma (summer) is marked as a
time of ritual silence, social disorder and personal anguish.

Winter is the opposite of summer and considered a time of bounty. The gods are
awake and so fully active in the social world of men. Few rituals of affliction take place
at this time, ghosts etc. are thought to be inactive. Interestingly enough, this means that
few, if any rituals take place during this season (the months of Pusa and Magha). This is
because the major ritual cycle of Durga puja has just been performed, and as I will argue,

the balance of nature and society has been restored. Thus, there is no need to perform
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any major rituals at this time. The main point that this opposition between summer and

winter (Grishma and Shishira) brings up is the fact that the major rituals tend to clump
around these seasons, between the disorder of summer and the order of winter.

The major ritual season begins in early autumn, during the season of Shishira,
which includes the months of Bhadava and Aswina (see diagram). The cycle is started
by Bisari puja (worship of the snake goddess, also called Mansa devi) which marks the
beginning of the "ritual season" and the cycle of goddess worship. The major ritual of
Deva-Utthana Ekadashi or "waking the gods" takes palace at this time. This initiates a
hectic ritual time where rituals follow each other in quick succession. The waking of the
gods is followed by Churthi Chandrama Shashti (worship of the sun god) which is
closely followed by the major ritual of Navratri ("nine nights") or Dharasha. This is the
Durga puja ritual (which shall be discussed in detail elsewhere). Durga puja is followed
by Laksmi puja, Dwali and Kali puja (which take place on the same day). In fact this is a
period of non stop ritual activity, which overflows into the season of late autumn-early
winter (Hemant, which includes the months of Krairtika and Agrahana). These major
rituals (as I will argue in the next chapter) recreate the ordered world of society. Once

this act of creation is complete, we are in winter, and there is a marked lull in the ritual

world.



Seasons

Bhadava (or the rainy season) Varsha

Aswina

Kartika

Agrahana
Pausha

Magha

Phalguna

Chaitra

Vaishakha

Jayshtthya

Asharha

Shravana
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Sharad or
Autumn

Hemant or
late Autumn

Shishir or Winter

Vasant or Spring

Grishma or Summer

Varsha or rainy season

Rituals

Janmasthami (or the birth

of Krsna)
Lakshmi puja
Anant puja

Dashmi (Nava-Ratri or
Durga puja)
Kojagra (Lakshmi puja)

Shyama Puja
Govardhana
Bhratri-Divitiya
Devo-ththana

None
None

Ganash puja
Saraswati puja

Shiva-Ratri
Holi

Nava-Ratra
Laksmi puja
Rama-Navami
Akshaya-triteya
Purmima

None
Ratha-Yatra
Manasa Devi puja

Madhu-Shravani
Raksha-Bhandan
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Springtime brings to an end the major rituals involving the goddess. Late winter is the
time of Saraswiti puja, which is the last ritual of the long goddess worship cycle. There
is a gap between Kali puja (which takes place in Hemant or late autumn) and Sarasawiti
puja (which takes place in Shishir, the end of winter and the beginning of spring). I think
this gap is significant. Winter, the auspicious season, is bounded by the worship of the
goddess, Durga puja at its onset, and Saraswaiti puja at its close. Winter is thus framed
by order; the major rituals to the goddess which re-establish the ordered world. It is
interesting that autumn is not a time of bounty. During Durga puja, people have not as
yet harvested the winter crop, so this is not really a time of plenty, although this is the
time of the major rituals of this area that involve considerable financial investments by
the community. Winter, by contrast, is a time of plenty, but as the order of society has
been established, no major rituals take place during this time. Springtime brings to an
end the influences of the order created by Durga puja, and consequently it is the
beginning of the disordered world of summer.

This disorder is reflected in the nature of the two major rituals of spring. In
contrast to the solemn and high rituals of Durga/Kali puja, Saraswiti puja which takes
place at the onset of spring is wild and disorderly. Every community within a village will
perform their own puja; that is, the puja doesn't center around the temple. Each
community has its own image of the goddess made and there is much drinking and rough
housing involved in the local worship of Saraswiti. Cars and taxies are stopped on the
road by young men and a 'contribution' to the cost of the local puja is demanded of all

who travel on this day (nothing of the sort takes place during Durga puja which is a
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much more elaborate and expensive affair). The drinking in particular seems significant

as it stands in such marked contrast to the formal behavior displayed during other
goddess rituals. Now the older informants that I talked to (including my father) were
shocked by this observation. According to them, Saraswiti puja is as formal and austere
a ritual as any of the other goddess puja's. They insisted quite strongly that the demand
for 'toll' or the drunkenness of young men on this day was a 'corruption' of the puja, and
they assured me that when they were young no such behavior took place. If this is true,
it is significant. The change in the context of Saraswiti puja seems consistent with the
way the ritual cycle as a whole is structured. It makes sense that out of all the pujas that
could have been 'corrupted' it should have been Saraswiti puja that was. Not because
Saraswiti (the goddess of knowledge and creativity) is in any way bawdy or lowly, in fact
she is just the opposite, as she is clearly a goddess of the 'great’ tradition, but because her
worship falls at the onset of springtime.

