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EDITORIAL PREFACE

THE purpose of this series of small volumes on the
leading forms which religious life has taken in India is to
produce really reliable information for the use of all who
are seeking the welfare of India. Editors and writers alike
desire to work in the spirit of the best modern science,
looking only for the truth. But, while doing so and seeking
to bring to the interpretation of the systems under review
such imagination and sympathy as characterise the best
study in the domain of religion today, they believe they
are able to shed on their work fresh light drawn from the
close religious intercourse which they have each had with
the people who live by the faith herein described; and their
study of the relevant literature has in every instance been
largely supplemented by persistent questioning of those
likely to be able to give information. In each case the
religion described is brought into relation with Christianity.
It is believed that all readers, in India at least, will recognise
the value of this practical method of bringing out the
salient features of Indian religious life.
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PREFACE

THis study was embarked upon at the suggestion of the
late Dr. J. N. Farquhar, to whom all those interested in
Indian religion owe so much. But for his generous help and
encouragement it would never have reached its present form.
It is intended merely as an introduction to the subject, based
upon the literature already available in Europe.

It is difficult to be consistent in the transliteration of Indian
words, particularly when authors are quoted who vary greatly
in the systems they adopt. In general an effort has been
made to follow the scheme used by Dr. Farquhar in his
Outline of the Religious Literature of India.

I am indebted to many friends who have drawn my atten-
tion to books, read the MS., and helped in other ways.
Special thanks are due to Dr. Edward Thompson, of Oxford;
the Rev. W. Sutton Page, of the London School of Oriental
Studies; and the Rev. E. C. Dewick, of Calcutta. Marburg is
making a name for itself among German universities for its
interest in Comparative Religion. Much of the work for this
book was done there.

In dealing with this subject I have endeavoured to keep in
mind the words of the Apostle Paul, which form the motto of
Regent’s Park College, where I received a part of my training:
‘Prove all things; hold fast that which is good.’

E.AP.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

MANY elements in Indian religion have been neglected, or
adversely criticised, simply because they have been distaste-
ful to Western students, and although no real effort has been
made to understand them. Rabindranath Tagore, in one of
his latest and wisest books, Creative Unity, reminds us that
‘when a stranger from the West travels in the Eastern world
he takes the facts that displease him and readily makes use of
them for his rigid conclusions, fixed upon the unchallenge-
able authority of his personal experience. It is like a man
who has his own boat for crossing his village stream, but, on
being compelled to wade across some strange watercourse,
draws angry comparisons, as he goes, from every patch of
mud and every pebble which his feet encounter.” Such an
attitude can be charged with all too much truth against many
of those who have written of Hinduism.

Saktism is one of the phases of Indian religion which has
received much condemnation and abuse; it is also one of the
phases which has been little studied. Writers have been
content to follow one another in expressions of disgust,
rather than embark on the difficult task of examining it. In
the account of the Saktas given by Hopkins, for example,
words like ‘obscenity’, ¢bestiality’, ‘pious profligacy’ fre-
quently occur, and he tells us that ‘a description of the differ-
ent rites would be to reduplicate an account of indecencies
of which the least vile is too esoteric to sketch faithfully.’
Language almost equally violent is to be found in the pages
of William Ward, the Abbé Dubois, H. H. Wilson, Monier
Williams, Barth, William Crooke and many lesser known
writers. Yet throughout India, and particularly in Bengal,
there are hundreds of thousands of Saktas, and they are the



2 THE SAKTAS

product of one of the most important and widespread move-
ments within Hinduism, a movement which, however dark
some of its expressions may be, has produced some remark-
able types of genuine piety, and a considerable literature,
and which has in recent times had able apologists.

We are coming increasingly to realise that ‘no error has
ever spread widely that was not the exaggeration or perver-
sion of a truth.” If we would convince men of the inadequacy
of their religious conceptions, and the harmful results of their
religious practices, we must first seek to understand and
appreciate the ways in which they have expressed their
experiences, and without hesitating to condemn, where we
feel that to be necessary, we must use what truth may be
there as a stepping-stone to something higher. However
crude, superstitious and repellent Saktism may be on certain
of its sides, it must be studied if it is to be combated
effectually.

The numerous Tantras form the chief literature of the
sect. Until 1913 none of these had appeared in translation in
the West, and even in India it was not till about 1900 that
the first English version of a Tantra was published. Of late
years, however, a Western apologist for Saktism has issued a
series of works which have prepared the way for a more
scientific study of the movement. Translations of Tantras,
works on Sakta yoga, and general introductions to different
phases of the subject have since 1913 come fast from the pen
of a certain Arthur Avalon. Sir John Woodroffe has now
acknowledged himself as chiefly responsible for these books,
but as he was assisted by another writer, who prefers to
remain anonymous, it seems better to quote sometimes
Avalon and sometimes Woodroffe, according to the name on
the title-page of the work in question, rather than to ascribe
everything to the latter. Unfortunately, these books are far
from easy to read; they are badly written, and are largely
uncritical in method. The zeal of a convert often runs away
with his judgment. Woodroffe refers in one of his works to
his ‘strong bent towards the clear and accurate statement of
facts,”* but he is obviously interested far less in the history

1SS, p. 39.
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1 8§, p. 39.
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the famous Bengali saint and mystic, came when he began
to frequent the temple of Kali (one of the best known of the
more terrible forms of the goddess) at Dakshinesvara, and
although he passed through various phases, in which
Vaishnavas, Muhammadans and Christians influenced him,
yet he always regarded Kaili as the chief manifestation of
God, and as the Divine Mother of the Universe, and before
her idols he worshipped. The influence of Sikta ideas,
mediated probably by Ramakrishna, can also be traced in the
references to God as Mother to be found in the writings and
addresses of Keshub Chunder Sen (1838-84), and the Swami
Vivekdnanda (1862-1902). The same line of thought con-
tinues in the writings of Sister Nivedita, the enthusiastic
disciple of Vivekinanda, and in a different direction, though
quite distinctly, in that curious one-time Roman Catholic,
Brahmabandhav Upadhyaya (1861-1907).1

The appeal which Sikta ideas have made to men and
women like these has been insufficiently recognised. Nor has
the more philosophical side of the sect received due attention.
*God is worshipped as the Great Mother,” says Woodroffe,
‘because in this aspect God is active, and produces, nourishes
and maintains all. But this is for worship. God is no more
female than male or neuter. God is beyond sex . . . the
Power or active aspect of God the immanent is called Sakti.
In her static transcendent aspect the Mother, or Sakti, is
Siva or the Good. That is, philosophically speaking, Siva
is the unchanging Consciousness and Sakti is its changing
Power appearing as mind and matter.’> Such philosophical
justification for certain Sakta beliefs can be found in the
Tantras, as well as in more modern works like the Principles
of Tantra, which Avalon has translated and edited. In
Saktism, indeed, as elsewhere in Hinduism, we have two
orders of religion living side by side. They are mutually
tolerant, indeed each assumes the other to be a phase of
itself; one is philosophic, the other popular; one universalistic,
the other local; one spiritual, the other magical.

1 For a useful and attractive account of Brahmabandhav see
Friedrich Heiler, Christlicher Glaube und indisches Geistesleben, pp.
51-79.

2 SS, p. 8f. Cp. Glasenapp, Brahma und Buddha, p. 155.
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Too often Western writers have concentrated their attention
on the second. Yet it is equally unsatisfactory to look only at
the higher side. The sect has had most of its adherents
among the more primitive peoples of India. Nowhere have
the sexual emotions been more deliberately exploited in the
name of religion, nowhere have the animal instincts and dark
imaginings of early man been given greater scope. Saktism is
a movement as complex as any within Hinduism. We propose
first of all to describe the sect, and to outline its practices;
then to consider the rise of Sakta ideas in the religious
literature of Hinduism. An attempt will be made to indicate
some of the possible causes of its popularity, and the origin
of some of its beliefs. The background in Bengal and Assam
will then be filled in in greater detail, for only with that
background in mind are we in a position to understand the
fine examples of intense devotion and touching faith to be
found among the Saktas. Moreover, it is this background
which helps to explain the close connection in certain places
between Saktism and some of the extremer phases of the
modern Nationalist movement. Finally, with the object of
the better understanding of the sect, some comparisons with
other systems of belief and practice will be made.



CHAPTER II

THE CULT OF THE GODDESS

THE boundaries and extent of the sect are difficult to
determine. The female energy of any deity in the Hindu
pantheon may be worshipped, and one can trace Sakta ideas
not only in Hinduism but also in Jainism and Buddhism. As
an organised sect, however, Saktism is linked closely with
Saivism, and the goddess is regarded as one of the many
forms of the consort of Siva. The abundance of names and
epithets is, at first, somewhat confusing, but they enshrine
within them much of the history of the movement. ‘Just as
Siva has 1,008 names or epithets,” says Monier Williams, ‘so
his wife possesses a feminine duplicate of nearly every one of
his designations. At least one thousand distinct appellations
are assigned to her, some expressive of her benignant, some
of her ferocious character.”? Among those that most fre-
quently occur are Kili, the dark goddess, whose name came
to be connected with the word for ‘time’ and so ‘death,” and
who is regarded as the Destroyer; Durga, which may be an
aboriginal word, though it is generally taken to mean
“inaccessible,” either as a description of the goddess herself
or because she is pictured as the slayer of a demon whom it
was difficult to get at; Bhairavi, the terror-inspiring; Chandi,
the fierce one; Parvati, the mountain goddess, daughter of
Himilaya; Kumari, the maiden; Uma, whose characteristics
are gracious, and who may originally have been a mountain
goddess, though a connection is also possible with amma, the

1 Brahmanism and Hinduism, p.187. The numbers 1,008, 108, 58,
38, 28, 18, 12, 10, 8 play an important part in the Tantras. Cp.
Hauer, Die Dharani, p. 8. Dubois, Hindu Manners, p. 224, records
that the string holding the gold ornament or tali worn by all married
women is made of 108 fine threads.
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common name for the mother-goddesses of the Dravidians;
Gauri, a goddess of harvest, who may have got her name from
the ripe corn, or from the yellowish Gaura buffalo. Around
these and the many other names numerous legends cluster.!
They show how long and complicated has been the history
of the sect.

Traces of Sikta worship occur almost all over India,
though its greatest hold has been in Bengal and Assam. The
Himilayas are regarded as the abode of Siva and his wife;
the mountain Gauri-Sankara, which is near to, though not
identical with, Everest, bears their names. The Cape at the
southern end of the Indian peninsula hasa temple to the
virgin-goddess, and its name, Comorin, is said to be a corrup-
tion of Kumari Devi. Sister Nivedita tells how the Swami
Vivekananda arrived there once too poor to pay for a ferry
across to the shrine, and so was compelled to swim the shark-
infested strait.2 In the west, at Hingldj, in Baluchistan,
Parvati is worshipped by many pilgrims, and even by the
local Muhammadans. Over 1,500 miles to the east is the
Kamagiri or Nilachal hill in the old kingdom of Kamarupa,
where stands one of the most holy of all the shrines. In
Central India, near Mirzapur, is a temple where Kaili is wor-
shipped under the namc Vindhyacalavasini, ‘dweller in the
Vindhya mountains,” and this is one of the most important
centres from the historical point of view. Kali was also the
tutelary goddess of Chitor in Réjputana.

One of the chief legends of the cult, which seeks to explain
the sanctity of the chief places of worship, is evidence of its
widespread character. It is said that Sati, the wife of Siva,
died of sorrow because of the discourtesy shown to her
husband by her father Daksha. Overcome by grief and
remorse, Siva wandered about the world, carrying his wife’s
dead body on his head as a penance. The other gods were
afraid lest Siva should by this means obtain excessive power,
so Vishnu pursued him, and with successive blows of his
discus cut the body to bits. It fell to earth in fifty-one
pieces, and around each there grew up a pithasthana, a sacred

! On some of the legends connected with Uma, Parvati, Gauri,
Durga, etc., see Wilkins, Hindu Mythology.
2 The Master as I Saw Him, p. 99 f.
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place to which pilgrimages are made. Glasenapp has collected
many of the details about these shrines in his Heilige Stdtten
Indiens. At Kamagiri the generative organs (yoni) of Sati are
said to have fallen,! at Hingl3j the top of her head. Kalighat,
near Calcutta, is probably today the most famous centre of
Sakta worship, and there some of the toes, or, according to
other accounts, a finger fell? The tongue came down at
Jvalamukhi, in the Panjab; the temple lies over flames of
burning gas, and these are worshipped instead of an image.
At Jajpur, in Orissa, at Mount Girnar, in the Bombay Presi-
dency (where the Aghoris, ascetics who despised everything
earthly, and eat human flesh and excrement, used to assemble),
at Kangra, in the Panjab (whose famous Durga temple was
plundered by Mahmud of Ghazni in A.p.1009), at Ujjain,
capital of Malwa and one of the seven sacred cities of India,
and at Kasi or Benares, another sacred city (Sati’s ear-rings
fell in the Manikarni pool there, where now stands the so-
called ‘Monkey Temple’), the goddess is worshipped. In
spite of her dismemberment by Vishnu, she was reborn as
Umi, according to the legends, and is now identified also with
Durga and Kali.

J. N. Bhattacharya, in his Hindu Castes and Sects, suggests
that most of the Brahmans in Bengal, Mithila and the Panjab
are Siktas of a moderate type.® How little or how much this
can mean will be clearer when we have considered the
divisions within the sect, and the relations to it of certain
other groups. Hindu eclecticism makes such a study very
difficult. As soon as_the observance of the ancient sacrifices
prescribed in the Srauta-sitras began to decline, we find
orthodox twice-born men, known as Smartas, worshipping
the five gods, paficha deva, Vishnu, Siva, Durga, Siirya and
Ganesa, in what is called Pafichdyatana piaja. The same
temple may contain shrines to all of these deities, the one in
the centre being regarded as the special patron, or ista-

1 Devendranath Tagore visited the temple of Kamakhya on the
Nilachal hill in 1849. In his Autobiography, Chap. XXV, he says: ‘It
is not a temple, but a cave in the rocks, in which there was no image,
only a yoni mudra.’ Eliot describes a visit in 1910.

# Cp. descriptions by Ward, III, p. 118 f.; and Valentine Chirol,
India, Old and New, p. 9f. 3 Pp. 44, 48, 52.
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devata! A man may therefore worship Durga without really
identifying himself with the Sakta sect.

The Devi has, however, her own distinctive temples and
shrines. The older ones were often built in or near the
cremation-ground or smasana, for there at dead of night
certain of the more primitive and revolting rites were per-
formed. Many of the Sakta ascetics lived in the graveyards,
and Indian literature contains many memorable descriptions
of their horrors, to some of which we shall have occasion
ater to refer. Weak mortals were held to do the goddess
service by loving, begetting, slaying, because Nature appears
to create only to destroy, to create only because she destroys.
Life and Death seem to go hand in hand, the one but the
shadow of the other.

It is certain that human sacrifice once played a large part
in the cult. In the earlier literature there are many allusions.
Banabhatta, a Brahman living at the court of King Harsha
early in the seventh century A.D., even refers to the sale of
human flesh.? During the same reign the Chinese pilgrim,
Hiouen Tsang, narrowly escaped being sacrificed to Durga
by Ganges pirates, and was only saved by a sudden typhoon.
In the sixteenth century the Muhammadans found the offering
of human beings cominon in Bengal. William Ward, the
Serampore missionary, who visited Kalighat first in 1801,
speaks of it as a thing of the past, but as late as 1824 Bishop
Heber met people who had seen boys sacrificed at the gates
of Calcutta, and the Abbé Dubois, whose work is a trust-
worthy authority on the state of India south of the Vindhya
mountains between 1792 and 1823, speaks particularly of the
sacrifice of girls.> Since 1835 the whole practice has been
illegal, and it is now generally repudiated by Saktas themselves,
but to this day in parts of Assam, and even in Bengal and
Rajputana, there is danger of the more primitive peoples
secretly maintaining the custom.

The ‘Blood Chapter,’ or Rudhiradhyaya, of the Kalika
Purana, probably a fourteenth century document, may be

1 On the Srautas and Smiartas see Farquhar, ORLI.

* Cp. Harsha-charita, pp. 92 f., 136, 263.