The other major ritual that comes toward the end of springtime is Holi, the
"festival of love" as Marriott put it. Actually Marriott does a good job describing the
mood of this ritual of reversal (Marriott, 1966). Certain points need to be elaborated
upon before we can understand what this ritual is about. The day starts out by people
chanting bura na mano Holi hai ("don't take offense, it's Holi") or other such framing
chants that define the day as a day of license. Special festive foods are prepared and
eaten. People in this area drink thundai (a milk and almond drink) laced with large
quantities of bhang (pureed marijuana). This puts everyone in the mood for the days

activities. Large buckets of colored water are to be found everywhere and people use
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phuschkaries (large syringe like squirt guns, the original super soakers!) to dose each

other with the colored water. There is much sexual license, normally tabooed people
openly 'play' Holi; that is, avoidance relationships etc. are suspended on this day. The
license extends to the entire community, so on this day anyone may (in theory) come into
contact, even members of different casts who normally avoid each other. It is perhaps
significant that Holi is "played" and not performed, like other ritual (people can perform
a puja, but you have to "play" Holi). The importance of this, I think, is that the ritual is
framed in such a way that it already implies a meta communication. That is, the normal
rules of social order are suspended, or being played around with. On this day, social
rules are defined by the rules of the game of Holi. Thus, on this day, proper conduct is
defined in terms of the game and not in terms of standing societal norms. This 'play’ is
closely associated with sex and sexuality, not only because bawdy behavior abounds but
because artistically the play of Holi is associated with the divine play of the god Krsna
with his consort Radha. This is a common enough motif in north Indian art, and it
extends to music as well. Ragas that are sung during the Vasant season are often about
coquettish lovers who complain about the revelry of Holi going too far. Often too such
songs are linked to Krsna, who is the singer’s tormentor. The mood of such songs, if I
may be so bold as to gloss them is this way, is of innocent but sexually charged love play.
The songs (as so many erotic songs of Indian classical and light classical music) are thus
devotional, as they represent the ideal bhakt (devotee) who give themselves completely

to the lord Krsna. And this attitude of devotional love-play characterizes Holi.
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What is this ritual about? The first thing to be noted is that this is the time of

harvest, and harvesting points out the opposition between life and death. The harvesting
of the plant is also the death of the plant. So in the cycle of agriculture, which is
necessary for the life of humans, as it produces food, implies death for the plant. But as
agriculture is a cycle (the planting of the summer crop is not too far off) death also
implies rebirth. At the level of material culture, the festival implies something about the
link between life and death, birth and rebirth (a concept central to Hindu cosmology).
Death is essential for life, and the festival points out that the cycle of life and death is not
a great tragedy, but the divine play of the gods. The festival thus mediates between life
and death.

The liminality of the festival is pointed out by the use of color. Color in Indian
society has implications for social order, a metaphor for classification. The term varna,
used in the Bhagavad-Gita to describe the stratification necessary for social order (i.e.,
the caste system) literally means color (Bhagavad-Gita, Ch.1, 43). Each segment of
society is thought to be of a different color, and it is only by keeping such colors separate
and discreet that social order is possible. Indeed all creation is viewed as different
combinations of the gunas (or qualities) of prakriti, and each of these gunas are
represented not only by a different goddess, but by different colors. Ragas, the system
by which classical music is classified is another term for color. Each raga is thought to
represent a different mood and so a different color (although as far as I know the specific
color of each raga, as the specific color of each caste, hasn't been specified). The point

isn't the colors themselves, but the fact that_color is being used as a metaphor for order.
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This use of color points out one of the central features of the Holi festival, namely the
random mixing of colors. The squirting of colored water has the effect of mixing up
discreet colors in haphazard fashion. The net effect is a psychedelic mix of colors
literally all over ones body. The body itself is used as a symbol of the breakdown of
social order. It is significant that it is the body (the individual) that is thus employed,
because it points out the central tension between the individual and the social order, a
tension so crucial to the critical philosophy of Freud (Freud, 1961, see also Marcuse,
1955). The body here is used to symbolize the fact that the discreet categories of social
groups are broken down in the erotic play of Holi; that is, different castes are allowed to
intermingle freely in this play of colors. The squirting of colored water then is
symbolically pointing out the breakdown of normal social order, the liminality of the
festival.

This collapsing of the normal order is not confined to the level of the social. The
emphasis on sexuality, I think, reflects the idea of collapsing boundaries at the level of
the individual. Sex, in Tantric philosophy, is used as a metaphor for the collapse of the
boundaries between the self and the other. "Tantrism thus shows how the supreme
experience encompasses all the levels of reality, how oneness suddenly arises in the very
midst of duality " (the duality of male/female, transcendental/mundane etc., Silburn
1988, p.138). Of course, Tantric sexual practices are not just sex. The point is not that
the opposition between the self and the other is being collapsed literally, any more than
the order of the caste system is being rejected, rather sex, like color becomes a symbol

that points to the possibility of such a transcendence. Sex here is a symbol of individual
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transcendence, the self which is isolated can bridge the gap between the self and the

other and in the process, between the mundane and the transcendent universe. This is so
because the first step towards transcendence is the recognition that there is a unity that
underlies the apparent separation of things. That is, underneath the manifest universe
(the world of Maya or Shakti) there exists the unmanifest universe of Bhrama (or Siva).
The collapse of the opposition between the self and the other is a crucial step by which
the consciousness of the individual begins to see the underlying unity that is Bhrama (see
Silburn, 1988).

Sexuality becomes the link that unites the world of men to the transcendental
order of the divine. And this central symbol of Tantric philosophy is being played
around with in the festival of Holi. This notion of sexuality as collapsing opposition was
pointed out in our discussion of the Siva-lingum. Purus (that which is beyond nature)
and prakriti (that which is nature) are inseparably united and this unity is symbolized by
representing them in the act of sexual union. This would explain the erotic nature of the
songs sung to Krsna, which are closely associated with the festival of Holi. The act of
personal devotion (the complete surrender of body and soul) to the divine is the
definition of the true bhakr. As Brooks points out, binary duality in Hindu philosophy is
postulated only to reveal the deeper unity of transcendent consciousness (Brooks, 1990,
p.69-70). In tantra, sex can be used as a sadhana (discipline or meditation) to achieve
transcendence. In the Krsna dominated Bhakti movement, sex becomes a metaphor for
the proper attitude of the devotee toward the divine. We are to see the transcendent as a

lover sees the object of his or her desire.
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This theme of glimpsing the transcendent, the ananda (bliss) of the divine, by

altering the normal rules of conduct, by reversing the rules of mundane reality, is further
enforced by the ritual use of drugs. The drinking of bhang as a sadhana (discipline or
practice) to achieve transcendence is another Tantric innovation. Bhang is closely
associated with Siva, and the intoxication that alters the everyday consciousness of the
devotee, holds out the possibility of glimpsing the ananda of the divine. Again bhang is
being used as a symbol of the collapse of everyday reality at the level of consciousness
itself.

So the Holi festival works on at least four levels. The opposition and the
collapse of the opposition between life and death is being pointed out, the social order is
collapsed, as is the order that differentiates the self from the other. Finally, the order of
normal consciousness is collapsed. The collapse of each of these orders implies the
transcendent. So what is being specified is the relationship between the divine world and
the world of humans, a relationship that is ideally sustained in the act of personal
devotion. At each level an aspect of subjective experience is being addressed; whether it
be life verses death, everyday consciousness verses altered states of consciousness or self
verses the other, each of these has something to say about the personal experience of
being alive. The festival then emphasizes the person, more than the community. And
this is significant because the end of Holi ushers in the harsh months of summer. We
have said that summer is a time of disorder. This is not quite accurate. Like Holi,
summer is a time that focuses social attention on the individual as opposed to the social,

that is, it is at this time that people experiencing personal problems are likely to be
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possessed by a spirit. It is a time of madness, as it were, a time when society sanctions
the venting of personal problems or allows the directed expression of what Freud would
call phantasy. The societal response to such personal crisis is to perform a healing ritual
that re-establishes a relationship between the individual and the Goddess (a point we
shall return to elsewhere). This opposition between summer and winter was pointed out
to me by the ojhas I interviewed. I was curious as to why so few people seemed to
experience spirit possession after Durga puja. I was told that this was so because after
the puja the Goddess, who controls spirit beings, was fully active in the social world.
Consequently the balance between the spirit world and the world of humans had been
restored and so spirits were unlikely to trouble humans at this time. By contrast, summer
was the time when the services of the ojha was most in demand.

The point is that rituals like Holi are about a personal link between the individual
and the divine. The rituals that frame winter are about social order and the link between
the divine and the social world. In Holi, the emphasis is on the devotion or the personal
love of individuals that links them to the transcendent, while in the rituals of healing that
dominate the summer months, the emphasis is on the love that the divine (the Goddess as
caring mother) manifests toward the individual by taking a personal interest in their
mundane existence. The rituals that frame summer are about personal order or the link
between the divine and the individual. But the individual can only be manifest when the
social order is stripped away, or rather, momentarily suspended. The opposition

between summer and winter is not really about disorder verses order, but rather about
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the transcendental nature of the divine that asserts itself at a personal and at a social

level. Either way it is love or desire that unites the transcendentgl world to the mundane.

It is this emphasis on personal devotion, personal love that defines Holi's role in
the ritual cycle. As I said, summer is framed on either side by rituals that define its
character. Holi initiates summer, while the great pilgrimage of Sravana marks the end of
summer. Again the pilgrimage emphasizes the personal devotion of the individual, a
devotion that unites him or her to the transcendent. This important event takes place
during the season of Varsha, the rainy season, the end of summer. People from all parts
of the region (and even from adjoining states) gather at the town of Sultangunj (my
home town). Here, on a rocky island, in the middle of the Ganges stands the ancient
Siva temple of Ajagaivinath. At this auspicious place, the pilgrims fill up two containers
of Ganges water which are carried on a bamboo stick, and walk some sixty miles south
to the temple of Deva-Ghar. This temple is considered one of the twelve joti-lingums of
Siva (joti means light, but here the connotation is more to power, hence joti-lingum
could be translated as ‘a lighted phallus’ or a ‘power phallus’).

What is interesting about this pilgrimage, is that, once again, the social order is
suspended for an act of personal devotion. The pilgrims wear simple saffron colored
clothes, an indication of the fact that they have been stripped of social status and social
markers. They are called "bhol Bums" (or “say Bum”), and they refer to each other as
Bum's (Bum-Bum being a name of Siva). That is, they are stripped of their social
identity, their clothes and their name. They are not allowed to wear shoes and must trek

the sixty miles at great personal hardship through mountains and, formerly tiger infested
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forest areas (actually, most of the forest area and tigers have vanished in recent times).
The point is that the social markers of caste and gender are here suspended. The
emphasis is on the personal hardship that the pilgrim displays as a sign of his or her
personal devotion to the divine (hardship indeed, see Daniel's description of what such
pilgrimages are like; Daniel, 1984). Love or the act of devotion, links the divine to the
human world. Once the pilgrim reaches Deva-Ghar, he or she pours the Ganges water on
the Siva-lingum, the joti lingum, there (usually, as the crowds are so big, the water is
given to a priest who actually does the pouring). As we have seen, the lingum is a
symbol of the divine copulation between Siva and Shakti. By pouring water over it the
community is being reminded of the link between the manifest and the unmanifest
universe. To be Freudian about it, the transcendent (and so dormant) principle of the
universe is literally 'ejaculating’' into the manifest universe, thus linking the two in an act
of cosmic passion. It is significant that this link is sustained by desire, the desire of the
divine that created the universe in the first place, and equally, the desire that links the
pilgrim (individually) to the divine. And this link, once established, ends the period of
summer.

So as we have seen, the periods of summer and winter are framed by rituals in
such a way as to define their social meaning. Taking a que from Freud, we could say
that what this opposition is addressing is the tension between social needs and individual
wants. Summer is the time for the free (though directed) expression of individual needs
or desires (phantasies). It is framed by rituals that emphasize the personal relationship

between humans and the divine. Winter on the other hand, is a time for social order,
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when the needs of the community for order take precedence over the needs of the
individual. But unlike the analysis that Freud offers for western society (Freud, 1961),
here both ends of the opposition are made legitimate and meaningful by Mathil social
structure (see Obeyesekere, 1981, especially pp. 165-167).

This society does not ignore individuals and their desires, but rather gives such
emotional needs a legitimate time and structure for expression. Summer is defined as
such a time, a time when the phantasy life of the individual is allowed to surface and is
channeled by the structure of healing rituals into a socially acceptable form. Winter, on
the other hand, emphasizes the necessity of social order. It is the great ritual of Durga
puja that frames winter as a time of order, and it is upon this ritual that we shall now

focus our attention.