* Cp. Baptist Missions, 11, p. 220; Dubois, Hindu Manners ; Gait,
‘Human Sacrifice (Indian),” ERE, VI, p. 849f.
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taken as typical of the instructions which used to be given to
the worshippers:

Birds, tortoises, alligators, fish, nine species of wild animals,
buffaloes, bulls, he-goats, ichneumons, wild-boars, rhinoceros, ante-
lopes, iguanas, reindeer, lions, tigers, men, and blood drawn from
the offerer’s own body, are looked upon as proper oblations to the
goddess Chandika. . . . By a human sacrifice, attended by the forms
laid down, Devi is pleased 1,000 years, . . . and by the sacrifice of
three men 100,000 years. . . . Let a human victim be sacrificed at a
place of holy worship, or a cemetery where dead bodies are burnt. . . .
The victim must be a person of good appearance, and be prepared by
ablutions, and requisite ceremonies, such as eating consecrated food
the day before, and by abstinence from flesh and venery; and must
be adorned with chaplets of flowers and besmeared with sandal
wood. . . . Let the sacrificer worship the victim. . . . When this
is done, O my children! the victim is even as myself, . . . then
Brahma and all the other deities assemble in the victim, . . . and he
gains the love of Mahadevi, . . . who is the goddess of the whole
universe, the very universe itself. . . . Let not the female, whether
quadruped or bird or woman be ever sacrificed; the sacrificer of
either will undoubtedly fall into hell. . . . Let not a Brahman be
sacrificed; nor a prince, . . . nor one who is unwilling. . . . Having
first worshipped the victim, whether human, beast, or bird, as direct-
ed, let the sacrificer immolate him, uttering the mantra directed for
the occasion, and address the Deity with the text laid out before.
. .. Now listen to the good and bad omens, to be drawn from the
falling of the head, when severed from the body. . . . A prince may
sacrifice his enemy, having first invoked the axe by holy texts, by
substituting a buffalo or goat, calling the victim by the name of the

enemy, throughout the whole ceremony, . . . infusing by holy texts
the soul of the enemy into the body of the victim, which will, when
immolated, deprive the foe of his life also. . . .?

Terrible and revolting as are the details here given, it is to
be noted that it is provided that no females be offered to the
goddess, and that the victim, if human, be a willing one.
Gilbert Murray has described ‘the curious cruelty of early
agricultural works, the human sacrifices, the scapegoats, the
tearing in pieces of living animals, and perhaps of living
men, the steeping of the fields in blood,” which occurred in
Greece, and his words apply also to India: ¢Like most cruelty
it had its roots in terror, terror of the breach of tabu—the

1 The translation is by W. C. Blaquire, and was originally published
(1798) in Asiatic Researches, Vol. V. It was reprinted with notes by
K. S. Macdonald in 1901.
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Forbidden Thing. . . . But we have to remember that, like
so many morbid growths of the human mind, it has its
sublime side. We must not forget that the human victims
were often volunteers.’!

Probably originally animal sacrifice was offered in all
Hindu temples, but its popularity must have been affected
by the wide acceptance of the doctrine of ahinsa, i.e. non-
injury to living things, which the Buddhists stressed. In the
Bhagavadgita, which belongs probably to the first or second
century A.D., vegetarian offerings are said to be pleasing to
Krishna.? It appears that animal sacrifices became gradually
rarer. They were surrendered first by the Vaishpavas, then
by the Saivas, and today are scarcely found anywhere except
in the temples of the goddess, and in a few Saiva shrines
dedicated to the more terrible forms of Siva. It seems
possible that no animal sacrifice was ever allowed in the
Pafichayatana temples.

Even among the Siktas there have been those who have
protested against bloodshed, and those who have tried
to spiritualise the texts on which it is based. The best of
the Tantras have always insisted that external worship alone
is of no avail. ‘If the mere rubbing of the body with mud
and ashes gains liberation, then the village dogs who roll in
them have attained it,’ says the Kularnava Tantra (i), which
is at least as old as the thirteenth century.? According to the
Mahénirvana Tantra (XIV, 115, 116, 122), an eighteenth cen-
tury document, liberation ‘ does not come from the recitation
of hymns, sacrifice, or a hundred fasts. Man is liberated by
the knowledge that he is himself Brahman. . . . The state
of mind in which it is realised that Brahman alone is is the
highest; that on which there is meditation on the Brahman
is the middle; praise and recitation of hymns is the next, and
external worship is the lowest of all.

! Four Stages of Greek Religion, pp. 48-49. The Greek rites are
more closely paralleled by those of the aboriginal Konds, among
whom human sacrifice was only suppressed with great difficulty.
Buffaloes are now the victims. 2 IX, 26.

* The Kularnava T. is given in the list of Lakshmidhara, a scholar
ggléo lived at the end of the thirteenth century. Cp. ORLI, pp. 265,

, etc.



12 THE SAKTAS

These statements prepare us for the passionate protests of
Ram Prasid, the great eighteenth century Sikta poet, whose
attitude to sacrifices is like that of one of the Hebrew prophets
of the eighth century B.C. to the savage cults of Canaan.

From all this pomp of worship the mind grows proud. Worship
Kali in secret that none may know. What is thy gain from images of
metal, stone or earth? Fashion her image with the stuff of mind, and
set it on the lotus-throne of your heart. Parched rice and plantains,
ah! how vainly do you offer these! Feed her with the nectar of
devotion, and satisfy your own mind. . . . Why do you bring sheep
and goats and buffaloes for sacrifice? Saying, ‘Victory to Kili, Vic-
tory to Kaili,” sacrifice the six passions.

Prasad says: What need is there of drums and tom-toms? Saying,
‘Victory to Kali,’ clap your hands and lay your mind at Her Feet.!

Woodroffe tells us that passages such as that quoted above
from the ‘Blood Chapter’ have both a material (sthila) and a
subtle (sithshma) meaning. Commenting on a hymn to Kali, in
which it is said that the goddess delights to receive in
sacrifice the hair, flesh and bones of goat, buffalo, cat, sheep
and camel, and also those of man, he writes:

In its literal sense this passage may be taken as an instance
of man-sacrifice, of which we find traces throughout the world (and
in some of the Tantras) in past stages of man’s evolution. Nothing
is more common in all religions (and Christianity, as by some under-
stood, provides many examples) than to materially understand spiri-
tual truths. . . . Even in the past the spiritual referred such sacrifice
to the self; an inner sacrifice which all must make who would attain
to that spirit which we may call Kili, God, Allah, or what we will.
But what is the Svaripa-vyakhyd, or true meaning, of this apparently
revolting verse. The meaning is that inner or mental worship is
done to her who is black because she is the boundless consciousness
whose true nature is eternal liberation. And just as in outer worship
material offerings are made, so the sadhaka sacrifices to Her his
lust (the Goat—Kama), his anger (the Buffalo—Krodha), his greed
(the Cat—Lébha), his stupidity of illusion (the Sheep—MGaha), his envy
(the Camel—Matsaryya) and his pride and infatuation with worldly
things (the Man—Mada). All will readily recognise in these animals
and man the qualities (guna) here attributed to them.?

1 BRLS, No. XVIII. With the Six Passions (Lust, Anger, Greed,
Stupidity of illusion, Pride and Envy) compare the Seven Deadly Sins
of the Western Middle Ages.

3 SS, p. 309. He is commenting on the Karpuradi Stotra, XIX.
The passage is typical of his style and method.
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It is worth noting that Woodroffe does admit traces in
some of the Tantras of actual human sacrifices. Does he
mean that the spiritual man has always understood the
language of sacrifice purely figuratively, or that the outward
offering should be accompanied by an inward one? The
attitude of a Ram Prasid to the darker side of the cult
seems a much healthier and a more honest one than this
allegorising suggested by Woodroffe. ‘These attempts at
covering up the marks of the old state of morality,’ says
Govinda Das, with the writings of some Indian apologists
in mind, ‘may do credit to the sensitive feeling and the
patriotism of the allegorists; but they fail to convince.’!
It is importart, however, to realise, in view of the sweeping
statements which have often been made, that such repudia-
tions of the literal meaning of the texts come from Saktas
themselves.

The offering of one’s own blood has always been common,
particularly among women, and it continues to the present
day. Writing in 1902, Murdoch quotes a learned Hindu as
saying: ‘There is scarcely a respectable house in Bengal the
mistress of which has not at one time or other shed her own
blood under the notion of satisfying the goddess by the
operation.’? Hibiscus fluwers have become a favourite present
to Kali, probably because they are the colour of blood.2
Frequently the statue of the goddess is consulted as a kind of
oracle; betel leaves are presented, and the worshipper draws
his conclusions as to the will of the goddess from the way
they rest or fall.

There are certain special festivals during the year, the
most important in Bengal being the Durga-pija, which occurs
in late September or October.4 The more terrifying aspects
of the goddess are in the background. It is the time of

1 Hinduism, p. 224. * Siva Bhakti, p. 25.
. 3 Woodroffe, SS, p. 115, suggests that the Hibiscus may have been
introduced from China, via Nepal, and that we have here traces of
Buddhist influence on the cult. Glasenapp, Brahma und Buddha,
p. 152, accepts this.

¢ Cp. Jarl Charpentier, ‘Meaning and Etymology of Pdja,’ Indian
Antiquary, May and July, 1927; Glasenapp, op. cit., p. 133; P.
Ghosha, Origin of the Durgd Pija.
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family reunions, a happy festival comparable to the Western
Christmas. According to the legends, Uma or Gauri, the
daughter of Himailaya and Menaka, was married to Siva at the
age of eight; at the time of the piija she is supposed to re-visit
her parents, who have in the meantime discovered the grim
character of their son-in-law, and whose hearts go out in
sympathy to their child, now with them for a brief space. It
is not difficult to imagine the appeal of such a story. The
Agamani (advent) and Vijaya (victory) songs are used at this
time. Specimens of these Iyrics can be found in the pages of
Rabindranath Tagore, and in the Bengali Religious Lyrics:
Sakta, of Thompson and Spencer.

Now has the happy night ended in dawn (sings Ram Prasid),
behold thy daughter comes. Go greet her entrance home again.
Come, see her face beauteous as the moon! Your sorrows will all
disappear. What stores of honey fall from the moonbeams that are
her smiles. . . .

Happy indeed at heart is Rimprasida Dasa the poet. He swims in
a great sea of joy. At the advent of the Mother all men rejoice. So
l;)'zSt afe they in happiness that day and night are both alike to
them.

The more genial side of Saktism is in evidence at the
Durga-pija. Even before there was a vigorous Nationalist
movement in Bengal, there were special patriotic celebrations
at this time. It has been a kind of Christmas and Empire
Day combined. Tagore, in a letter dated October 5th, 1894,
and written from Calcutta, refers to the making of images in
preparation for the pija.

Once every year there comes a period when all minds are in melting
mood, fit for the springing of love and affection and sympathy. The
songs of welcome and farewell to the goddess, the meeting of loved
ones, the strains of the festive pipes, the limpid sky and molten gold
of autumn, are all parts of one great pzan of joy. Pure joy is chil-
dren’s joy. They have the power of using any and every trivial thing
to create their world of interest, and the ugliest doll is made beautiful
with their imagination and lives with their life. He who can retain
this faculty of enjoyment after he has grown up is indeed the true
Idealist, . . . A whole people approaches nearest to this blissful state
at such seasons of festivity. And then what may ordinarily appear to

1 BRLS, No. XCIII. The selection contains fifteen examples of
this kind of song. On Tagore see Edward Thompson, Tagore, Poet
and Dramatist, pp. 30, 160.
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be a mere toy loses its limitations and becomes glorified with an ideal
radiance.!

Of the Greek celebrations which correspond in so many
respects to the Durga-pija, Gilbert Murray writes: ‘If Reli-
gion is that which brings us into relation with the great
world-forces, there is the very heart of life in this home-com-
ing Bride of the underworld (i.e. Persephone), life with its
broken hopes, its disaster, its new-found spiritual joy; life
seen as Mother and Daughter, not a thing continuous and
unchanging but shot through with parting and death, life as
a great love or desire ever torn asunder and ever renewed.?

Other special days are set apart for ceremonies commemo-
rating various of the deeds of the goddess. They differ very
much from district to district. Many of them are conveni-
ently set out and noted in Miss Underhill's Hindu Religious
Year.

One of the features of the worship which has achieved
notoriety and has been the cause of much of the general
condemnation of the Saktas, is the secret Chakra-piija (circle-
worship). Whatever may have been its origin, it seems to
have become a recognised part of the cult about the same
time as the Sakta Tantras began to appear, that is, from
about A.D. 600. ‘An equal number of men and women who
may belong to any caste or castes, and may be near relatives —
husband, wife, mother, sister, brother—meet in secret, usually
at night, and sit in a circle. The goddess may be represented
by an image or a yantra, which is actually a drawing of the
pudendum muliebre in the centre of a circle formed by nine
pudenda. The liturgy consists of the repetition of mantras,
the ritual in partaking of the five tattvds, i.e. elements, viz.
wine, meat, fish, parched grain, and sexual intercourse.’® The
tattvas are vulgarly called the five M. or Ma-Karas, because

! Glimpses of Bengal, pp. 145-47. In another letter from Shelidah,
October, 1891, he describes those ‘returning home from distant fields
of work for the poojah vacation.’

2 Four Stages of Greek Religion, p. 95.

3 ORLI, p. 203. Cp. Winternitz, Die Tantras, usw, p. 156; Glase-
napp, Der Hinduismus, p. 79 f.; Das, Hinduism, p. 334 f. Foy, Uber
das mdzsch.e Yoni-Symbol, makes some interesting suggestions regard-
ing the origin of the yom representations, which are not necessarily
always to be connected, in his opinion, with the pudendum muliebre.
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each of the Sanskrit names begins with that letter: Madya,
Mansa, Matsya, Mudra and Maithuna Even the Mahanir-
vana Tantra, a late eighteenth century work, which has been
described as ‘by far the greatest and best book belonging to
the sect,” and which, according to Woodroffe, ¢ evidences what
may be called a reforming tendency on account of abuses
which had occurred,’ contains regulations for this Chakra-
puja.

The principle underlying the Pafichatattva worship appears
to be that poison is the antidote of poison, and men must
rise by those very things through which they so often lose
their manhood. The Kularnava Tantra declares: ¢ As one falls
on the ground one must lift oneself by aid of the ground.’
The symbols chosen are very obvious ones; wine, the medi-
cine, dispeller of care and source of merriment; flesh, nourisher
of the body; fish, the tasty giver of generative power; corn
from the earth, and finally sexual intercourse, speaking of the
love and joy of creation. Obviously such rites are an encour-
agement to immorality, and could not long be tolerated by
those of a healthily developed moral sense, but it is well that
we consider their intention in the best possible light. The
texts suggest far greater safeguards against unrestrained
licence than Western critics have usually admitted. Even
H. H. Wilson points out that, ‘in justice to the doctrines of the
sect, it is to be observed that these practices, if instituted
merely for sensual gratification, are held to be as illicit and
reprehensible as in any other branch of the Hindu faith.’3
The texts make it clear that the worshippers must be pure in
heart, free from desire and lust, and conscious that they are
taking part in a sacrament, the aim of which is to unite
participants with the Sakti, and to free them from the fetters
of the ordinary man. It is only under certain conditions that

1 In older works, e.g. Wilson, p. 164, mudra was rendered ‘mystic
gestures,’ but against this Avalon vigorously protests, and Farquhar,
Winternitz, Glasenapp, etc., accept his correction. Sten Konow,
however, in the new edition of Chantepie de la Saussaye, keeps to the
older rendering and suggests it is an alternative for madhu, honey.
He is here probably following Bhandarkar, Vaishnpavism, Saivism, etc.,

. 147.
P Farquhar, Modern Religious Movements, p. 304; SS, p. 328.

3 Religious Sects, p. 168.
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there can be any other representative of Sakti for 2 man than
his lawful wife. ¢Generally speaking,’” says Woodroffe, ¢ we
may distinguish not only between Dakshinichiara and
Vamachdra, in which the full rites with wine and Sakti are
performed, but also a Vama and Dakshina division of the
latter Achara itself. It is only on the former side that there
is worship with a woman other than the Sadhaka’s own
wife.” If a man have no wife, or if she be ‘incompetent,’
that is, not on the same plane of development, then union
with another Sakti is by many considered legitimate, but his
relationship with her is then permanent in character. She
becomes the devotee’s wife ‘in religion,’” though the children
of such a ‘merriage’ are not recognised as legitimate.?

None of these safeguards or explanations, however,
alters the fact that this chakra-pija is one of the biggest blots
on the sect. Woodroffe assures us that it is ‘either dis-
appearing or becoming in spirit transformed,’® which may be
taken as a confession of the abuses to which it has led.

There has been much debate as to the relation of paficha-
tattva worship to the Vedas. The movement represented
by Devendranath Tagore and the Brahma Samij regarded
the Puranas as ‘a storehouse of mythological and historical
legends,’ and the Tant.as as showing ‘an esoteric phase of
Hinduism,” and turned from them to the Upanishads and
what was regarded as the lofty though simple worship of the
Vedas.* Modern scholarship does not support quite this view.
Woodroffe seems to be right when he urges that ‘the present-
day general prohibition against the use of wine, and the
generally prevalent avoidance or limitation of an animal diet,
are due to the influence of Jainism and Buddhism, which
arose after, and in opposition to, Vedic usage. Their
influence is most marked, of course, in Vaishnavism, but has
not been without effect elsewhere. When we examine ancient

1SS, p. 350. Cp. Tantra of the Great Liberation, Introduction,
p. cxi f. Dakshindchira = right hand, and Vamachira = left hand.,
The terms are applied to divisions within the sect. See below
Chap. III.