CHAPTER FOUR: SHREE DURGA PUJA

Durga puja is the most dramatic moment in a long ritual cycle devoted to the
goddess. The cycle begins with Bisari puja (puja to the snake goddess) and ends with
Saraswiti puja (puja to goddess of creativity and knowledge). In between, other aspects
of the goddess are also worshipped, including Durga, Laksmi, and Kali. But by far the
most spectacular and intense puja is reserved for the goddess Durga. If the ritual cycle
of Mathila can be viewed as a work of art, then Durga puja represents the denouement of
that work, the point at which the dramatic tensions of the plot collapse.

In this chapter I would like to present a preliminary description and analysis of
Durga puja. It is preliminary because the puja itself is so complex as to require a book
unto itself. The central theme of this puja, I believe, is the revelation of the
transcendental nature of the goddess. We have had occasion (in our discussion of Holi
and the symbolism of the Siva-lingum) to point out the fact that in this society
transcendence is closely related to the collapse or mediation of opposition. This is
especially true of tantric Hinduism, although it may represent a more general theme
within Hindu culture. If modern western philosophy began with the Kantian assumption
that all concepts must presuppose time and space, serious Hindu philosophy began with
the assumption that only the divine (i.e., Bhrama) transcends time and space. This is the

logic behind the mystical nature of Upnadishadic writing. One can not manifest (even in
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words) the transcendent, and so one is forced to turn to ritual to try and approximate
symbolically the nature of the divine. Hence the puja can not be reduced down to the
text of the puja. The text is important, but the act of ritual is equally important. In
Mathil society, the transcendent is represented by the Devi.

It is difficult to think of Indian society without thinking of structure and
hierarchy. Models of India that emphasize these concepts are fine, as far as they go, but
they are incomplete. Hindu culture itself seems to have reflected upon such models and
played around with the notion of binary opposition. If, as some ethnographers have
argued, Indian society is framed around the opposition of purity and pollution (Dumont,
1970), male and female (Babb,1970 and 1975), or even giver and receiver (Raheja,
1988), then the Indian notion of divinity and puja becomes the deconstructive moment
that collapses such oppositions. It neither rejects nor negates such opposition, but rather
‘plays' with them in such a way that ultimately they are transcended. At this point I am
simply making certain assertions as a way to guide the reader through the significant
events of Durga puja. As we proceed, it may be useful to keep these assertions in mind.

I have broken down the following section into two chapters. The first part
considers the puja as a performance, focusing on how the performers (priests) and
audience (villagers and myself) acted or reacted to the events. The second part considers
the text of the puja, the libretto as it were. Here the emphasis shall be more on the
analysis or the thematic of the event. It will be useful to refer to the text of the puja as
we try and draw out its major themes, and so I have provided a translation of the text in

an appendix.
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THE FIRST DAY

In Champanagar, Durga puja is commissioned by the local royal family, the
Sinha's of Raj Banali. They have taken care to preserve all the pomp and ceremony that
this puja entails for the past 150 years.” The puja is performed simultaneously at three
locations in town. It is performed at the ghosain ghar ("divine house") or family temple
within the palace at Champanagar, and it is also performed at the Devi-stan (or
‘goddess’ place’, i.e. goddess temple) in town (also built and maintained by this family).
As the Devi-stan has a permanent image of the goddess, the puja must be done at two
separate locations within this temple. It must be performed before the permanent image
(a small statue of a ten armed Durga in the left room of the temple), as well as in the
central room of the temple, which houses the impermanent and life sized statue of Durga
and her family. The general rule is that all images of the goddess Durga must be
worshipped at this time.

On the first day of the puja, a whole barrage of brahmin priests are formally
invited by the royal family and must formally agree to do the puja to the goddess Durga
for the next ten days. After this the priests split up to perform the puja at the three
different goddess images. Each puja involves at least two people, a priest who takes on
the role of pujagari or yagman (i.e., the one performing the puja, actually he is a stand
in for a family member, as ideally a member of the family should perform this role) and a

priest who takes on the role of prohit or the ritual specialist who directs the yagman.

7. It seems significant that of all the rituals that kingship use to entail, this puja is the one event that the
royal family has taken the trouble and expense to maintain.
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In addition to the three Durga pujas that are done, there are also pujas performed

to the god Siva, the consort of the Devi. Ten thousand small clay Siva's are made at the
gossain ghar and at the Siva temple in town (it would be a stretch to call these images,
they are really just lumps of clay that are treated as though they were murtis or statues of
Siva). The images at the gossain ghar are worshipped for the benefit of the patron
family (i.e., the Sinha's). Here a prayer is done for each living family member by turn.
This includes all living women of the family, even those who have married out. For each
family head, a supari (betel nut) is offered to the deity, and after the puja is performed,
he must eat it.

In the meantime, at the main Durga-stan in town, the impermanent image of the
goddess has been put into the central room of the temple. At this point, the murti is said
to be incomplete; slowly she will be given jewelry, clothes, weapons and most
importantly, on the seventh day, she will be given her eyes (i.e., the pupils of her eyes
will be painted in). It is not until this point that she is fully active, or alive. I will focus
on this murti to the exclusion of all others, because it is the most important Devi temple
in town. As a village temple (as opposed to a house shrine) it is frequented by all. Also,
it is here that the murti of the goddess is housed and given life.® This temple is the
central focus of town rituals, and so seemed the logical place to concentrate my energies.