? Mahanirvana T., IX. Cp. C. S. Ranga Iyer, Father India, p. 52.
‘A D?vadasi who is in the keeping of one man does not go to another
man.

3 SS, p. 61. 4 Autobiography, pp. 102-3, 109, etc.
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Vedic usage, we find that meat, fish and mudrd were con-
sumed, and intoxicating liquor was drunk in Vedic Yajfias.
We also discover some Vedic rites in which there was
maithuna”t The Saktas have good ground for urging that in
many of their rites they are reverting to, or continuing, the
practices of their ancestors. Berriedale Keith’s careful words
are worth noting in this connection: ‘It is impossible to
understand Indian religion unless the sectarian standpoint
and Sakta rites are understood; nothing is more erroneous
than to regard them as essentially alien to Vedic religion;
even so hieratic a text as the Rigveda reveals a defence of
Indra against those who denied his divinity which points
unmistakably to sectarian devotion, and the fertility magic of
such rites as the Mahavrata at the winter solstice, of the horse
sacrifice and even of the Soma sacrifice, affords precedent for
the ceremonies which repel us in the Tantras.’?

Two other phases of the cult require mention. The
average Sakta seeks to acquire supernatural faculties with
the help of the goddess, and enlists her aid for the destruction
of his enemies. Sorcery is employed for white and black
purposes. There is an elaborate yoga practice, the following
of which, it is claimed, brings a man to perfection (siddhi).
This yoga method depends partly on the analysis of the
sacred syllable OM, of which certain Upanishads treat. Every
letter of the alphabet is regarded as filled with Sakti, and
from them mysterious one-syllable words (bijas) and longer
spells (mantras) are constructed. Many of them are mere
nonsense syllables, ‘sparks,’” as Farquhar has expressed it,
‘from the blazing furnace of aboriginal superstitions whence
the system arose, or from the equally superstitious stores
laid up in the Atharvaveda.”® Rudolf Otto, in The Idea of the
Holy, treats OM as an ‘original numinous sound.” Many of
these strange syllables seem to have been the product of the

1 S8, p. 60f. Cp. Appendix II, The Vedas and the Tantras, by
B. L. Mukherji.

2 International Review of Missions, IX, p. 609; cp. Monier
Williams, Brahmanism and Hinduism,p.196; Das, Hinduism, p. 124;
Glasenapp, Brahma u. Buddha, p. 152. For the Mahavrata sacrifice
see J. W. Hauer, Der Vratya, pp. 246-96; Keith, Religion of the
Vedas, p. 351 f. 3 ORLI, p. 201.
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ecstatic states induced by the yoga exercises, and can be
paralleled from the phenomena of ‘speaking with tongues’ in
many other parts of the world. The mantras are used as a
protection against demons, for magical purposes, and for
meditation. ‘A mantra,’ says Woodroffe, ‘consists of certain
letters arranged in definite sequence of sounds, of which the
letters are the representative signs. To produce the desired
effect, the mantra must be intoned in the proper way accord-
ing to both sound (varna) and rhythm (tvara). For these
reasons a mantra when translated ceases to be such, and
becomes a mere word or sentence.”* In the first volume
of Tantrik Texts, edited by Avalon, glossaries are published
which give the Tantric significance of various words and
sounds. The whole idea of the mantra as employed in
the Sakta system goes back to the conception of sound as
an essential part of the supreme, something possessing
supernatural value and potency. We know now enough of the
laws of the mind to understand how such things can appeal
to and affect the untutored and credulous. The popularity
of mantras for various purposes among the Siktas throws
important light on their conception of God. In one of his
scornful attacks on idolatry Tagore has the haunting line:
“Those whose insolence would endow Thee with life by their
mantras—who will endow them with life?’2

Various gestures (mudrds) are thought to add to the potency
of the mantras during their murmuring or repetition (japa).
Here again we have something that can be paralleled in other
religious systems. Something of the same mental attitude
underlies even the making of the sign of the Cross in certain
forms of Christianity. In Sakta worship Yantras are also
used; that is, slabs, usually of metal or stone, with variously
constructed designs upon them. Probably originally the
yantra was simply a sacred stone marked with some distinc-
tive symbol. Frequently the symbolic diagram now contains
a mantra, and is used for the purposes of meditation.
Fxamples can be found reproduced by Avalon on the covers
of his books, and in Zimme’s Kunstform und Yoga.

1SS, p. 229.
2 Cp. Thompson, Tagore, Poet and Dramatist, p. 190.
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The yoga practice is built up on what seems to a Westerner
a phantastic physiology. The body is believed to contain an
immense number of channels (nddi) of occult force, and six
large circles (chakra) or lotuses (padma), ‘vital centres within
the spinal column in the white and grey matter,’! the lowest
and most important of which contains Brahma in the form of
a linga and the Devi asleep, coiled three and a half times
round the liriga like a serpent. The goddess is then called
Kundalini, the coiled one, and it is the object of the devotee
to awaken her and draw her up through the different circles
by way of the spinal cord (sushumnd), that he may enjoy
divine bliss. The process is known as the piercing of the six
chakras (shatchakrabheda). Eliot records that it is said to be
painful and even dangerous to health, and that it is admittedly
‘unintelligible without oral instruction from a Guru.” This
he has not had, but he is of opinion that ‘strange and fanciful
as the descriptions of Shatchakrabheda may seem, they can
hardly be pure inventions, but must have a real counterpart
in nervous phenomena which apparently have not been
studied by European physiologists and psychologists.’? This
view is supported by the recent book by an Indian doctor,
Vasant G. Rele, to which Woodroffe supplies an introduction,
which is far more hesitant in regard to the whole subject
than Avalon’s introduction to The Serpent Power. In The
Mysterious Kundalini, Rele argues that the basis of this yoga
method is the right Vagus nerve, ‘which supplies and con-
trols all the important vital organs through different plexuses
of the sympathetic portion of the autonomic system.”> Com-
plicated and lengthy exercises appear to make it possible for
the subject to gain considerable control of the nervous system
and thus to regulate the functions of the body to an extent
of which Westerners have little knowledge. Along these lines
explanations may later be forthcoming of some of the miracles
ascribed to the holy men of India, as well as of some of the
claims to supernatural powers made by the Siktas.

In the Tantras detailed instructions are given for the

1 S8, p. 410. 2 Hinduism and Buddhism, 1, p. 311.

3 p.57. The six centres are located between the root of the
genitals and the anus (miuladhara), in the genitals (svadisthana), abdo-
men (manipiira), heart (anahata), throat (vishuddha) and eyes (djna).
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attainment and exercise of magical powers. Woodroffe has
some interesting remarks on magic, which show the line of
defence adopted by modern apologists. After pointing out
that magic is found in plenty in the Atharvaveda, he con-
tinues: ‘There is nothing wrong in magic per se. As with so
many other things, it is the use or abuse of it that makes it
right or wrong. . . . Magic is likely to be abused and has
in fact been abused by some Tantriks. I think this is the
most serious fact established against them. For evil magic
which proceeds from malevolence is a greater crime than any
abuse of natural appetite.”® From what follows it is evident
that Woodroffe believes that modern scientific investigation
has established the objectivity of the leading phenomena of
occultism, ‘e.g. that Thought is itself a Force, and that by
thought alone, properly directed, without any known physical
means, the thought of another, and hence his whole condition,
may be affected.’”? Under the cloak of such beliefs many
‘S magical’ practices have of late years been revived by the
aktas.

1 8§, p.53. 2 Ibid., p. 55f.



CHAPTER III

THE GODDESS AND HER WORSHIPPERS

THE goddess is often represented in a manner repellent to
Western eyes. It is intended that she should strike terror
and create awe in the minds of her worshippers, and these
feelings have not been wholly absent even from those who
have regarded her with trust and affection. Rudolf Otto, in
The Idea of the Holy, has drawn attention to the frequent
union of elements of terror, awe and yet fascination in all
levels of religious experience.!

The Yogini Tantra, probably a sixteenth century work,
speaks of

her who is crane-like (i.e. white), with rows of teeth resplendent as
the beauty of lightning, having the effulgence of a smooth new cloud
sprung up in the rainy season, charming with rows of skull-necklaces,
with flowing hair . . . with lolling tongue, with dreadful voice, with
three eyes all red, having the circle of the mouth oozing (or glitter-
ing) with crores and crores of moons, . . . with two corpses as ear
ornaments, bedecked with various gems, . . . girdled with thousands
of dead men’s hands, with smiling face, whose countenance is flecked
with streams of blood dripping from the corners of her mouth, whose
four arms are adorned with sword, severed heads, boons and security;
with great teeth, . . . with blood-bedecked body, mounting upon the
corpse of Siva, . . . having her left foot set upon the corpse.?

An earlier but essentially similar description is to be found
in the more famous Chandimahatmya, now a part of the
Markandeya Purana. Statues, reliefs and pictures of the god-

1 Cp. in this connection Paul Tillich, Das Ddmonische, ein Beitrag
2ur Sinndeutung der Geschichte, p. 8, on ‘die iibergreifende Form, die
ein gestaltendes und gestaltzerstorendes Element in sich vereinigt,
und damit ein Gegen-Positives, eine positive, d.h. formschaffende
Formwidrigkeit.’

® Monro, Macdonald MS, p. 1. There are good reproductions in
the works of Glasenapp, and in Mackenzie, Indian Myth and Legend.
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dess reproduce these grotesque and disgusting features. The
chorus of citizens in Tagore’s play Sacrifice sings:

The dread Mother dances naked in the battlefield,

Her lolling tongue burns like a red flame of fire,

Her dark tresses fly in the sky, sweeping away sun and stars,
Red streams of blood run from her cloud-black limbs,

And the world trembles and cracks under her tread.

It is now customary, in certain circles, to interpret such
representations symbolically, and to find in them much hidden
meaning. How this is done may be judged from the follow-
ing sentences by Woodroffe:

Kali is set in such a scene (i.e. in the cremation ground) for she is
that aspect of the Great Power which withdraws all things unto Her-
self at, and by, the dissolution of the Universe. He alone worships
without fear who has abandoned all worldly desires and seeks union
with Her as the one Blissful and Perfect Experience. On the burning
ground all worldly desires are burnt away. She is naked and dark
like a threatening rain-cloud. She is dark, for she is Herself beyond
mind and speech, reduces all things into that worldly ‘nothingness,’
which, as the void of all that we now know, is at the same time the
All which is Peace. She is naked, being clothed in space alone,
because the great power is unlimited; further she is herself beyond
Maya: that Power of Hers which creates all universes. She stands
upon the white corpse-like body of Siva. He is white because he
is the illuminating transcendental aspect of consciousness. He is
inert because he is the changeless aspect of the Supreme, and she the
apparently changing aspect of the same. In truth She and He are
one and the same, being twin aspects of the One who is changeless
in, and exists as, change.!

All this means little more than that it is now felt necessary
to have some ideal explanation of the more repulsive features
in the descriptions of the goddess. The modern worshipper
seeks reasons and excuses for what must almost instinctively
offend, except among more primitive peoples. This ration-
alising method, however, can in different hands yield very

1 88, p. 257 £.: * The question before us is, what does this imagery
mean now, and what has it meant for centuries past to the initiate in
Her symbolism. . . . Does every Hindu worshipper think such pro-
fundities when he sees the figure of Mother Kili? Of course not, no
more than (say) an ordinary Italian peasant knows of or can under-
stand the subtleties of either the Catholic mystics or doctors of
theology.’
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different results. Miss Underhill tells us that the story of
Kali’s dancing upon Siva is often explained as the tumult of
human emotions which precedes the awakening of the human
soul to the realisation of its origin from God. Suddenly man
realises the truth of things, and stands aghast and shamed,
like Kali with outstretched tongue.! On the other hand,
B. C. Bhattacharya asserts that the wild dance symbolises
the darkness which enveloped the universe at the time of
creation.? The allegorical method of exegesis leads always to
various contradictory interpretations.

Some Saktas are much more literal in their following of
the sacred texts than others. There are many variations and
differences of emphasis. Much has been written regarding
divisions within the sect, and separate schools and traditions
have been alleged to exist. Arthur Avalon is probably right
in saying that ‘their existence and nature have yet to be
established,’® but he would agree that a broad distinction
may be drawn between Right-hand Saktas (Dakshinacharis)
and Left-hand Saktas (Vamdacharis). This division is made
by almost all European writers about the sect, though there
seems often to have been misunderstanding as to its signifi-
cance in the eyes of Saktas themselves. The term ‘left-hand,’
when used by worshippers of the goddess, is not one of abuse,
as many seem to have supposed. Nor are these names used
after the manner of Martin Luther, who, attacking both the
life of the world and the life of the cloister, described the one
as dextralis impius and the other as sinistralis impius.* Accord-
ing to most modern Sikta apologists, the Dakshindchara
and the Vamachara are both recognised forms of worship
presented by the Tantras for different grades of wor-
shippers. The authority for both is the same, but Left-hand
Saktas have advanced further towards the goal of complete
union with the goddess. Great secrecy is maintained regarding
the practices of the Vamacharis, and undoubtedly to this day
their worship involves and indeed encourages much that is
repulsive and obscene, judged by modern standards, and much

! Hindu Religious Year, p. 106. 2 Indian Images, Pt. 1, p. 41.
3 Principles of Tantra, Pt. 1, Preface, p. xiv.
¢ Cp. Heim, Das Wesen des evangelischen Christentums, p. 81.
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that is condemned by other Hindus. Even Avalon admits
‘the decadence of many of the followers of the Vamachara
community’? during last century.

The Dakshinacharis, on the other hand, are, in many
respects, scarcely distinguishable from other Hindus. Barth,
in his Religions of India, states that a member of this branch
of the Siktas, ‘except in insistence on animal sacrifice in
honour of Durga, Kalj, or other terrible forms of the goddess,
observes the general usages of Hinduism.’? According to
Monier Williams, there are ‘some educated Hindus whose
worship of this goddess amounts to little more than reverence
for a personification of the energy of Nature.”® Crooke, with
Bengal in mind, writes: ‘To be a Sikta is very often merely
to be an eater of meat and a drinker of spirituous liquor, both
being permitted luxuries.’4

There seems no evidence in the early literature for a
Devi-worshipping sect of such mild characteristics as the
Dakshindchard exhibits, and there has been considerable
speculation as to the origin of this manner of worship. Pro-
bably it was connected with the gradual giving up of human
sacrifice, and later of animal sacrifice. There is a tradition
which connects the giving up of human sacrifice at Devi’s
temple in Conjeeveram (Kafichipuram) with the great Hindu
philosopher and controversialist, Sankaricharya, who lived at
the end of the eighth century, and who had certainly close
relations with the Saktas, though he cannot be regarded as a
Sakta in the sectarian sense. Slowly a reformed type of Devi
worship spread. Later, the more advanced and enthusiastic
devotees taught that this branch of the sect was but the first
stage on the path to ecstasy (samadhi) and union with the
divine. This is the attitude of the modern apologist, though
it is certainly historically incorrect.

On the basis of two Tantras, the Kularnava, which is
earlier than the thirteenth century, and the Jfiandipa, Wood-
roffe describes the various stages (@charas) through which the

Y Principles of Tantra, Pt. I, Introduction, p. viii.

? op. cit., p. 102. Cp. Farquhar, Modern Religious Movements,
p- 303; Woodroffe, SS, p. 60.

3 Brahmanism and Hinduism, p. 180.

¢ ‘Bengal,” ERE, 11, 490.
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Sakta devotee seeks to pass.! They are usually traversed in a
multitude of births, we are told, but ‘the wearing of the
spiritual garment is recommenced where it was dropped at
the previous death.” According to the Sankhya philosophy,
with which, as we shall see, Sakta thought has, at certain
points, close affinity, the evolution and diversity of the world
are explained by the varied combination of three different
substances or constituents (gunas): sattva, rajas and tamas.
These terms are very difficult to translate. Sattva stands for
goodness, truth and reality, and is associated with the feeling
of joy; rajas, distinguished by activity, corresponds to the
passionate element in things; tamas is best rendered by
darkness, obstruction or sloth. According to the Tantras
which Woodroffe quotes, men may be divided into three
classes:

1. Pasus. Those akin to animals, in whom tamas pre-
dominates.

2. Viras. Heroes, in whom rajas is the chief quality.

3. Divyas. Divine beings, in whom sattva is dominant.

The worshipper (sadhaka) aims at reaching the highest of
these classes, and seeks to become more and more free from
the process of life and death and transmigration (samsara),
attached to nothing, hating nothing and ashamed of nothing.
It is a long and costly procedure. Max Miiller records the
following saying of Ramakrishna: ‘Two persons, it is said,
began together the rite of invoking the goddess Kili by the
terrible process called savasadhand (a Tantric invocation
performed at night in the cemetery yard, the worshipper
sitting on the body of a corpse). One invoker was frightened
to insanity by the horrors of the earlier portion of the night;
the other was favoured by the vision of the Divine Mother
at the end of the night. Then he asked her, *“ Mother! why
did the other man become mad?” The Deity answered,
“Thou, too, O child! didst become mad many times in thy
various previous births, and now at last thou seest me.” ’2

If a man is a Pasu, in order to become a Vira he must

188, p. 78 f. Cp. TGL, Introduction, p. Ixxviii f. This account
of the stages of the way to salvation is reproduced by Sten Konow
in the Lehrbuch der Religionsgeschichte, 11, p. 179.

2 Life and Sayings of Ramakrishna, No. 387, p. 185.
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follow what may be generally termed the Dakshinachara, but

what is more correctly described as four stages:

A.1. Veda. The sddhaka must carry out the prescriptions
of the Veda. Fish and meat should not be eaten on
certain days. Cohabitation with one’s wife must be
carefully regulated. The worship is largely of an
external character. This has been described as the
Path of Action (kriyamarga). It is admitted that many
of the Vedic rites cannot now be performed, and even
a Pasu must therefore attend to the Agamic ritual in
this Kali age.!

2. Vaishnava. The injunctions of the Veda are still follow-
ed but Vishnu is worshipped. Itis distinguished from
the earlier stage by the endurance of great austerities
(tapas), and by the contemplation of the Supreme
everywhere. It is the Path of Devotion (bhaktimarga).
The worshipper passes from a blind faith to an
understanding of the supreme protecting energy of
the Brahman.

3. Saiva. Meditation is now on Siva. This is the militant
(kshatriya) stage. Tolove and mercy are added stren-
uous effort and the cultivation of power. Entrance
is made on the Path of Knowledge (jiignamarga).

4. Dakshina. This is the final preparation for passing out
of the Pasu state. Meditation is on the Devi.
Certain rituals are performed at night. Magic power
(siddhi) is obtained by the use of a rosary of human
bone. If Pafichatattva worship takes place, it is only
performed with substitutes for the five elements.

B.5. Vima. Details of this path are kept secret because
revelation destroys the siddhi attained thereby. The
help of a spiritual director (guru) is throughout
necessary. Passion, which has hitherto run ‘down-
wards and outwards,’ is now directed ‘upwards and
inwards,” and transformed into power. The bands
which make a man a Pasu have gradually to be cut

! The Agamas are manuals of religious practice dating from the
eighth century onwards. Cp. Farquhar, ORLI, p. 190. According to

Hindu chronology, we are living in the Kali age (yuga), hastening to
utter destruction.
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away; for example, pity, ignorance, fear, shame
family convention, caste. There is worship with the
Pajichatattva at night.

6. Siddhanta. This is superior to the previous stage,
because the sadhaka shows knowledge, freedom from
fear of the Pasu, adherence to the truth, and performs
Pajichatattva worship openly.?

7 and 8. Aghora and Yoga. These are not always made
into separate paths. The Aghoris were ascetics who
despised everything earthly, and ate human flesh and
excrement.?

C.9. Kaula. One can now become a Divya. Knowledge of
this path unites one with Devi and Siva. Every
dharma is lost in the greatness of Kuladharma. There
are no injunctions, no prohibitions, no restrictions as
to time and place, no rules at all. One is beyond
good and evil, and may indulge in practices which
the general body of Hindus regard as unlawful. This
is the ‘do as you will’ (svecchdchara) stage. *At
heart a Sakta, outwardly a Saiva, in gatherings a
Vaishnava, in thus many a guise the Kaulas wander
on earth.” The Kaula or Kulina is one who ‘sees the
imperishable and all-pervading self in all things, and
all things in the self.’

This elaborate plan of salvation can only gradually have
been formulated. Its aim is completeness, and the defining
of the orthodox Sikta attitude to the other great Hindu sects.
These are accepted as necessary stages to something higher.
The change from one mode of discipline and worship to
another is commoner in India than in the West. The
Methodist missionary, Dr. E. Stanley Jones, has recently told
of a Hindu, who, speaking of his quest for God, remarked: ‘I
started in at Vishnuism, then I went to Brahmoism, now I am
in Saktism, but I find myself relapsing into Vedantism.’® It
is to be noted in regard to the above scheme that a man may
be born at any stage in the ascent, and that he himself, with

1 Woodroffe, SS, p. 354, mentions Siddha Viras who were allowed
special liberties with women.

2 On the Aghoris see Glasenapp, HSI, p. 153, and Plates 61-63.

3 Christ at the Round Table, p. 29.
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the assistance in the earlier dcharas of a guru, decides the
point he has reached.

It is evident from this classification, and from other
references by Woodroffe, that when the terms are carefully
used there is a distinction between Vamacharis and Kaulas.
This has not always been recognised by European writers,
though over thirty years ago it was insisted on by J. N.
Bhattacharya in his Hindu Castes and Sects. The Kowls (sic)
are there treated as a third main branch of the Saktas, and the
most extreme in their practices.! It is only after a sadhaka
has fulfilled all the preceding dharmas that he is qualified for
this dchara, according to the theologians. There may have
been different well-defined groups among the Kaulas.
Arthur Avalon, in the introduction to one of the Tantric
texts he has edited, writes:

The Kaulopanishad is as it were the seed of the Kaula doctrine and
form of worship, which is amplified in the Kularnava and other
Tantras and Samhitas. There appear to have been different forms of
Kaula worship, as evidenced by the commentary of Lakshrhidhara on
the Saundaryalahari, who was himself a Kaula and a man of great
learning, but spoke with severe condemnation of some of the practices
of what he calls the Uttara or Northern Kaulas. . . . Towards the
end of the Upanishad is to be found the injunction against the
indiscriminate preaching of Kaula (Kula faith and doctrine). . . .
‘This is because it is likely to be, as it is often in fact, misunderstood,
as by persons who say that the doctrine teaches and sanctions, among
other things, incest.?

Eggeling, writing in the Encyclopeedia Britannica, speaks of
the customs of the Kaulas as ‘probably the most degrading
cult ever practised under the pretext of religious worship.’3
The Kaula, however, is a law unto himself, and it is hardly
possible to speak of a cult in this connection. The only
Prakrit drama extant, the Karpiramafijari of Rajasekhara,
who lived about A.p. 900 in the Western Deccan, contains a
caricature of a Kaula magician, which throws light not only
on the way such men were popularly regarded, but also on

! op. cit., pp. 407-13.

2 TT, Vol. XI, Introduction, pp. 4-5. The extraordinary style is
typical. Bhandarkar, Vaishnavism, Saivism, etc., p. 147, notes a distinc-
tion between Purva (ancient) and Uttara (modern) Kaulas.

3 Ency. Brit., XIII, p. 511.
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some of their practices. One of the songs of the magician is
translated in lively fashion by C. R. Lanman:

BHAIRAVANANDA (as if a little boozy)

As for black-book and spell,—they may all go to hell!
My teacher’s excused me from practice for trance.
With drink and with women we fare mighty well,

As on—to salvation—we merrily dance!

A fiery young wench to the altar I’ve led.
Good meat I consume, and I guzzle strong drink;
And it all comes as alms,—with a pelt for my bed.
What better religion could anyone think ?

Gods Vishnu and Brahm and the others may preach
Of salvation by trance, holy rites, and the Vedies.
*T'was Uma’s fond lover alone that could teach

Us salvation plus brandy plus fun with the ladies.!

A more literal rendering makes the allusions to Kaula
teaching in this song even more definite. ‘I know nothing of
spells and Tantras. . . . Unto salvation we go, following the
Kula way. . . . A hot strumpet has been consecrated as
lawful wife. . . . To whom does the Kaula religion not
appear charming?’ This picture, even though it be a cari-
cature, is a useful corrective to the laboured explanations of
the theories behind the more extreme Sikta teaching, to
which reference was made in the previous chapter.

There are other groups which have been associated more
or less closely with the Siktas. In Malatimadhava, the great
Sanskrit drama of the eighth century, Aghoranta, the priest
of the shrine of Chamunda (one of the names of the goddess)
is described as a Kapalika ascetic. Already in the Mahabha-
rata the goddess is frequently given the epithet Kipili,
wearer of skulls. Bankim Chatterji, the nineteenth century
Bengali novelist, in Kapalakundala, a story of the time of
Akbar, refers to the devotee of the goddess from whom
Nabakumar so narrowly escapes as the Kapalik. The word
means ‘skullman,’” and seems to have been applied to an
order of Saiva ascetics, not easily distinguishable from the
Kalimukhas. They appear to have existed from the sixth

! Konow and Lanman, Karpiramasijari, 1, 22-24.
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century onwards, and many of them worshipped the goddess
with human sacrifice. References have already been made to
the Aghoris, another order of ascetics.!

The Thugs worshipped Kaili, and regarded their victims
as sacrificed to her. Rabindranath Tagore has said of them:
“Their goddess frankly represented the principle of destruc-
tion. It was the criminal tribe’s own murderous instinct
deified—the instinct not of one individual, but of the whole
community, and therefore held sacred.’? They can hardly
be regarded as Saktas in the full sense. Hopkins makes
the interesting suggestion that they originated as a protest
against the shedding of blood. Their victims were always
throttled. Among several of the wild tribes whose divinities
have been associated with Siva’s consort, there is found
a definite refusal to bleed human victims. H. H. Wilson,
in his work on the Religious Sects of the Hindus, refers
to the practice in some cases of pummelling a sacrificial
animal to death with the fists.3 It is possible, then, as
Hopkins suggests, that Thuggery may have been practised
originally by ‘an old conservative party, who wished to keep
up the traditional throttling; though this is pure speculation,
for, at the time when the sect became exposed, this means of
death was merely the safest way to kill.’* The earliest
reference to the Thugs comes from the middle of the twelfth
century, and the first historical information from the end of
the thirteenth. They owed part of their long immunity from
attack to the religious basis of their actions. The temple of
Kaili near Mirzapur, probably one of the oldest in existence,
and still of considerable importance, was a centre to which
the Thugs made pilgrimages. Although they were recruited
originally from among the criminal tribes, in the nineteenth
century they included many from the higher ranks of society.

! On the ascetics see Farquhar, ORLI, pp. 192, 211, 347, etc.,
and The Fighting Ascetics of India (John Rylands Library); Grier-
son, ‘Kararis,” ERE, VII, p. 673; Das, Hinduism, p. 269 f.

2 Creative Unity, p. 149: ‘In the same manner, in modern
churches, selfishness, hatred and vanity, in their collective aspect
(éf :ila’tional instincts, do not scruple to share the homage paid to

od.

3 op. cit., p. 161.

4 Religions of India, p. 493.
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During the years 1831-37 they were systematically suppressed
by the British Government.!

In Bengali Religious Lyrics : Sakta, the little book of trans-
lations issued by Edward Thompson and A. M. Spencer,
a few poems by Baul singers are included. The Bauls were
mendicant religious poets. They claimed to have been
founded by Chaitanya, the great Vaishnava revivalist of the
early sixteenth century, but they were almost certainly earlier
in origin, and possibly represent a fusion of Vaishnavism with
the already existing Saktism, a fusion which in individual
Bauls rises to something better than its constituents. Certainly
many of their songs are Sikta in sentiment. Several Baul
poems have been translated and praised by Rabindranath
Tagore, and may be found scattered among his writings.
Some lines from a modern song by one of these anonymous
singers will serve to remind us that, in spite of the complicat-
ed divisions and rules, and the many loathsome practices
historically associated with Saktism, fine types of genuine
piety have been produced. There are in this poem echoes of
the protests of Ram Prasiad against external sacrifices, but
the author has an even wider tenderness and sympathy.

You may give your sun-dried rice, you may give your
sweetmeats, but do not think that with these you can
gratify the Mother.

Light the lamp of knowledge, offer the incense of an
earnest soul; then only will one who is divine fulfil all your
desires. Wild buffaloes and goats, these are the Mother’s
children; she does not want them as a sacrifice.

If you would offer sacrifice, then slay your selfishness, and
lay your love of ease upon the altar.

Kafigal in anguish says: Where men make caste distinct
from caste there can be no sgkti worship. Let all the
castes be as one and call to her as Mother, else will the
Mother never grant us mercy.?

! Cp. Farquhar, ‘Thugs,’ ERE, XII, p. 259. Monier Williams was
at Mirzapur in 1884. See Brahmanism and Hinduism, pp. 575.
* BRLS, No. LXXXVIII.



CHAPTER IV

THE GROWTH OF SAKTA IDEAS IN
HINDU LITERATURE

THE earliest hymns of the Rigveda are the expression of
the comparatively simple pastoral worship of the Aryan
invaders of India. They are dated by most European
scholars between 1500 and 1000 B.c., but it may well be that
Indians are right in claiming for them a much greater
antiquity.! Clearly centuries of religious development lie
behind them. The gods are regarded for the most part as
kindly, and are in the main personifications of the objects of
Nature. ‘The religion is a healthy, happy system. Neither
asceticism nor austerity, neither pessimism nor philosophy,
disturbs the sunshine of that early day.’

For our present purpose the most important point to be
noticed is the very subordinate place assigned to goddesses in
belief and worship. When they do appear they are vague and
shadowy, very different from the chief figures, the vivid and
genial Indra, or Varuna with his moral grandeur. They play
hardly any part as rulers of the world. The most important
is Ushas, goddess of dawn, the most poetically beautiful
creation of the Rigvedic hymns.

In the sky’s framework she has shone with splendour;
The goddess has cast off the robe of darkness.

Wakening up the world with ruddy horses,
Upon her well-yoked chariot Dawn is coming.?

Macdonnell is of opinion that her charm is ‘unsurpassed in

1 Cp. Glasenapp Brahma und Buddha, p. 50. ‘Sicher ist es wohl,
dass sie aus der Zeit vor 1500 v. Chr. stammen, wahrscheinlich, dass
sie noch viel weiter zuriickreichen, vielleicht bis in das 3. oder 4.
Jahrtausend vor Beginn unserer Zeitrechnung.’

2 Rigveda, I, 113. Translation by Macdonell.
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the descriptive religious lyrics of any other literature.’! In
the tenth book of the Rigweda, however, which on grounds of
content and language is placed later than the others, Ushas
seems to be losing her hold on the imagination of the singers.
Instead, the Waters are praised as goddesses in four hymns,
and Saragvati appears as a river goddess with three hymns to
herself. At the end of his book Shakti and Shakta, Woodroffe
prints an appendix on the Vedas and the Tantras by B. L.
Mukherji, in which an attempt is made to find Vedic authority
for the current conceptions of Durgi and Kali. It is argued
that Sarasvati was one of the principal deities, and that by
combining various references to her ‘we have the almost
complete form of a Devi, who is called at the present day by
the name of Kali.’? No attention is paid, however, to the
various strata in the Veda, and the identifications are forced
and unconvincing.

The earth-goddess, Prithivi (the Broad One) is hardly
separated from her husband, Dyaus, the sky, the oldest of the
gods, but one whose personification never got beyond a
rudimentary stage. She is celebrated alone in only one short
hymn of three stanzas (V, 84), and is certainly not conceived
as a Great Mother in the Egyptian or early European sense,
although six hymns celebrate Prithivi and Dyaus as universal
parents. The Atharvaveda contains a long and beautiful
hymn addressed to the Earth-goddess;® her husband is there,
however not Dyaus but Parjanya, who seems to represent the
rain-cloud. Throughout the hymn the poet never loses sight
of material things. Prithivi’s mystical and religious aspects
interest him little. The Atharvaveda is a later collection of
hymns than the Rigveda. It probably existed in its present
form by 600 B.c., but it certainly contains much primitive
Aryan animism as well as contributions from the religious
lore of the conquered peoples. There is much in it that
presents parallels to the magical instructions given in some
of the Tantras.

Several of the Vedic gods are represented as having wives,
but they are without independent character, and hardly

1 History of Sanskrit Literature, p. 81.
2SS, p. 446. 3 XII, 1.
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anything is known of them except their names, and these
are in many cases formed simply by the addition of
a feminine suffix to that of the god, e.g. Indrini, Varupani,
Agnayil!

The Brahmanas are usually assigned to the sixth, seventh
and eighth centuries B.C., and represent the reflections of an
age in which religion was in decay, and the priests claimed
greater power than the gods themselves. The wives of the
gods, occasionally mentioned in the Rigveda, have an estab-
lished place in the cult apart from their husbands, but they
are still vaguely conceived. So vast and varied became the
mass of information which the worshipper must master that
a new method of teaching was invented by the priests, that of
the Sitras or threads, ‘long series of very abbreviated
phrases, which served as a sort of classified index of the
particular subject dealt with,’® and which the student was
expected to commit to memory. It is in these Satras that
the name of Rudrini, the wife of Rudra, first appears,
and she at once plays a more important part in the wor-
ship than any other goddess whose name is formed in a
similar way.