On the first day of Dashmi (literally "10 days" or ten days of puja to the goddess)

the puja begins early in the morning. After the initial invocations to the gods, who are to

¥ The gosain ghar temple is just as big as the village temple, but as a house shrine, it is not as central as the
Devi temple in town. It does not house any murti's of the goddess, as does the village temple. As is true of
most gosain ghar's, the goddess is represented only by a red piece of cloth, hung on the wall.
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witness the puja, the phat or story of Durga is read (all in Sanskrit incidentally, which

few people in town understand). The kkurg (sword) which belongs to the temple, is
formally washed and a tika (dot) of sindur or red vermilion is put upon it (the sindur
signifies a married woman, here it represents the goddess). A goat is washed outside the
temple and then brought within it. Here the animal is formally (symbolically) washed by
the priest. It is made pure by symbolically cleansing various parts of its body. After this,
the priest places flowers and leaves on its head. The khurg is touched to its neck, as the
prayers are completed. The goat has to shake off the flowers on its head, as a sign that it
has formally consented to be sacrificed (i.e., the will of the goddess to receive the goat
unto her abode has to be manifest by an act of the goat itself).

The goat is then taken to a post outside the temple (the post is a y shaped stick)
where it is beheaded. The priest yells, "Jai Durga," as he strikes. He quickly picks up
the head (which to my surprise continues to wiggle and attempts to cry out) and takes it
into the temple. Here in front of the deity, it is placed on the right side of the puja
offerings and flowers are put on top of it.

By this point, as the priest continues with the puja, the ghari ghanta begins
(ghari ghanta refers to the drums and conch shell that are blown at the end of every
puja, signifying that the ar#i is about to begin). As the puja comes to an end, the arti (or
sacred lamps) are lit. The arti is passed around so that all may formally do pranam to it
(this is done by holding ones hands above the flame, then folding them and bowing
before the flame, as a sign of respect). At this point the temple has become very

animated and noisy. Little boys are busy beating on cymbals and drums and one is
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blowing on a shanka (conch shell), as the arti is passed around so that all may receive its
blessings (according to tradition, the more noise one makes the better). When all have
offered their respects to the sacred flame, the temple is cleared of people and the priest
closes its doors. Water is sprinkled by him upon the threshold of the door. The temple is
deserted and closed in this manner so that the goddess (who is the only person left
inside) may partake of her bhoj (or feast). That is, while the devotees wait outside, the
deity is said to symbolically eat the various offerings that have been made to her. After
an appropriate amount of time has lapsed (five minutes or so) the priest knocks on the
door of the temple three times, to signify that the temple is about to be reopened. As he
opens the door, people shout, "jai Durga."

The priest then enters the temple and sits down again to finish the morning puja.
The head of the goat is removed and a red cloth covers the prasad or offerings to the
goddess, which are mainly different kinds of sweets (a red cloth was used in the central
room of the temple, a yellow one was used in the adjoining room). With the final
completion of the morning puja, the prasad and the chandrogat (water that was used
during the puja, and so water that has absorbed the essence of the deity) is given to all
who are present, and some is saved to be given to the family that sponsored the puja.
The eating of the prasad again signifies the formal deference one has to pay to the deity.
The act of eating a persons leftovers is considered very polluting and you would only do
it if the person was closely related to you, and so shared in your essence, e.g. your
parents or your children, etc. The point is not only that leftovers of the deity are still so

powerful as to be a blessing and not a pollution to the devotee, but also that the deity
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and the devotee have become symbolically related. In eating the deities leftovers, we

share in the deities essence, but at the same time we show the marks of social closeness
to her. If for some reason a person does not wish to eat the prasad, he or she must at
the very least do pranam to it.

This symbolic sharing of the essence of the deity formally ends the puja. It seems
significant that the act of feasting is the final act of a puja. The bhoj, or feast, is a
symbolic union between the devotee and the deity. Food comes to symbolize the social
relationship between humans and the goddess. To share food with the deity is to share in
a reciprocal social relationship with her. We give her food and she gives us her
blessings, in the form of the self-same food. That is, the act of eating prasad establishes
a social discourse between the devotee and the goddess.

The morning puja ends at around ten o'clock. On this the first day, not too many
people come to attend the event. The people who did show up were mostly women,
young mothers with their children. They were dressed in very neat and clean clothes.
They would come up to the door of the temple and bow to the newly installed murti of
Durga. Then they would walk over to the Kali temple next door and pay their respects
to the goddess there. Only about a dozen women in all showed up. For the rest of the
day, I noticed that everyone who passed by the temple would bow to the goddess. The
road that runs next to the temple is quite a distance away, but everyone who walked

upon it would still take the time to bow in the direction of the temple.”

® A few days later, I saw one of my Muslim informants bow to the image of the goddess, as he walked by
the temple. When I asked him about it, he said that just because his great-grandfather had decided to convert
to Islam didn't mean that he shouldn't show the proper deference to the Devi.
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The evening puja begins at about 6:30. This is a shortened version of the

morning puja. The phat (or story of Durga) is abbreviated and sung by the priest. There
are many more people who show up for the evening puja. They wander in and out of
the temple and bow to the goddess. After the puja is over, the ghari ghanta is done and
the arti is passed around.

A CRACK IN THE FABRIC OF THE UNIVERSE

On the second day, the morning puja is done in much the same way as the day
before except that no goat sacrifice is made on this morning. There are many more
children playing in the temple courtyard today. The town is slowly taking on a festive
atmosphere. The main market and surrounding area has been rented out to store owners
who set up shop for the duration of the puja. Mostly they are selling trinkets and toys,
along with food. In addition, another three video halls are in the process of being
erected (normally C-nagar only has one video hall). During this time people will buy
little items (like ribbons for little girls, tikklies or cosmetic dots that are put on the
forehead, for women, etc.) to get into the festive spirit.

In the evening the puja is again done and the phat is sung by the priest and his
son (who is in training to be a priest). Today's puja is called pancho puja. No one really
pays much attention to the puja itself. No one is in the room except for the priests and
myself, and the occasional child peeping through the door.

During a lull in the evening puja, Krishanaish pundit, the main probhit (he likes to
call himself the raj prohit’) of this family tells me, "everything has vidya [knowledge, an

attribute of the goddess or a name of the goddess Saraswati] if you have the shakti to
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pull it out. Even this wall [pointing to a pillar of the temple] has vidya." Krishanaish

pundit told me that during all the days of Durga puja, he also does a (private) puja to the
goddess Kali, at the Siva temple. Pundit-jee insists that Kali is the goddess of Tantra
and so must be worshipped at this time.