Rudra was the prototype of Siva. In the Rigveda he is one
of the several deities identified with Agni, and is the chief of
the Maruts, or storm gods, who accompany Indra. Although
fierce and destructive, he can avert anger and evil, and can
heal, if he so desire. There continues much controversy as
to Rudra’s origin. Weber has suggested that he represented
the howling of the storm, and that, since the roaring of fire is
similar, storm and fire combined to form a god of rage and
destruction. Others connect him with the lightning. Olden-
berg thinks he originally was a god of the mountain and
forest, whence shafts of disease attack mankind. More
recently, certain German scholars have suggested that Rudra
was at first a god of the dead, or indeed the Vedic Death-god.
The question cannot at present be settled. The various
suggestions are important, however, because the character-

! For this and the following paragraphs see Macdonell, ‘ Vedic
l;’l;glhology,’ G.I.P.A.; and A, B, Keith, Religion and Philosophy of the
e

3 ORLI, p. 38.
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istics of Rudra Siva are very similar to those later ascribed to
the Devi.!

Buddhism has been described by a Hindu writer as ‘a
protestant reformation against the tyranny of birth and of
bloody sacrifices.’? The centuries which followed its rise and
spread are confused ones in the secular and religious history
of India, particularly with regard to the developments within
Hinduism. Already when the Buddha (c. 563-483 B.C.) was
preaching, the educated Aryan mind was gravitating towards
the philosophic and impersonal. The earliest Upanishads had
been written, treatises on the mysterious and esoteric, which
were the product of the mixture of Aryan and Dravidian
thought, a mixture which, as A. B. Keith has urged, was like
a chemical fusion, transforming both elements® There are
hints of monotheistic and pantheistic speculation in the later
hymns of the Rigveda, in one of which occurs the often-quoted
line: ¢ The one being priests speak of in many ways; they call
it Agni, Yama, Matari$van’ (I, 164). Thought about the origin
of the Universe increased. Brahman, which may originally
have meant prayer or magic and then came to stand for the
sacred knowledge of the Vedas, without which no sacrifice
could be valid, was finally used to express the essence of the
Universe, the creative principle, the one Absolute Being.
The Upanishads teach identity of this cosmic principle with the
psychic principle, the gzman or self. Their message is that in
the realisation of this identity lies salvation from re-birth
(sarsara) and the law of karma. These two doctrines form the
background of the Upanishads. Exactly when they arose it is
impossible to say. There are only the vaguest hints of them
in the earlier Vedic hymns, and Dravidian beliefs seem to
have played a part in their development.* They had clearly
a firm place in the popular imagination before the Buddhist
era.
This elaboration of religious and philosophic thought can

1 See Muir, OST, IV, 395{., for translations of the relevant passages
from Weber, Indische Studien, 11, and Oldenberg. E. Arbman and
H. Guntert connect Rudra with Death.

2 Govinda Das, Hinduism, p. 50.

8 Religion and Philosophy of the Vedas, p. 497.

4 Cp. Glasenapp, Brahma und Buddha, pp. 41, 93.
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have made little appeal to the average man. Nor did the
teaching of the Buddha permanently meet, men’s need.! The
great ‘Protestant’ faiths of Mahavira, the founder of Jainism,
and Gautama, the Buddha, had neither of them rituals which
the common people could substitute for the sacrifices and
rites of the Veda. Gradually a complete transformation took
place within both Hinduism and Buddhism. It was the
period of the growth of the great Indian epics, the Ramadyana
and the Mahabharata. By the third or fourth centuries A.D.,
when these were complete, we find Siva and Vishnu as the
chief gods, and even regarded as alternative forms of the one
supreme personal god. The idea of personal union with the
Supreme, instead of impersonal absorption, is taught. The
doctrine of divine incarnation makes its appearance; there
have been various descents to earth (avatdras) by the most
important deities.

It is in the Mahabharata, in portions which are probably
late, but which supply evidence for the beliefs of an earlier
period, that we find the first unmistakable signs of a sect
whose worship centred in a goddess. The language in which
she is addressed shows that a complete revolution had taken
place in regard to female deities. In the preceding centuries
many forces had been at work changing men’s religious
outlook. Gross animistic ideas must always have existed, side
by side with much loftier beliefs, in the minds of the Aryan
peoples; the conquered played an important part in modifying
the faith and practice of their masters; it is known that there
were fresh invasions into India from Central Asia, and the
religion and culture of the newcomers no doubt made some
contribution to the common stock; the significance of some
of these things will be considered in greater detail in a later
chapter. From the literature which has survived we note the
striking change which took place.

In some of the Upanishads, which it is difficult to date very
precisely, there are hints of a developing interest in female
deities. Each of the great gods has his female counterpart. To
Vishnu there corresponds Vaishnavi or Lakshmi; to Brahma,
Brahmani or Sarasvati; to Karttikeya, god of war, Karttikeyi;

! Cp. Govinda Das, Hinduism, p. 264.
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to Indra, Indrini; to Yama, Yami; to Vardha, Varahi; and
to Siva, Devi or Isani. As has already been noted, many of
the names are formed by the mere addition of a feminine
suffix to that of the god. In some places the separate cult of
Lakshmi, the goddess of good-fortune, established itself, but,
generally speaking, it was only the worship of Devi that
became important. She took to herself the characteristics,
attributes and even names of the others. The consort of
Siva became supreme, greater even than her husband, Mahe-
¢évara, himself. Several goddesses had by the end of the
Vedic period come to be identified with the wife of Rudra-
Siva. Ambika, who in the Vdjasaneyi Samhita (111, 5) is called
his sister, in the Taittiriya Aranyaka (X, 18) is his spouse,
and in the same work he is invoked as Umapati. The names
Durga, Katyayani, Kanyakumari, Karali, later regularly
connected with the Devi, are found.?

An often-quoted but difficult passage occurs in the Kena
(Talavakara) Upanishad, in the third section, where it is related
how on one occasion Brahma gained a victory for the gods.?
They, however, were inclined to take credit for themselves,
so Brahmai appeared to disabuse them. He was not recognis-
ed until the resplendent Uma Haimavati revealed his identity
to Indra, and counselled the gods to rejoice in the victory of
Brahma. Uma has here been understood as a personification of
knowledge (vidya), but Sanskrit scholars feel that the epithet
Haimavati creates difficulties in the way of this interpretation,
and, until we have a clearer understanding of the development
of thought during this period, it seems impossible to explain
how a goddess came to be regarded as a mediator between
Brahma and the other deities.

It is only in the Mahabharata, in Yudhishthira’s hymn to
Durgs, and in that of Arjuna to the same goddess, that we
find ourselves on firm ground. In the first hymn (IV. vi)
Durga is celebrated as the slayer of Mahisha, a demon-buffalo,
and as a virgin goddess, whose constant abode is the Vindhya
mountains. A doubtful reference may connect her with
Krishna. There is in the second hymn (VI. xxiii) definite

1 Taittiriya Aranyaka, X; Mundaka Upanishad, 1,2, 4, etc.
W’bThe passage is given in Muir, OST, IV, p. 420 f., with notes by
eber.
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allusion to a legend linking the goddess with Krishna. At the
same time she is more clearly identified with the wife of
Siva, and is addressed as Uma. There is no longer the same
emphasis on her chastity. Arjuna’s is primarily a prayer for
victory in battle. The hymn of Yudhishthira is more general
in its application.

Thou art ever followed by Brahma and other Devas.

By those who call upon Thee to lighten their burdens,

As by those who salute Thee at dawn of day,

Nothing is unattainable either by way of wealth or children.

Thou art called Durga by all because Thou savest men from
difficulty.

Whether in dangerous lands or sinking in the great ocean,

Thou art the sole refuge of men.

When assailed by robbers, when crossing streams and seas,

As also in wilderness and great forests,

Those who remember Thee, O Mahiadevi! are never lost.

Thou art fame, prosperity, constancy, success and modesty,

Intelligence, knowledge and man’s offspring.!

These passages are usually dated in the third or fourth
century A.D.,?and seem clear evidence that a Durga sect was
already well established. The Harivamsa, which is a continua-
tion of the epic, dated in the fourth century, also contains
references which show the popularity of the goddess, and
that she was identified with all the chief deities, and had
stolen their characteristic epithets.?

It was probably during the succeeding period, that is, about
the time of the Gupta Empire, which has been compared with
the Periclean age in Greece and the Elisabethan and Stuart
eras in England, that the Sakta cult most rapidly spread. It
is known to have been a period characterised by reaction
from the prevailing Buddhism# The Sankhya philosophy,
which is closely linked with certain types of Sakta thought,

! Avalon, Hymns to the Goddess, pp. 70, 71. For a translation of
Arjuna’s hymn, and the legend connecting the goddess with Krishna,
see, thid., p. 114f. Most of the Sanskrit text and translations are
in Muir, OST, 1V, pp. 433, 425, 432.

? Mazumdar: ‘Durga, Her Origin and History,’ ¥RA.S, 1906, p. 355,
suggests a date as late as the seventh or eighth centuries for these
passages.

# Cp. Chaps. LIX and CLXVI; Muir, OST,1V,p.433f.; Avalon,
Hymns, p. 82f. 4 V. A. Smith, EHI, p. 320.



40 THE SAKTAS

appeared in an early form centuries before, but the primary
authority in regard to it, the Sarnkhya-karika, dates from about
this time. The legends connected with the goddess received
much attention in popular literature. Kalidasa, for example,
prince of Sanskrit poets and dramatists, probably flourished
under Chandragupta II of Ujjain, who ruled early in the
fifth century A.D., and among his works is the Kumara-
sambhava, a refined and polished epic which relates the story
of Umid’s marriage with Siva.

From the sixth century, and possibly earlier, comes the
Devimahatmya or Chandimahatmya or Saptasati, which has
been interpolated in the Markandeya Purana (81-93). It
celebrates the mighty deeds of the goddess, and refers to her
daily worship and autumn festival. The work is still very
popular, and is described by Barth as ‘the principal sacred
text of the worshippers of Durga in Northern India.’! In it
there are many traces of magical beliefs, and descriptions of
the terrifying appearance of the goddess, but appeals are also
made to her tenderer aspects, and a deep faith in her power
is evidenced. It must have originated in some place dedicat-
ed to the goddess in one of her terrible forms, but not
in Bengal. Pargiter, the editor of the standard critical
English edition of the text, connects it with Mandhata in
Western India.l It tells in graphic language of the vanquish-
ing of the gods by Mahisha and his demons. Out of the
special energies of all the deities a goddess is formed,
Chandikia or Ambika, and after a great battle she destroys
the demon-buffalo and his followers. Later the gods are
again overcome, this time by the demons Sumbha and
Nisumbha. The former sought to marry the goddess, and
when she declined an army was sent against her under
Chanda and Munda. It was destroyed by the goddess Kalj,
who in return received from Chandika the name Chamunda.
Chandika herself at length conquered Nisumbha and Sumbha,
whereat the universe was filled with joy. In this fierce
framework there are passages breathing deep religious feeling
and enthusiastic adoration.

1 Religions of India, p. 197 n. On the date see Winternitz, Geschi-
chte der indischen Literatur, I, p. 473.
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O goddess, who removest the sufferings of thy suppliants, be
gracious |

Be gracious, O mother of the whole world!

Be gracious, O queen of the universe! safeguard the universe!

Thou, O goddess, art queen of all that is moveable and immove-
able!

O goddess, be gracious! Protect us wholly from fear of our foes

Perpetually, as thou hast at this very time saved us promptly by
the slaughter of the Asuras!

And bring thou quickly to rest the sins of all the worlds

And the great calamities which have sprung from the maturing of
the portents!

To us who are prostrate be thou gracious,

O goddess, who takest away afflictions from the universe!

O thou worthy of praise from the dwellers in the three worlds,

Bestow thou boons on the worlds! (91.)!

Shortly after this prayer come the instructions from the
goddess to her worshippers:

At the offering of the bali, and during worship in the ceremonies
with fire, and at a great festival, all this story of my exploits must
verily be proclaimed and listened to . . . . And at the great annual
worship that is performed in autumn time, the man who listens filled
with faith to this poem of my majesty, shall assuredly through my
favour be delivered from every trouble and be blessed with riches,

grain and children. . . . When men listen to this poem of my
majesty, enemies pass to destruction, and prosperity accrues and
their family rejoices. . . . Through my power lions and other

dangerous beasts, robbers and enemies, from a distance indeed, flee
from him who calls to mind this story of my exploits. (92).1

The Chandimahatinya forms the background of Bana’s
Chandisataka, an ode to Chandi in a hundred verses. Bana-
bhatta was a Brahman living at the court of the Emperor
Harsha early in the seventh century. All the territory of the
Ganges and its tributaries was part of the empire, which
stretched from the east to the west coast and had Kanauj as
its capital. Bana’s Harshacharita is a very early attempt at an
historical romance, for it is woven out of actual events in the
life and reign of his patron; there are vivid pictures of Indian
society and of the manners and customs of the period. It
appears that Harsha’s ancestral religion was connected with
Saivism and Tantrism, but he was later converted to Bud-
dhism, and ruled always with a broad toleration. Incidental

1 Pargiter, The Markandeya Purana. Bali= sacrifice.
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allusions enable us to reconstruct a picture of the goddess
worship of the time. There are references to human sacrifice
and to the sale of human flesh. The help of the goddess is
often invoked. The king comes at one time upon ‘a grove
sacred to Chandika, which was parched and waterless from
the hot season, and ugly with leafless trees, with the figures
of the goddess carved on the trees at the entrance, which
received the homage of passing travellers’ (63). Similar
pictures may be found in Bana’s story Kadambari. For
example, on his way to Ujjain, capital of Milwa, Chandrapida,
one of the heroes of the tale, ‘beheld in the forest a red flag,
near which was a shrine to Durgd, guarded by an old Dravi-
dian hermit, who made his abode thereby. Dismounting, he
entered and bent reverently before the goddess, and bowing
again after a sunwise turn, he wandered about interested in
the calm of the place.’? Banpa’s son, who completed this story
after his father’s death, says: ‘I hail for the completion of
the difficult toil of this unfinished tale Uma and Siva, parents
of earth, whose single body, formed from the union of two
halves, shows neither point of union nor disunion.’?

In this period we find in the literature of Vaishnavism,
Buddhism and Jainism, as well as in works connected with
Siva, traces of Sakta ideas. Farquhar, in his Outline of the
Religious Literature of India, treats the whole period from A.D.
550 to 900 under the general title ‘The Sakta Systems.’
There was an increase in the use of magic spells, a new type
of hypnotic meditation, a growing belief in the occult, and
the thought of the time was permeated by conceptions of
power personified as a goddess.

Early in the eighth century came the work of Bhava-
bhiti, the great Sanskrit dramatist. In Malatimadhava, a pic-
ture of contemporary life, which has been called ‘a sort of
Indian Romeo and Fuliet with a happy ending,’ there are
several allusions to the worship of the goddess.> Act V is both
horrible and exciting; Madhava, the hero, tries to win the
favour of the ghouls of the cemetery by an offering of human

1 Translation by Ridding, p. 172. * Ibid., p. 182.
3 See H. H. Wilson, Hindu Theatre, 11; Macdonell, History of
Sanskrit Literature, p. 363 ; Keith, The Sanskrit Drama, p. 186.
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flesh, and comes upon a temple of Chamunda just in time to
save his love, Milati, from being sacrificed to the goddess by
Aghoranta, the priest, and his acolyte, Kapalakundala. Rudolf
Otto would no doubt regard the passage as a finely ‘ numinous’
one, but it is the numinous at the primitive demonic level.
When Miadhava discovers Malati in the temple he cries:

What luckless chance is this that such a maid

With crimson garb and garland like a victim
Adorned for sacrifice, should be the captive

Of impious wretches. . . . (Hindu Theatre, 11, 60.)

H. H. Wilson notes that the epithets used in the last line
‘indicate little respect for the worshippers of Durga, and
their application, so publicly declared, would lead us to infer
that the author’s sentiments were those of his age.” A later
commentator explains that the sacrifice of Mailati would
have violated the prohibition of female victims, found, for
example, in the Rudhiradhyaya, and is therefore condemned;
but it seems likely that there was at the time in many
circles strong reaction from the darker practices of the
Tiantrics.

Some kind of reformation in the sect seems to have
followed the work of Sankarachirya, though he was not him-
self a Sikta in the sectarian sense. His dates are given usually
as A.D. 788 to 850, but it is possible that the earlier one is to
be understood as the year of his spiritual birth, and that he
died about 820. He lived in the south of India, and has been
called ‘the Thomas Aquinas of Hinduism,'? for his fame
rests chiefly on his philosophical and controversial works.
What exactly were his relations with the Saktas it is difficult
to determine. Numerous Sakta précis in prose and verse,
some of them of an unpleasant character, are traditionally
ascribed to him. According to Monier Williams, it is known
that he placed a representation of the Sri-chakra in each of
the four monasteries which he founded.? Lakshmidhara, who
lived in the thirteenth, or possibly in the twelfth century,
wrote a commentary to the Saundaryalahari, a famous ode

! Farquhar, ORLI, p. 174. For a brief account of his life and
teaching see Cave, Redemption, Hindu and Christian, Chap. IV,
2 Brahmanism and Hinduism, p. 203.
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to the goddess, and unhesitatingly ascribes it to Sankara.
‘Serious scholars,’ says Farquhar, ‘regard the ascription as a
mistake,’? but it is suggestive of the strength of the sect that
it should be able even to claim such a figure. Arthur and
Ellen Avalon translate ten songs which they ascribe to him,
among them one with the often-quoted refrain: ‘A bad son
may be born sometimes, but a bad mother never.’ A fine
German rendering of this last has been made by Otto von
Glasenapp, and his son apparently accepts the tradition
which ascribes it to Sankara.? Winternitz has said: ‘Probably
many of these hymns are really his own, though it is likely
that the majority are wrongly attributed to him.’3

The truth seems to be that Sankara was a Smirta Brahman,
worshipping the five gods, Vishpu, Siva, Durga, Sirya,
and Ganesa. Possibly the Devi as Sarada, the goddess of
wisdom, was his ishfa-devata, his special protectress, receiving
in consequence more attention than the others. From his
Bhashya on the Gita it appears that he practised Sakta Yoga.
He proclaimed a lower kind of truth for ordinary men, and
a higher for the philosopher, but he seems to have done all
he could to help the movement for the purifying of temples,
whether these were Sakta or of other Hindu sects. As an
orthodox Brahman, however, his desire would be to see an
increase of Pafichayatana temples. At Conjeeveram, for
example, he was able to change the chief priests, and to
introduce the worship of the five gods.# Before the reform
the Conjeeveram temple was probably an old Dravidian one,
where Left-hand Sakta worship took place. Afterwards it
became Smarta. Incidents like this probably lie behind
the traditions connecting him with the beginnings of the
Dakshindchara school in Saktism.

Part of the uncertainty is due to the fact that Sankara is a
common name. Govinda Das, when he quotes the following
hymn as setting forth the true Agama view, ascribes it to
‘one of the Sankarichiryas’: ‘O world-mother, hearken
unto me, thy most wayward child. I desire not wealth, nor

1 ORLI, p. 266.

3 Hymns to the Goddess, p. 95; Indische Gedichte, p. 55.
2 Geschichte der indischen Literatur, 111, p. 122,

4 See ORLI, p. 268; ERE, VI1I, p. 646.
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wife, not mukti even; but what I do desire is to serve Thee,
and Thee only, for the sake of uttermost service alone.?

It is from the seventh century onwards, though possibly
from considerably earlier, that the first Sakta Tantras date.?
These are the special scriptures of the sect. ‘The Tantra,’
says Avalon, ‘deals with all matters of common belief and
interest, from the doctrine of the origin of the world to the
laws which govern kings and the societies which they have
been divinely appointed to rule, medicine and science
generally.’® The dating of particular Tantras is a matter of
very great difficulty. In the next chapter their characteristics
will be more fully described. Here we are concerned with
the other literature.

The only Prakrit drama extant, the Karpira-mafijari
(Camphor-cluster), was written by Rajasekhara, who seems
to have been a Saiva and to have lived about A.p. 900 in the
Western Deccan. The description of the Kaula magician
Bhairavananda has already been quoted. The play also con-
tains an account of the dolajatra (swing-festival) of Gauri.
Karpiuira-mafijari, the heroine, is put in a swing in front of
the image of Parvati. In many places there were much more
terrible variations of this method of worship. Men used in
some parts to swing with iron hooks fastened into their
backs, and in more recent times sheep and other animals
have been similarly sacrificed.* In the Karpira-maijari, how-
ever, no such things occur.

From the eleventh and succeeding centuries come several
Sakta Upanishads, the most famous being the Kaula, which
is specially connected with the most extreme of the Saktas.
In the general literature of the time the invocation of Siva
and his consort became a favourite literary device, and there
are many evidences of the continued popularity of the cult.
One of the stories from the Hitopadesa (1. 7) deals with the
worship of Gauri with young girls according to Tantric rites,
and probably originated in Bengal about this time. Another

1 Hinduism, p. 126.

2 Glasenapp, Brahma und Buddha, p. 149, dates the Tantras from
about A.p. 500.

3 Principles of Tantra, Pt. I, Introduction. p. xxix.

4 Cp. Whitehead, Village Gods of Southern India.
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famous collection of stories, many of which have penetrated
to the West, the Vetalapaficavirmsatika, or twenty-five tales of
the Vetila, has a framework connecting it with Sakta
practices. King Vikrama of Ujjain is directed by an ascetic
to carry a corpse from a tree to the graveyard where the
magical rites take place, without uttering a word. On the
way a Vetila, a special kind of demon which frequents dead
bodies, enters the corpse and begins to tell the king a fairy-
tale. Unthinkingly the king replies to a question, and at
once his burden disappears and is found hanging on the
tree again. The king goes back to fetch it, and the same
process is repeated till the Vetala has told twenty-five tales.
In the stories themselves there are references to the worship of
the goddess. Tintric influences are also to be found in tire
Simhasanadvatrimsika, or ‘ Thirty-two Stories of the Lion-
seat’ (i.e. throne).!

Saktism maintained itself throughout the period of Muham-
madan ascendancy, which began in the twelfth century. No
doubt from time to time, and from district to district, there
was waxing and waning of strength. The Kalikd Purapa or
Tantra which is connected especially with Bengal, and
contains the famous Blood Chapter, already quoted, giving
directions for the offering of human and animal sacrifices to
Chandika, seems to have been written about the fourteenth
century.

Chandidas, the famous Bengali poet, who flourished from
about 1380 to 1420, has sometimes been regarded as a
Sakta. His name means ‘servant of the goddess,” and he
inherited from his father the position of priest of the temple
of Vasuli Devi in his birthplace in the Birbhum district. But
he came under Buddhist Tantric influences, and after being
persecuted for a love affair with a washer-woman became a
devotee of the cult of Ridhi and Krishpa. ¢All his poems,’
says Mrs. Margaret Macnicol, ‘are Vaishnava.’? The songs of
Chandidas, which deal with every phase of human love, were
the inspiration of the great Vaishnava reformer, Chaitanya
(1485-1533), who reacted strongly from the licentiousness of

1 On these collections of stories see Winternitz, Geschichte der
indischen Literatur, I11.
* Poems by Indian Women, p.72. Cp.D. C. Sen, HBLL.
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the worship of his time, and who communicated his en-
thusiasm to Sankara Deva, who started a similar reformation
in Assam, attacking the Sakta practices there generally
accepted.!

Though we cannot reckon Chandidas among them, yet the
Saktism of Bengal has produced several poets, who in hymns
of great power and charm have celebrated the goddess
in all her varying moods. Their work constitutes one of the
most interesting phenomena connected with the sect. Among
the more famous are Mukundarama, sometimes known as
Kavikarikan or ‘gem of poets,” who finished his chief poem,
the epic Chandi, in 1589, Ram Prasiad Sen (1718-1775), who
has been described as ‘a bee intoxicated with the honey of the
lotus feet of Sakti’? and Bharata Chandra Ray (1722-1760),
a court-poet. Conditions in Bengal, from which these singers
drew much of their inspiration, will be considered in greater
detail later on.

In the eighteenth century the sect extended its hold over
the popular imagination. ‘The eighteenth century,’ it has been
said, ‘saw the lines of traditional mediaval Hinduism harden-
ing again with almost unrelieved darkness. The grossest
forms of impure worship flourished unrebuked. This was
especially the case in Bengal, where the unclean Tantric
rites, connected with Kali worship, spread with alarming
rapidity. The first advent of the British did nothing to check
the evil.’® Bhaskararaya (or Bhaskaranandanatha), a well-
known commentator on some of the earlier Tantras, lived in
the early decades of the century. He was court pundit in
Tanjore, and probably a Srauta or Smirta Brahman. Several
important new Tantras were produced, including the one
best known in the West, the Mahanirvana Tantra, which,
though belonging to the Left-hand school, is fitly described
as ‘a noble work.’*

The early years of the nineteenth century saw the birth of
reform movements within Hinduism. These were stimulated

1 Eliot, Hinduism and Buddhism, 11, p. 259, suggests that Sankara
may have been quite independent of Chaitanya.

2 Principles of Tantra, p. 25.

3 C. F. Andrews, The Renaissance in India, pp. 101-2.

¢ Farquhar, ORLI, p. 354.
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by the increasing contact between East and West. Many of
the more revolting practices disappeared, or were suppressed;
a nobler conception of the divine was evident. More recently,
however, there has been renewed interest in Sakta principles.
Avalon in his books refers to the work of several Sakta
theologians, and has translated the Tantratattva, or Principles
of Tantra, written by one of them. The practices of the sect
have been described in several of the novels of Bankim
Chatterji (1838-94), the first B.A. of Calcutta University.!
Kapalakundala, a story of the time of Akbar, and Ananda
Math, an eighteenth century tale, are the best known. The
latter has achieved very great fame by reason of a hymn to
the Mother (Bande Mataram) which it contains, and” which
has been used as a kind of national anthem by Bengali patriots,
first during the disputes regarding the partition of the
province and more recently in the agitation for self-govern-
ment. The influence of Sakta ideas on certain phases of the
swar@j movement will be described at greater length in a
subsequent chapter. In recent times there has been a
rehabilitation of many Hindu beliefs which thirty years ago
would have been explained away or repudiated. Chief
among these are those connected with S@kti, and round this
revival a new popular literature has sprung up.

1 For some account of Chatterji’s work sce Frazer, A Literary
History of India, pp. 419-29.



CHAPTER V

THE TANTRAS

It is only during the present century that the Tantras,
the special literature of the Saktas, have been seriously studied
in the West, and at present the materials available are not
large. In 1900 Manmatha Nath Dutt published in Calcutta
an English translation of the first part of the Mahanirvana
Tantra. The same year Dr. John Murdoch, of Madras,
persuaded Dr. K. S. Macdonald, a missionary of the Free
Church of Scotland, to gather material on the Tantras with a
view to their critical examination. Before his death, in 1903,
Macdonald had secured analyses and translations of a number
of Tantras from his friends, but, except for a few short articles
and pampbhlets, had not been able to publish the results of
his work. Happily some of the material he collected was
preserved, and passed into the possession of Dr. Farquhar.
It is known as the Macdonald MSS.* Since 1913 a series of
Tantric texts have been issued at regular intervals under the
general editorship of Arthur Avalon, who in several cases has
supplied an English translation or analysis, introduction and
notes. There are already some eleven volumes in this series.

A good many misconceptions have arisen owing to the
difficulty of access to the Tantras themselves. The word
Tantra has various meanings; starting from that of web or
warp,? it came gradually to stand for an uninterrupted series,
orderly ritual, the doctrinal theory or system itself, and
finally its literary exposition. It need not necessarily refer

! See J. M. Macphail, Life of K. S. Macdonald, M.A., D.D., pp.
267-71, 291 f. Most of the articles were published in The Indian
Witness. ‘To the Macdonald MSS., through the courtesy of Dr.
Farquhar, I had access, and several of them are now in my possession.

? Cp. SS, p. 17.
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to a religious Sastra. One of the most famous Indian
collections of fables, which was certainly known in the fifth
century, is called the Pasichatantra, since it is divided into
five books. Amongst the most influential of the later Sanskrit
grammars was the Katantra of Sarvavarman, whose date is
uncertain. When the word is applied to a religious work it
is not limited to those of the Saktas. One of the most impor-
tant methods of Vedic exegesis was the Karma Mimamsa,
and in the early eighth century the scholar Kumirila pro-
duced a work belonged to this school known as the Tantra-
varttika, a prose commentary on a work some centuries older
by Sabara. To the same literature belongs the Tantra-ratna,
a commentary produced about 1300. About the same time
the sect known as the Madhvas sprang up in opposition to
the Vedantism of Sankara; among the works of the founder,
Madhva (1199-1278), is the Tantrasara, a treatise on ritual.
Further, in Kashmir Saivism we find the Tantraloka, produced
about 1000, a general work on Saivism by Abhinava Gupta,
who in some of his writings quotes from certain of the Sakta
Tantras. These examples are sufficient to show that the word
was widely used in literary circles.!

It is now commonly understood to denote that body of
religious scripture which is stated to have been revealed by
Siva as the specific scripture for the fourth Kali age, in which
the world now is. According to Hindu chronology, we are
living in the last stage of a Kalpa, hastening downwards
to utter destruction.? Each age has its specially revealed scrip-
ture. The distinction between Tantras and Puranas is not
always well marked. Both are didactic and sectarian. As a
rule Tantras contain less historical and legendary matter, and
more directions as to ritual, but a more important differ-
ence lies in this, that while the Puranas approve of Vedic
rites as well as of others, for which they give directions,
the Tantras insist that ceremonies other than those they
prescribe are now useless. In the Mahanirvana Tantra
(I1, 15) Siva declares: ‘The fool who would follow other
doctrines heedless of mine is as great a sinner as a parricide

1 For further information about the works mentioned, see Farqu-
har, ORLI; and Macdonell, Sanskrit Literature.
* Cp. Underhill, Hindu Chronology.
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or the murderer of a Brahman or of a woman. . . . The
Vedic rites and mantras which were efficacious in the first age
have ceased to have power in this. They are now as power-
less as snakes whose fangs have been drawn and are like dead
things.’! Certainly in practice the Tantras have superseded
the Vedas in authority over a large part of India.

There are Buddhist Tantras as well as Hindu Tantras,
Vaishnava Tantras as well as Sakta ones. The common
element seems to be that they are all the expression of a
system of magical and sacramental ritual which professes to
attain the highest aims of religion by means of spells, diagrams,
gestures and other physical methods. Téntrism represents,
in the words of Eliot, ‘a simplification of religion, but on
mechanical rather than emotional lines.’? Gilmore expresses
somewhat the same idea when he refers to it as a revolt which
has as its avowed object ‘the reduction of the effort required
to reach what in the Hindu system is equivalent to our
‘salvation’ by suiting that effort to present human ability.’3

Eliot, in his work Hinduism and Buddhism, makes a distinc-
tion between Tantrism and Saktism which is in some respects
a useful one? but it should be noted that the continued
influence of the Tantric system depends almost entirely on
its association with the worship of a goddess or goddesses,
and that historically it is not easy to separate the two
movements. Even Tantric Buddhism is permeated with Sakta
ideas, and in Hinduism it is only the Sakta Tantras that have
proved of great influence.

There is no authoritative canon of this literature. In certain
Tantras, written apparently before the tenth century, lists of
sixty-four are given. In the Agama-tattva-vilasa, a late
eighteenth century work, there is a further list of eighty-three.
Avalon quotes from the Mahdsiddhasara Tantra a list in three
sections, corresponding to a threefold division of India and
adjoining lands, and this catalogue also would appear to date

1 TGL, pp. 16-17. Cp. Kularnava T., 1, p. 79 £.; Tantrasara (Mac-
donald MSS.), p. 3.

3 Hinduism and Buddhism, 11, p. 275. Cp. Glasenapp, Brahma und
Buddha, p. 156.

3 “Tantrism—the New Hinduism,” A¥T, XXIII, p. 440.

¢ op. cit., I, xxxvi; II, Chap. XXXII, etc.
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from the late eighteenth century. The first group contains
the Tantras of the region Vishnukranta (from the Vindhya
mountains to Chittagong, that is, in particular, Bengal). Then
come those of the region Rathakranta (from the Vindhya
mountains to China, that is, apparently, Northern India), and
thirdly those of the region Asvakranta (the rest of India).
Among the Macdonald MSS. is a note by Satis Chandra
Vidyabhiishana, which, after giving a list of sixty-four titles
from the Mahavisvasara Tantra, continues: ‘Besides these
there are a hundred other Tantras. There is mention of
another batch of sixty-two in the Varahi Tantra. The Bud-
dhists mention seventy-two of their own.” An interesting list,
of value because of its date and source, is to be found in
The History, Literature, and Mythology of the Hindoos, issued
in 1810 by William Ward, the Serampore missionary.2 These
different catalogues vary so greatly, and so many of the works
to which they refer appear to be lost, that at present
they are not of much help to the student. Only a very
few can be dated with any certainty, and no satisfactory
classification has yet been suggested. ‘The whole literature,’
as Farquhar has said, ‘awaits the toil of scholarly- investiga-
tors.’® There are, in addition to the Tantras, other closely
allied Sakta treatises and compendia.

In spite of this confusion, however, certain Tantras are
well attested and have obviously had great influence. The
general characteristics of the literature can be determined.
The word Tantra is not used in its specialised sense of a
religious treatise in the Amarakosa, the great Sanskrit diction-
ary, which was probably composed about A.n. 500.4 Avalon,
in sympathy, apparently, with those Siktas who insist on the
great antiquity of their texts, argues that the silence of the
Amarakosa proves little, as there are other omissions from it.5
A more important piece of evidence is found, however, in the
fact that the Chinese pilgrims, who visited India between
A.D. 400 and 700, and have left revealing accounts of the
political and religious conditions during those centuries,

1 TT, 1, ii; iv, 4. Cp. Principles of Tantra, 1, pp. lxv-Ixvii.
2 op. cit., I, p. 362 f. 3 ORLI, p. 199.

¢ Macdonell, Sanskrit Literature, p. 433.