The next day the puja goes on as usual. Late in the evening, Pinku (the house-
boy where I'm staying) comes to me in a frightened state. He claims that when he went
to the roof of the building to take down the laundry, he heard the voice of a chorrail. A
chorrail is a vampire like creature that calls out to people in the voice of a friend (in this
case, it assumed the voice of a mistress of the house, who was in Bombay at the time).
The chorrail will call out to its victim three times, and if you answer back, it will
immediately attack you and suck out all your blood. What is more, it can attack a victim
in this manner over a long period of time without him being consciously aware that he is
under its spell. Pinku is visibly frightened and scared to sleep downstairs by himself.

There is a feeling I get during the next few days, the reader may or may not wish
to credit. It is as though there is a crack or rupture in the normal social fabric. The line
that divides the world of ghosts from the world of men seems to be breached. Not only
are people reporting strange events (such as chorrail attacks) there also seems to be an
increase in spirit possessions. Actually it is not so much that people are being attacked,
but rather that those people who are already possessed seem to be going into an "active"
phase of possession. In the next few days I saw no less than seven possessed people.
People seem more willing, eager even to talk about such things. On the other hand, all

the ojhas in town seem to have left. One of them told me that this was not a good time
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to try and cure people, as the goddess is in an active phase. Later I was to learn that

most of the ojhas are preoccupied with the rituals surrounding the puja, because it is at
this time that they must activate their mantras.
MURTIES

On the fifth day of the puja, the top arch or chanoba is hoisted over statue. The
chanoba is a painted arch that is suspended over the murties of the deities. This more or
less completes the decorations. The only thing that remains is to put on the jewelry and

give the goddess her eyes. It may be useful to diagram the statues as they appear at this
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The chanoba, or top portion is painted. In its center is painted three Siva

temples, with a Siva-lingum clearly visible in the center temple. The flags on top of the
temple are flying to the left. On the left side is an army of joginis or the female minions
of the goddess. These appear as terrible female demon warriors. At their center appears
a naked Kali, standing on top of a lion. On the right side we find the same thing only the
army is lead by a (clothed) Durga, also standing atop a lion.

Next we have a picture of the goddess Ganga. She is immediately on top of a
small statue of Siva. Flanking Siva, to the left are the munnies (holy men mentioned in
the scriptures) Sanah and Daudan, to the right are Narid and Visisht.

Below this are the murties proper. These are painted, life size statues, made of
clay and decorated with clothes, weapons, etc. In the center we see an eight armed
Durga. She is on top of her vehicle, Narsiman (the lion). One of her feet is pressing
against the demon Mashaisur, who she is in the act of destroying. He is pictured under
the lion, being ripped apart by it, while a spear from Durga's hand pierces his breast.

Surrounding this central image are the different aspects of the goddess and her
family. To her left (our right) is Saraswati, goddess of learning and creativity. To her
left is Kartikay or Skanda, son of the goddess. And finally to his left is Vijaya, or the
goddess as supreme ascendance (victory).

To Durga's right (our left) is the goddess Lakshmi, goddess of prosperity and
worldly happiness. To her right is the god Ganash, another 'son' of the goddess. To his
right is Jaya or the goddess personified as victory. Finally, breaking the symmetry of the

whole spectacle, off to the Jaya's right side is the goddess Kali, with her feet upon Siva.
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Durga is yellow in color as is Lskshmi and Kartikay. Ganash has a white face but a deep

red body. Saraswati is a paste white, while Kali is a deep blue.

Up till now, all the pujas have been performed in front of the image of Kali
(actually the pujas have been done slightly to the left of the image). I note in passing
that the statues of Kali in this temple always have Kali with both feet on Siva. This is
significant as this depiction of Kali is linked to Tantric iconography. In order to
understand this it is necessary to (briefly) tell the story of Kali.

Kali (or rather Durga) was created to kill a demon who had the power to create a
new self every time a drop of his blood touched the earth. So in his conflict with the
goddess, he created a whole army of demons every time he was struck by her. This
enraged her (she is still Durga at this point) and made her turn black with rage, at which
point she turns into Kali. She went on a killing frenzy, collecting all the demons blood in
a pot before it could reach the ground. She drinks this blood and in an intoxicated frenzy
goes on a killing rampage (i.e., continues killing even after the demon is destroyed). The
devas are perplexed, if she isn't stopped all of creation will soon be destroyed. The only
one who can stop her is her consort, Siva. He lays himself down in front of her path, and
the instant that her foot touches him, she is brought back to her senses and smiles,

pleased by the gods deception.'® But in the Tantric version of the story, she does not

19 Note the parallels between this and the story of Siva and Uma. They seem to be symmetrical myths
that closely link Siva to his consort. According to this myth, Sati was the first wife of Siva. When her
father Daksha decided to hold a yaga, he invited all the gods but Siva, as he did not approve of Siva, or
his daughter’s marriage to him. Sati is angered by this and decides to go to her father’s yaga, despite
the objections of her husband. Unable to bare the shame of her father’s rejection, she throws herself into
the sacred fire of the yaga (note that in the text of Durga puja, Durga is often referred to as the destroyer
of Daksha’s yaga, thus linking Durga to Sati and all other incarnations of the Devi). When Siva learns
of this, he is outraged. He attacks the assembles crowd and picks up the charred body of Sati. In a
frenzied state he begins to dance the tandam dance; the dance of destruction by which he, the lord of
destruction, ends each cycle of creation. The devas are perplexed, unless he is stopped, creation will
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stop there but proceeds to put her other foot on top of Siva, thus affirming her

ascendance over him. Implicitly then (as I was told) what is being symbolized is the
sexual ascendancy of women, i.e., the '‘woman on top' position. And it is in this position,
with both feet atop Siva, a bowl of blood in hand, a garland of limbs and heads around
her neck, a long red tongue sticking out of a smiling face, that she is represented at
Champanagar.
BAIL NOIT

On the sixth day, a procession leaves from the Dehori (or palace) at around 4:00
P.M. or so. An elephant is at the head of the procession, with the children of the local
raja’s family, dressed in their finest clothes, riding upon it. In front of the elephant are
two bearers carrying ceremonial silver spears, and another two carrying silver clubs
shaped in the form of a lion. Behind this are various members of the royal family (all
dressed in their finest clothes) and behind them are the priests and local town folk. The
procession walks to a bail (or wood apple) tree, about a mile out of town. I was told by
the priest, among others, that the tree must be from outside the village. This tree which
is considered sacred to the lord Siva, is also said to be the home of the goddess.