® Principles of Tantra, Introduction, p. xxi.
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make no reference to Tantric literature.! It seems safe to
assume, therefore, that the Tantras did not take definite
shape before the seventh century, though many of the mantras
and hymns which they include may be of very much earlier
date. From the seventh until the eighteenth century there
was a steady stream of these works, and of commentaries
upon them.

The Tantras are regarded traditionally as the revelation
of the three supreme deities, Brahmi, Vishnu and Siva, but
in form they are dependent upon Siva alone, and almost
invariably consist of a dialogue in which Siva, in answer to
the questions of his wife, upholds the mysteries of the sect.
Avalon distinguishes between Agama and Nigama forms of
Tantras; in the former Siva acts as guru, while in the latter
the Devi instructs in reply to the questions of her lord. The
range of subjects treated is encyclopadic. The Tantras are
the storehouse of Indian occultism, they are the chief authori-
ties on yoga practice, they deal with all branches of worship,
there is in them a considerable amount of philosophical
material. Avalon sums up their contents in the following
catalogue: ‘The Supreme Spirit, the creation and destruc-
tion of the universe, the origin and worship of the devas,
classification of beings, the heavenly bodies, descriptions
of the worlds and hells, of man and woman, and of the
centres (chakra) of the human body, the law and duty
(dharma) of the different ages, and of the stages of life in the
individual called @érama, the sacraments, the consecration of
images of devatd, mantra, yantra, mudra, all forms of spiritual
training (sddhand) and worship (pigja, updsana), whether
external or mental, including worship with the pafichatattva,
consecration of houses, lands, wells, trees, etc., descriptions of
holy shrines (tirtha), purascharana, japa, vrata, shatkarma-
sadhana, and all forms of ceremonial rites and ‘‘magic,”
meditation (dhyana) and yoga, the duties of kings, law,
custom, magic and science generally.”? This characteristically

1 Cp. Eliot, Hinduism and Buddhism, 11, 125.

2 Principles of Tantra, Introduction, p. Ixii f. Purascharana = a rite
for the invigoration of mantras; very full instructions are to be found
in the Tantrasara. Japa = repetition of mantras. Vrata = festivals,
such as the Durgi pija. Shatkarmasadhana = purification,
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confused list shows how varied are the subjects treated in the
Tantras. Whether there is in them anything of great scientific
or historical value is at present not very certain. If there is,
it seems likely to be in the realm of physiology. V. G. Rele
has recently said: ‘The anatomy of nerves in the Tantric
manuals compares favourably with our present knowledge of
them.”

An interesting parallel to the many-sidedness of the
Tantric speculations is furnished by some of the Jewish
apocalyptic writings. The contents is similarly heterogeneous
in character. World history is symbolically represented in the
Enoch literature, for example, together with ethical and
religious teaching, crude astronomy, theories about sun, moon,
stars, winds, etc., folklore regarding demons, magic, and
crude physiological and medical speculations. Most of it
consorts strangely with Jewish monotheism, and was probably
learned from Babylonia. Such apocalyptic -tracts were the
Tantras of Judaism, and, without forcing the parallel, when
the historical background in Bengal is considered in greater
detail, we shall see reasons for the suggestion that Saktism
fed upon the same kind of uncertainty and despair as did the
apocalyptic movement.

Among the best-known and most quoted of Tantras are
the Rudra-yamala, which appears to date from the tenth or
eleventh century, and is used by H. H. Wilson in his account
of Vamachara worship; the Kularpava T., which is referred
to by Lakshmidhara, a scholar who lived towards the end of
the thirteenth century;? the Prapadichasara T., sometimes
wrongly attributed to Sankara, but dated by Farquhar some
centuries later and described as ‘rather a foul book,” though
it contains, as J. W. Hauer notes, a profound philosophy of
language;? the Saradatilaka T.,a work of very great authority,
written by Lakshmana Desika, a scholar belonging to the

1 The Mysterious Kundalini, p. 33. Cp. Max Weber, Gesammelte
Aufsdtze zur Religionssozilogie, 11, p. 166: ‘In iibrigen hat die Tantra-
Literatur hier alchemistische, auf dem Gebiet der Medizin aber vor
allem anatomische, speziell nervenanatomische Kenntnisse von ganz
erheblichem Umfang gezeigt.’

2 TT,V, Introduction by Avalon.

3 ORLI, p. 266; TT, I11. Cp. Hauer, Die Dharani im nordlichen
Buddhismus, p. 8 n.
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eleventh century, and dealing almost entirely with spells and
sorcery;! the Kaula Upanishad, already referred to as one of
the chief scriptures of the extremer Saktas;? the Yogini T.,
which appears to mention the Koch king Vishnusimha, who
reigned from about 1515 to 1540, and is clearly connected
with Kamaripa;?® and the Mahdnirvana T., produced in
Bengal probably in the last half of the eighteenth century,
and admitted by all to be a really great work, though it
belongs the Left- rather than the Right-hand school.

The Mahdanirvana or ‘Tantra of the Great Liberation,’ is
the Tantra best known in the West, and deservedly. The
first two chapters are introductory. Mount Kailasa is describ-
ed; there Parvati finds her husband, and, after recounting the
story of the three past ages of the world cycle, ascribes to
him the revelations of the Vedic scriptures, reminds him of
the characteristics of the present era, and beseeches him to
give directions ‘how, without great pains, men may obtain
longevity, health, energy, strength and courage, learning,
intelligence and happiness; how they may become great in
strength and valour, pure of heart, obedient to parents

. . mindful of the good of their neighbour, reverent to
the devas.’* Siva replies that salvation is no longer obtainable
through Vedas and Puranas, but by the Tantras alone, which
contain, in addition to newer ritual, the essence of all preced-
ing revelation. A noble passage on the worship of the one
supreme, eternal and omnipresent God follows. In chapter
I1I the exposition of worship and its method begins, and at
once reference 1s made to mantras, and the conditions
necessary for their effective repetition. Siva declares Devi
mother of the universe in the next chapter, and her worship
as Creatrix, Protectress and Destroyer as necessary for
salvation in the Kali age. How mantras may be formed, and
the ritual of the placing of the jar, is described in chapter V,
and in the following one there are directions for pafichatattva
worship. Next comes a hymn to Kaili, containing a hundred
of her names all beginning with K.5 Chapter VIII is

1 Introduction and analysis by Ewing, ¥40S, XXIII (1902).
3 Cp. ‘Saktaic Literature,” S¥M, 111 (1897).

3 Translation by Munro in the Macdonald MSS.

¢ TGL, p. 4. 5 Cp. Hymns to the Goddess, p. 54.
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important for its attractive picture of the life of the house-
holder, its regulations for the forming of circles for worship,
and its account of the duties of the ascetic. There are many
things in the chapter which recall the Code of Manu,
passages from the Bhagavadgita and some of the Buddhist
sermons.! The rites of purification and consecration in
connection with the various stages of life are given in
chapters IX and X. Except for some of the marriage instruc-
tions in connection with chakra worship, there are few
divergences from accepted Hindu practice in these matters.
Chapter XI defines various crimes and their punishments,
while chapter XII has to do with relationships, inheritance,
gifts, property and trading. A fine conception of the sacred-
ness of life in all its phases, and a keen desire for ethical
conduct is evident amid detailed instructions which are often
difficult to understand. Chapter XIV begins with regulations
for the erection of the lirigam, the symbol of Siva, and ends
with a eulogy of all that has gone before.

Such an analysis, brief though it is, indicates the general
contents and method of the best of the Tantras. The
Mahanirvana T. was probably written at the end of the
-eighteenth century. The earliest extant commentary is by
Hariharananda Bharati, one of the pundits of Rim Mohan
Ray, who died in 1833. In view of its condemnation of
widow-burning, Gilmore thinks it was written, or perhaps
revised, about the middle of the nineteenth century.? But
attempts had been made to suppress sati from within Hindu-
ism many years before the British took action, and the
references in the Mahanirvana Tantra in no way involve a
nineteenth century date. All the other evidence also is
against Gilmore’s contention.

The Tantrasara, or Essence of Tantra, is a work some-
what similar in spirit to the Mahanirvana T, and was produced
in Bengal about the same time. Among the Macdonald MSS.
is a partial translation by McCulloch and Chatterji. It is to
be described as a Tantric compendium rather than as a
Tantra. According to Farquhar, the author was one Krishna-

1 Cp. Winternitz, Ostasiatische Zeitschrift, IV, p. 158.
3 AT, XXIII (1919), p. 457. Cp. Edward Thompson, Suttee.
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nanda Vigiga, and it was compiled in 1812.1 Avalon quotes an
Indian scholar who connects the Tantrasgra with a Krishna-
nanda Bhattacharya, whom he regards as a contemporary
of Chaitanya.?2 The subject is further complicated by refer-
ences in Ronaldshay’s Heart of Aryavarta to Krishnananda
Agamvagida, ‘the first expounder of Tantras in Bengal, a
pupil of Vasudeva Sarvabhauma, who in the fifteenth century
established a school of Logic at Navadvipa.? Without accept-
ing a sixteenth century date for the work, we can confidently
maintain that 1812, as suggested by Farquhar, is too late,
for it is quoted by William Ward in The History, Literature
and Mpythology of the Hindoos, the first edition of which
appeared towards the close of 1810.4

The Tantrasara contains several fine hymns, some of them
quoted from older Tantric works. In certain passages
magical ideas are prominent, and virtue is said to be acquir-
able by the mere repetition of the hymns; in others the chief
aim seems to be to make the worshipper meditate on the
physical form of the goddess; but at times a much higher
level is reached, as, for example, in the stanza:

O Bhawiani! the munis describe thee in physical form
The sruti speaks of thee in subtle form;

Others again call thee the presiding deity of speech;
Others again as the root of the worlds;

But we think of thee

As the untraversable ocean of mercy, and nothing else.®

At the beginning of the work someone who calls himself
merely Krishninanda states his intention of giving the essence
of Tantric teaching. He describes the characteristics necessary
in a guru, and the way he should be reverenced. ‘If Siva is
angered, the preceptor is a deliverer; if the preceptor is
angered, there is no deliverer.’® The disciple must not be
illiterate, miserly, sinful or irreligious, but once he has

1 ORLI, pp. 355, 389.

2 Principles of Tantra, Introduction, p. xliv.

3 op. cit., p. 36. He seems to be following a monograph on Logic
in the Umiversity of Nadia, by S. C. Vidyabhusana.

¢ e.g. I, 365, 267; I1I, 93.

5 Hymns to the Goddess, p. 20. Several other hymns are there
quoted. ¢ McCulloch, Macdonald MSS.,p. 1.
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entrusted himself to a guru, on the latter rests the respon-
sibility for any sins he may commit. Only Tantric rites, it
is emphasised, are efficacious in the Kali yuga. There follow
complicated rules for the use of mantras. Days and places
favourable for initiation are described; rosaries and how
they should be consecrated; pija with mantras, yantras, and
mudrds. A number of yantras, chakras, and mandalas® are
reproduced and explained. Among other works the following
are quoted: the Rudrayamala T., the Kulachudamani T., and
the Kularpava T., all of which seem to belong to the tenth
or eleventh centuries, the Yogini T., and the Varahi T.,
which are probably sixteenth century works, and the
Kriyasara, which may be the manual of that name by Nila-
kantha, which is dated about 1650.2 There is also a reference
to Nityananda, perhaps the disciple of Chaitanya who intro-
duced an easier discipline into the Vaishnava orders and so
contributed to their flooding by converts from the degraded
Sakta Buddhists.

The Saktananda-tarangini, an important treatise on the
ritual, which Farquhar dates after 1821, must also be placed
some years earlier, as it occurs in William Ward’s list of
‘Treatises on Religious Ceremonies.’3

Among the Macdonald MSS. there are translations of
the Kamadhenu Tantra and the Mantrakosa, both of them
eighteenth century works dealing with the correct use of
mantras. The introduction to the Tantrakalpadruma is also
given; this appears to be a Bengali compilation which aims
at popularising knowledge of the Tantras by translating them
from the Sanskrit into the vernacular. The Mahanirvana
Tantra is quoted, and a list of other works. The introduc-
tion is dated 1305 Bengali era, that is, A.p. 1898.

Enough has been said to indicate the general character of
Tantric works. The Tantras claim to be a scripture for all
and lay little stress on caste. They insist that the text
and ritual can be properly understood only after initiation
and with the help of a guru. The ritual, which aims

1 Cp. Zimmer, Kunstform und Yoga, p. 26 £., and Plates.

8 ORLI, pp. 350, 353,385. Cp. TT,IVand V.

3 Ward, op. cit., II, p. 364; ORLI, p. 389. Analysis by Herbert
Anderson among the Macdonald MSS.
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less at beseeching than compelling the goddess, consists
chiefly in the correct use of spells, magical or sacramental
syllables and letters, diagrams and gestures. The worshipper
seeks union with the divine, seeks indeed to become divine.
It is believed that man is a microcosm corresponding to the
macrocosm of the universe. Many of the ideas found in the
Tantras are widespread among other Hindu sects, and are
not distinctively Sakta. Apart from the ceremonial taught,
many of the general principles laid down breathe a liberal
and intelligent spirit. That caste distinctions are so mini-
mised may, as Glasenapp has suggested, point to the strong
influence of non-Aryan ideas! Women are honoured, and
can act as teachers. The burning of widows is forbidden,
and girl widows are allowed to re-marry.2 The murder of a
woman is regarded as a particularly heinous crime. Prostitu-
tion is denounced. There is considerable truth in the remark
which Eliot makes in Hinduism and Buddhism: ‘Whereas
Christianity is sometimes accused of restricting its higher
code to church and Sundays, the opposite may be said of
Tantrism. Outside the temple its morality is excellent.’3

In spite, however, of these favourable features, the Tantras
cannot be regarded as great literature. Their philosophical
and theological parts lack originality. The magic and erotic
parts have no distinction of style. Eliot’s considered judgment
is worth quoting: ‘However much new Tantric literature
may be made accessible in future, I doubt if impartial
criticism will come to any opinion except that Saktism and
Tantrism collect and emphasize what is superficial, trivial
and even bad in Indian religion, omitting and neglecting
its higher sides. If, for instance, the Mahanirvana Tantra,
which is a good specimen of these works, be compared with
Sankara’s commentary on the Vedanta sitras, or the poems
of Tulsidas, it will be seen that it is woefully deficient in
the excellencies of either. But many Tantric treatises are
chiefly concerned with charms, spells, amulets, and other
magical methods of obtaining wealth, causing or averting
disease and destroying enemies, processes which, even if effi-

! Brahma und Buddha, p. 151.

* Cp. e.g. Mahanirvana T.,X,79; XI, 67. TGL, pp. 245, 269.
3 op. cit., II, p. 285.
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cacious, have nothing to do with the better side of religion.’?
The Tantras not merely sanction the lowest rites of primitive
savagery and superstition, they are guilty of the crime of
seeking philosophical justification for such things.

1 op. cit., II, p. 283. The Ramacharit-manasa of Tulsidas (1532-
1623) popularised bhakti in North India. His poems should be com-
pared with those of Ram Prasad rather than with the Tantras. Jewish
Apocalyptic literature or Leviticus appears ‘ woefully deficient’ beside
the Psalms. After some more than usually appreciative remarks on
the Tantras, Winternitz, Ostasiatische Zeitschrift, IV, p. 160, says:
‘Zum grosseren Teil enthalten diese Werke doch nur Stumpfsinn
und Kauderwelsch.’



CHAPTER VI

NON-ARYAN INFLUENCES FAVOURING
SAKTISM

SoME of the possible causes of the growth of Saktism and
and Tantrism must now be considered. Many of the ideas
and practices cannot be traced back directly to the Rigveda,
but they permeated medizval Hinduism, and have had great
influence in modern times. Some explanation of this must be
sought. An older generation was inclined to dismiss the
phenomena in horror and disgust, with no attempt to under-
stand their origin. Where reasons were suggested they can
hardly now be regarded seriously. For example, J. N. Bhatta-
charya, writing late in the last century, said: ‘To me it seems
that the Tantric cult was invented partly to justify the habit of
drinking, which prevailed among the Brahmans even after the
prohibition of it by our great lawgivers, but chiefly to enable
the Brahmanical courtiers of the beastly kings to compete
with the secular courtiers in the struggle of becoming
favourites, and causing the ruin of their royal masters.’!
Avalon tells us that ‘whilst every form of knowledge has its
use, the Indian mind rightly apprizes as of the highest value
the world of ideas, deeming the question of their ““ historical”
origins and development to be, as in fact it is, of much
inferior importance.’®> His own adoption of this attitude is
one of the chief weaknesses of his work, for only in the light
of its history can the real significance and meaning of a belief
be understood.