Upon arriving at the tree, a puja is done to it, invoking the goddess that resides

there. The upshot of the puja is to give the goddess a formal invitation to join the puja

come to an end. Vishnu sends his chakra (weapon) to dismember the corpse of Sati, which is still held
in the arms of Siva. As her body is dismembered, different parts of her fall to the ground and at each of
these sights is erected an important goddess temple (e.g., the great temple at Kamakhia is Assam is
where her vagina is said to have fallen. Note that this myth links all the various regional goddess’ to
Shaki). Siva, oblivious to Vishnu’s plot continues his dance of death. Finally the gods hit upon the idea
of sending the goddess (now re-incarnated as Uma, or Parvati) to lay down before Siva. As soon as he
touches her with his feet, he comes to his senses and abandons his destruction of creation. The parallels
between this story and the story of Kali are to striking to be ignored. In each case, it is desire (or the
recognition of the self in the other) that stops the excesses or unbridled thanatos of the deity.
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at the temple the next morning. This puja is known as the Bail noit (or Bail invitation).

Nine different types of vegetation, each of which signifies a different aspect of the
goddess are tied in a bundle and this is said to signify the noit (or invitation). A twin bail
fruit is tied with a piece of cloth (the villagers insisted that it has to be a twin fruit, and
the fact that this particular tree tends to produce twin fruits is a sign that the goddess
indeed resides within it). The fruit is a representative of the goddess (i.e., it is treated as
the goddess). After doing a brief puja in front of the tree an arti is passed around,
prasad and ghari ghanta are done as with all other pujas. This marks the end of the bail
noit and the procession then proceeds back to the village.

At the temple, the evening puja is done as usual. From this day on the small
town of Champanagar has transformed itself into a bustling market place. There are
people and vendors everywhere. The video halls and shop keepers have taken to blasting
Hindi movie songs on loud speakers (well into the night). The little hamlet has come to
resemble a large town.

Early the next morning, on the 7th day, a smaller procession (without an elephant
etc.) sets off once again to the bail tree. Here a brief puja is done to the goddess and
she is worshipped as the bail fruit. At the conclusion of the puja the fruit is cut from the
tree. This, along with the bundle that was left there on the previous evening, is taken
back to the temple.

Back at the temple, the statue of the goddess Durga is finally given life. On the
morning of this the 7th day, the eyes (or pupils) are put on the murti. This is said to

awaken the goddess, and the first sight that she must 'see' is blood. Consequently, the
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instant that the statue maker gives her eyes, a goat is sacrificed by the priest. The statue

maker told me that ideally a kumari (or pre-pubescent girl) should paint on the eyes.

When the bail fruit is brought to the temple, the priests go the kitchen area,
which is a separate small one room building to the left of the temple. Here in the
kitchen, which is in the space between the Durga and Kali temples, a puja is done to the
goddess and to her minions, that is, to ghosts and other spirit beings. From hence forth,
the kitchen is known as the 'ghost house.' During the puja, the priest formally invites all
the spirit beings to attend the puja, and then he requests them to stay in this room and
eat the prasad that is offered them (the prasad includes meat, which is not normally used
on such occasions). The ghosts are being appeased so that they will not disrupt the main
puja, which will be held in the temple. The bundle that has nine different types of
vegetation in it, is said to hold the ghosts. As ghosts live in trees and as the bundle (and
bail fruit) is also the product of trees, there seems to be a close association between the
goddess and ghosts.

After the puja in the kitchen, the bundle of plants along with the bail fruit is tied
with a red cloth, and carried to the temple. The short (and dirty) path from the kitchen
to the temple is prayed to as the bundle is moved. Flowers, rice etc., are thrown in the
direction of the temple (toward the statue of the goddess). Having finished with this
puja, the ghosts are asked to stay in the kitchen and leave us humans alone.

Inside the temple, the puja is moved from the left side of the statue of Kali/Siva

(where all the pujas till this point have taken place) to the center of the temple, by the



83
feet of the statue of Durga. But before this shift, the bundle of vegetation is put at the

feet of Kali/Siva and a brief puja is done there.

The bundle contains the leaves of plants that are sacred to the goddess. They
represent different aspects of her. They include: the banana tree, which is worshipped as
the Kankalini goddess; Rait Kantika is the goddess of the Drona plant (a mythical plant,
like soma; here it is represented by the anmoid plant), Lakshmi is associated with dhan
or paddy; Durga with haridrika (or haldi), Chamunda with the manna leaf, Kalikay with
kanchu; Siva with a bail leaf, Shoka Hrita or the 'pleased goddess' (i.e., the goddess that
takes away sorrow) with the Asoak leaf, Kartiki or the shakti of Kartikay with the

Jayanti tree. All these goddess' are worshipped in turn. Each of these goddess' (and
Siva) are being asked to bless the puja so that the puja can shift from the left side (i.e.,
the side where the plants are placed and where the ghosts reside) to the center, in front
of the statue of Durga. At the end of the puja to these plants, the priest formally bows

to the statue of Durga, and then moves the puja toward her (to the center of the temple)
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The bundle of vegetation is kept in front of the Kali murti (where the puja has
taken place till this point). The puja moves to the center of the temple, in front of
Durga’s statue.
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By this time, the crowd outside the temple has become very large. The entire
village seems to have shown up to pay their respects to the goddess. Men and women
are dressed in their finest clothes. People, especially the older ones, have become very
formal in their deference to the murti. They come into the temple, bow to the goddess
and then exit walking backwards, bowing all the while. The crowd around the temple
has gotten so large that it is difficult to walk in and out of the place.

The statue of Durga should have eighteen arms, to represent each of her aspects.
But mostly she is depicted with ten arms (as in the permanent image of her) or with eight
arms, as in the impermanent murti of her (there is a small brass statue of an eighteen
armed Durga next to the permanent statue of her in the temple). At any rate, when the
puja is moved to the center of the temple, each of the eighteen aspects (or ungs) of the
goddess is worshipped by turn. Then each of the gods and goddess' that are represented
are worshipped (Lakshmi Saraswati, Ganash, Kartika, etc.). After the priest has
completed his prayer to Dhuchin Kali (the Kali that faces south, the 'house' deity of the
raja's who sponsor the puja) a silent prayer is done for each of the other deities. Then a
prayer is done for Ganga (who is on top of the painted arch, above Siva). After this a
prayer is done to Siva, and the munnies who flank him. In other words, by turn, each of
the deities represented is prayed to. Finally a long prayer is offered to Siva.

After this a goat is brought into the temple and prayed to (made pure by
symbolically washing various parts of its body, as on the first day). Then the khurg
(sword) is prayed to. The goat is then taken out to be sacrificed. The ghari ghanta and

arti are performed as usual.
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The puja at night was pretty much the usual affair. The only difference was that

it was attended by many members of the royal family (the ones that own the temple).
The women sat to the left side, while the men sat on the right (I asked why this was so,
but no one seemed to know). The town folk also came in numbers for the evening puja.
On this, the seventh day of puja, the goddess was given her jewelry and her weapons.
Because the jewelry is of considerable value, from this day on guards were posted
outside the temple. QOutside the temple, the town is in a lively festive mood.

Due to astrological reasons, on this year the seventh day of the puja repeated
itself. So the next day the puja for the 7th day was repeated. Not the procession to the
bail tree etc., but rather the morning puja started out in front of the Kali murti and was
then moved to the Durga murti. At night the pujas was more or less as before.

NISA PUJA

But on this night, we performed Nisa puja (or ‘'midnight puja’). This is, as the
priest (and just about everyone else) told me, a Tantric puja. Most vedic pujas are done
in the morning, and must be completed before noon, which is normally the most
auspicious time to perform a yaga (or vedic sacrifice, puja). But Tantrics consider
midnight the most auspicious time to worship the goddess, a time when the spirits are on
the loose. This puja is done to the female minions of Durga, represented as dark, demon
like creatures. Each jojani (or female devote of Durga) is worshipped in turn, all
hundred and eight of them. The puja itself is done to the bhoots (ghosts), paraits, dakins

etc. that form Durga’s army. The goddess herself is seen here in her bhasal (awesome,

or frightening) rupa (form).
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Normally an Indian town more or less shuts down by this hour (actually people

are in bed by ten P.M.). But because of the mela (or fair) that has formed for the
festival, there are still a few men wandering about near the video halls. But no one, save
for the priests and myself, is at the temple this night. All in all the temple is a pretty
spooky place to be.

Nisa puja is a very long puja (it didn't finish until at least 2:00 A M.). The goat
that is to be sacrificed should ideally be black. It is tied to the temple pillar until the
priest is ready for it. All the while it kept crying, sounding very much like a human
infant. Pariah dogs are outside the temple, by the sacrificial post, licking the blood from
previous sacrifices.

One of the highlights of this puja is the sacrifice of the 7ippu’. A small rice paste
effigy of a man is placed to the left of the goddess. This man is referred to as rippu or
‘the enemy’. He is cut in half, with a small knife. The goddess is being asked to kill our
enemies, or rather, our enemy is being offered as a sacrifice to the goddess. After the
killing of the rippu, the goat is sacrificed. Then a green coconut is cut with the same
sword. Ghari ghanta and arti signal the end of the puja.

This was, to me the most dramatic puja in the entire ten day festival (its intensity
was rivaled only by Kali puja, which we shall discuss elsewhere). I was told that from
this night forth, the murti of the goddess will change. People claim to see a radiance or
transformation of the statue, which is now filled with shakti (i.e., it is said to be alive,
even to the point of being dangerous). It is common knowledge that on this night every

Tantric adept, ojha or dine, will be performing special secret ceremonies to make their

e ——




87
mantra’s siddhi (active). The ojhas that I talked to said that it is absolutely necessary to

perform the left handed Tantric pujas on this night (the "bhoot puja" or ghost puja) if
one wishes to retain one’s power. Dines (or witches) are said to sacrifice a human
victim on this night, in order to retain their power. So to a witch, the symbolic enemy
that the priest sacrifices is turned into an actual victim. As for the rest, witches,
renouncers or healers, all are said to do this puja naked, offering blood and semen in a
skull to the goddess, which is then used as changrogat (or the liquid sacrament that has
touched the feet of the divine).

Whether or not these things are actually true, I can not say. For obvious reasons,
any such rite is done in secret, and a guru will only invite his or her most accomplished
students to participate. But even if no such rites actually take place, there is hardly a
villager who doesn't believe that they do. Everyone knows that this night is a night of
extreme danger. The liminality of the entire dashmi period is attested to by the fact that
no one is supposed to cut their nails or hair during the entire ten day period. It is as
though a crack has been opened between the human world and the spirit world, and only
the goddess is in a position to see you safely through this period. She is the only one
who has authority over both ghosts (along with witches, snakes and other spirit beings)
and humans.

It is hard not to get caught up in the passion and intensity of such an event. As I
walked home from the temple in the wet;, hours of the morning, I realized that there

wasn't a soul around. Had I been bit by a snake (or attacked by a ghost) no one would
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have heard me call out. It is at times like this that one stops being an observer and starts
becoming a participant. I, like everyone else, was i<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>