India seems to be unique in showing a higher apprecia-
tion of goddesses in its later religious development than

! Hindu Castes and Sects, p. 413.
2 Principles of Tantra, Pt. 11, Preface, p. vii.
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in its earlier. In most cases, also, the worship of the
reproductive forces of Nature is a matter of ancient history.
Today in China and Japan, as formerly in Greece and Rome,
it has decayed as civilisation advanced, and has ceased to be
an important constituent of religion. It is only in India,
and to some extent in Tibet, which has been influenced by
India, that such worship has continued unashamed until
modern times. Starbuck has pointed out that in other parts
of the world the worship of goddesses was combined with
agricultural pursuits, usually in protected valleys; through
the fusion of clans and cities into warring nations ‘in which
chivalry and virility are at a premium, male deities have
risen supreme, while those of the “weaker sex” have been
degraded to lesser functions, attached as consorts, superseded
and forgotten, or, to save themselves, have changed their sex
to fit the new demands.’! He suggests that, in spite of the
apparent contradiction in the case of India, the same principle
is there illustrated, but in a negative way. ‘The Vedas were
written before and during the period when the Aryans were
conquering the aborigines of India and were engaged in
feuds among their own tribes. Under such conditions there
are no goddesses, although the literature is richly polytheistic.
Since the nation has settled down into a relatively peaceful
life and agricultural pursuits, the worship of female deities
has risen to a place of supreme importance; Durgi, the
spirit of Nature and Spring; Kaili, soul of infinity and
eternity; Sarasvati, supreme wisdom; and Sakti, mother of
all phenomena.’? Starbuck notes further, as contributing to
this change, the high position accorded to women from the
earliest times. The problem is not, however, as simple as
Starbuck suggests, nor are his remarks accurate. There are
Vedic goddesses, though, as we have seen, they are not of
great importance. Certainly the parts where goddess worship
has been most prevalent have not been those where life has
been ‘relatively peaceful.” Some of the more extraneous
causes which may have been at work must be considered.

1 ¢‘Female Principle,” ERE, V, 828.
2 Jbid. The derivation of Kaili from Kala (time) is very uncertain;
it is more likely a late connection.
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Saktism is most commonly regarded as the product of the
influence of non-Aryan elements on Aryan religion. There
are, however, several different and conflicting variations of
this theory. Moreover, it is becoming increasingly clear
that Winternitz is right in emphasising the fact that animal
and demon cults and fetishism must not be unquestioningly
labelled ¢ non-Aryan,’ as has often been done in the past.!
Aryan religion had its lower and darker side, and not all the
unpleasant practices and beliefs of Hinduism came from
the conquered peoples. J. W. Hauer, in his interesting and
important researches into the problem of the Vratya and the
non-Brahmanical side of Aryan religion, has shown how close
are the parallels between some of the old sacrifices, like that
of the Mahavrata and many of the ceremonies which repel
us in the Tantras.2 But that non-Aryan influences played a
very large part in the development of Saktism is clear.

It is sometimes urged that the worship of female deities
was introduced, or at any rate popularised, by peoples who
entered India from Asia after the main Aryan immigration.
We are told by D. A. Mackenzie, for example, that a revolu-
tion in the Hindu pantheon took place during the Brahmanic
age as a result of the rise of the ‘Middle Kingdom,” which
was inhabited by a group known as the Bhiratas, who
worshipped Bhiarati, a goddess not unlike the mother-god-
desses of Egypt and early Europe; that this goddess became
associated with Sarasvati, and was ultimately recognised as
the wife of Brahma, the supreme god; that when Buddhism
declined and Siva became the most popular deity, this god-
dess-worship was transferred to his consort and was organis-
ed into a separate sect.3 Others have tried to connect the great
change which came over Hinduism with the migrations
of the nomad nations of the Central Asian steppes, which
culminated in the Kushan or Indo-Scythian conquests in
Northern India, and prepared the way for the empire of
Kanishka in the second century A.p.4 Our knowledge of the

1 Ostasiatische Zeitschrift, IV, p. 158.

* See Der Vratya. 3 Indian Myth and Legend, p. xxxix.

¢ So, e.g. C. F. Andrews, The Renaissance in India, p. 78. Or he
may there have in mind the suggested Iranian invasions of the third
century a.D. But on these see V. A. Smith, OHI, p. 9. ‘Nothing
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movements and characteristics of the different peoples, both
in the Brahmanic age and subsequently, is, however, much
too slight and confused to allow us to speculate in this
manner. Many investigators believe that the linguistic and
ethnographic evidence suggests that there were several differ-
ent Aryan invasions of India, but about religious differences
among the independent and warring Aryan states in the
plains of the Punjab and the upper basin of the Ganges we
know nothing. With regard to the Scythians, even if their
transitory power in Northern India considerably influenced
the religion of the people—an at present quite unproveable
hypothesis—there does not seem any evidence to connect
them with Tantric beliefs and practices. Both these sugges-
tions are too artificial, and fail to explain the hold which
Saktism has had on the more primitive peoples in different
parts of India.

A much more plausible theory is that which suggests that
Aryan religion was gradually permeated by ¢Dravidian’
elements, and that to the latter this goddess-worship is to be
traced. Gilbert Slater in his book, The Dravidian Element in
Indian Culture, argues enthusiastically that Indian culture is
essentially Dravidian and not Aryan,as is commonly supposed.
He regards the people whom the Aryans found in possession
of India as a branch of the great Mediterranean race,! and as
the superiors of their conquerors in all but fighting ability.
‘While the Dravidians were Aryanised in language, the Aryans
were Dravidianised in culture.’? In the south, of course,
even the original languages maintained themselves. Slater
suggests that Dravidian thought had passed from snake-
worship® and fear of deities like Muniswami, a malignant

definite has been ascertained about them, if they really occurred.’
Eliot, Hinduism and Buddhism, 11, p. 276, refers to the goddess Anahit,
who was worshipped with immoral rites in Bactria and is figured on
the coins of the Kushans.

1 Cp. Glasenapp, Brahma und Buddha, p. 39.

2 op. cit,, p. 63.

3 Cp. C. F. Oldham, ‘Serpent Worship in India,” ¥RAS, XXIII.
He notes the tendency for sacred Naginis (female hooded-serpents)
to be identified with Durgd. In Bengal, Manasi, the snake-goddess,
is a form of Devi. The animal which lives in holes and moves in the
darkness has everywhere been identified with chthonic spirits.
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spirit with a Puck-like streak of humour, to the conception
of a deity ‘at once lavish and terrible, fickle and incompre-
hensible, and therefore female, from whom comes smallpox,
cholera and famine, but also rich harvests.’! This is the
village goddess, who bears innumerable names, and is
worshipped with very varied rites all over Southern India.
Sometimes her festivals are frequent, sometimes once a year,
or even once every twelve years. In places it is only when
she seems angry, and there has been failure of the rains or
pestilence, that she is propitiated. She rejoices in blood and
demands the wholesale sacrifice of male animals, and in
particular of the male buffalo. Bishop Whitehead has
collected much information about the various local beliefs
and ceremonies in his Village Gods of Southern India.
According to Slater, the characteristics of the village goddess
are so similar that ‘we can hardly refrain from identifying
her with Kali. Kali with the rounded limbs, wide hips,
swelling breasts, exaggerated waist, and with many arms
brandishing weapons, tirelessly dancing, a fit emblem indeed
for Nature as she is in India, so bountiful in her kindly
moods, so deadly when the whim takes her.’?

Dravidian art, it is suggested, may have had direct or
indirect contact with the art of Knossos. The unnaturally
exaggerated waists of the images in both cults are curiously
similar. D. C. Sen has noted that the descriptions of Chandi
and her lions fit one of the Cretan goddesses whose repre-
sentations have been found.2 Lions were, of course, common
in both India and Europe in early times, and parallels like
this need imply no direct connection. Recent excavations,
however, such as those in Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa, suggest
the possibility of connections between the Dravidians and the
Sumerians, and the different civilisations of those distant
centuries may have had far more in common than has often
been realised.?

The primitive cults of the village goddesses are connected,
in Slater’s opinion, with a period before the discovery of the

1 Slater, op. cit., pp. 91-92. 2 HBLL, p. 297.

2 Cp. Glasenapp, Brahma und Buddha, p. 41 f.; W. Foy, Uber das
indische Yoni-Symbol, argues that there was contact between India and
Egypt about 1500 B.c. The yoni-shaped altar is found in both lands.
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biological facts relating to paternity. Birth was held to be
due to the entry of a spirit into the body of the woman, and
from this developed the belief in the transmigration of souls,
later supplemented by the doctrine of karma. ‘The discovery
of the biological fact of human paternity created the new
gods Siva and Vishpu.’! Originally, Slater thinks, they were
local variants of the same deity, who was primarily a god of
procreation. This is all highly speculative. There is, how-
ever, according to J. F. Hewitt, evidence in Bengal of a time
when marriage was unknown, when the mothers were the
responsible parents, and did not live with the fathers of their
offspring nor consult them as to education or maintenance.
The evidence, he thinks, is strongly corroborated by the
widespread hold which Sakti worship has secured. Matriarchal
tribes were probably conquered by northern immigrants, who
made the father their head and leader and established the
worship of Siva, the liriga or father god.?

Siva is connected with the bull, as Kali is with the
buffalo. Slater suggests that possibly, though the Dravi-
dians kept buffaloes and associated them with their goddess
of fertility, ‘they did not, in the proper sense of the
word, breed them, and never learnt from them the biology of
the birth of calves; but this knowledge came to them first by
observation of the more valued bull and cow,” which the
Aryans introduced.® It has indeed been urged that the
association of Siva with the bull, and the doctrine of the
sacredness of the cow, may have been established in India as
a result of contact with Egypt in pre-Aryan times, since
phallic worship is mentioned with disapproval in the Rigveda,
and the original form of the mother-goddess in Egypt was
the divine cow. Most scholars regard the Mriga cult as
Dravidian. It is certain that in historical times the
Dravidians were addicted to this kind of fetishism, and
probably the phallic worshippers, condemned by the singers
of the Rigveda (vii. 21. 5; x. 99. 3), were aborigines. There
is considerable divergence of opinion as to the age of the
buffalo sacrifices. Bishop Whitehead thinks they go back

1 Slater, op. cit., p. 103.
? JRAS, XXV (1893), p. 237f. * Slater, op. cit., p. 108.
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very early indeed, and were characteristic of Dravidian
religion,! but Elmore, in his Dravidian Gods in Modern
Hinduism, puts forward the view that they originated at a
comparatively late date, long after the Aryan invasion, of
Northern India, and subsequent to the advance of the con-
querers into the south, and their triumph there.

These issues are complicated, difficult of decision, and not
of very great importance for our purposes here. Whatever be
the origin of a god of procreation, he is naturally associated
with a goddess of fertility. Vishnu became linked with
Lakshmi, Siva with Parvati, but from very early times Siva
was also mated with Kali, Durga and other wild deities.
Slater’s account of the development of Indian culture is not
always convincing, but he is clearly right in drawing attention
to the close connection between the village goddesses of the
south and those worshipped by the Siktas and regarded as
forms of the wife of Siva. Hindu ecleticism has no difficulty
in assimilating local cults, and regarding the deities wor-
shipped as manifestations of the chief gods and goddesses of
the pantheon. The popularity of Saktism in many places
depends on the hold over the inhabitants of some local
worship which has been recognised by Hinduism. Many of
the cults point back to a totemistic stage of religion. The
village deities are almost all worshipped with animal sacrifices.
There are grounds for the suggestion that the name Uma
may be connected with amma, the common name for the
mother-goddesses of the Dravidians.2 Vincent Smith notes
that one of the oldest and most powerful demonesses of the
southern races, Kottavai, the victorious one, is now identified
with Durgi,? and Whitehead tells us that among the Kanarese
certain outcaste groups become almost a priestly caste in
connection with the worship of the goddess.* In the latter
case the girls do not marry, but are made basavis (fem. of
basava = bull), that is, are consecrated to the goddess, and
become prostitutes. Many of the names by which Devi is
known are not Sanskrit words at all. The name Vindhya-
vasini, inhabitant of Vindhya, links her with those mountains

1 Village Gods of Southern India.

* Cp. Keith, Religion of the Veda, p. 199 f. .
3 EHI, p. 457. ¢ Village Gods of Southern India, p. 44.
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where human sacrifice continued well into the nineteenth
century as part of the cultus of tribes like the Dravidian
Gonds, the Kols and the Uraons.! In the Harfvamsa the
worship of Durgia is especially connected with savage tribes
called Savaras, Varvaras and Pulindas.? B. C. Mazumdar, in
The Aborigines of the Highlands of Central India, gives the
evidence for thinking that ethnically Kols and Savaras are to
be identified, and Pargiter and others have shown that the
Pulindas were the people of West and North-West India.
Even in Sanskrit literature there is abundant testimony to the
non-Aryan connections of the goddess. The passage from
Bana’s story Kadambari, describing a shrine to Durga guard-
ed by an old Dravidian hermit, has already been quoted.?
Govinda Das quotes a standard fifteenth century work,
which says that Durga of Mirzapur is the goddess of the
Kiratas and other aboriginal tribes, and is worshipped by
Milechchas, Thugs and others of their dread and infamous
kind.# The allusions in Prakrit literature are similar. In the
Gaudavaho, a Prakrit poem by Vikpati from the seventh or
eighth century 5 there is a description of a king on a journey
from Kanauj on the Ganges to Gauda; he is guided by a

avar, wearing only a turmeric leaf, to a temple of the dread
goddess, where human sacrifice has recently taken place.
B. C. Mazumdar suggests that Durga herself may have been
originally a tribal goddess connected with the Vindhya
mountains, and worshipped with offerings of wine and blood ;
perhaps Vindhyavasini in the process of evolution at the
fusion of tribes may have become Durga, and later have
been identified with Parvati, wife of Siva8 In many of her
representations the goddess is to be seen with a garland of
freshly severed heads hanging low round her neck; the
heads appear to be those of white men, and it may be that in
this form she was a deified princess of the dark-skinned

1 Perhaps Kols, Uraons and Pulindas were pre-Dravidians.

2 See Muir, OST, 1V, 434; Avalon, Hymns to the Goddess, p. 83.

3 See above, p. 42. ¢ Hinduism, p. 191.

5 The dates given vary from 650 to 750. See Das, op. cit.;
Glasenapp, Brahma und Buddha, p. 157; Winternitz, Geschichte der
indischen Literatur, 111, 84.

¢ ‘Durgi, Her Origin and History,” ¥RAS, 1906, p. 355.
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inhabitants of the Vindhya hills, who fought against the fairer
incoming Aryans. The name Kaili, as has already been
pointed out, probably means black. All these things are clear
evidence of the non-Aryan origin of much that is in Saktism.

Slater concentrates attention on South India. The two
chief centres of Sakta worship, however, have been Rajputina
and Bengal. The Dravidians, though now confined mostly
to the south, were formerly spread all over the country,
and can be traced in the north and all the way down the east
side of the peninsula. Their influence on Hindu culture has
been most pervasive.! Nevertheless, in the case of Bengal it
is with a Mongoloid, or perhaps better Dravido-Mongoloid,
people that we are concerned. And it has been contended by
many that Tantric practices had their origin in Assam and
Bengal, and spread thence across Northern India. Vincent
Smith, for instance, says that Kamaripa, the ancient indepen-
dent kingdom centred in the Assam valley, is a gate through
which successive hordes of immigrants from the great hive of
the Mongolian race in Western China have poured into the
plains of India, and many of the resident tribes are still
almost pure Mongolians. The religion of such tribes is of
more than local concern, because it supplies the clue to the
strange Tantric development of both Buddhism and Hindu-
ism, which are so characteristic of medizval and modern
Bengal.’?

On Nilachal hill, near Pragyotishpur (now Gauhiti), stands
the famous temple of Kamaksha Devi, supposed to mark the
spot where the generative organs of Sati fell, when her body
was hewed in pieces by Vishnu. It has been urged that here
the Tantric form of Hinduism came into being, and that from
here it spread about the fifth century A.D.3 From early times
Kamariipa is recognised in Sanskrit literature as connected
with Sakta rites. There are several allusions to it in the
Chandimahatmya, though the author’s knowledge of Eastern
India appears to be hazy. The account of the Chinese

! Cp. Govinda Das, Hinduism, p. 185.

* EHI, p. 384. Cp. Glasenapp, Brahma und Buddha, p. 152.

3 Cp. Crooke, ‘Hinduism,” ERE, VI, 705; Anderson, ‘Assam,’
ERE, 11, 132; Eliot, Hinduism and Buddhism, 11, 127, 278, etc.;
Glasenapp, HSI, pp. 120, 121. 6
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pilgrim Hiouen Tsang, at the end of the Gupta period, seems
to imply that the king and upper classes were Tantric Hindus,
but that much of the superstition and magic of the humbler
folk had not yet been received within the pale of Hinduism.
Sankara Deva, probably under the inspiration of Chaitanya,
led a Vaishnava reformation in the sixteenth’century, but failed
permanently to suppress Tantric practices, though they were
for a time checked. The Yogini Tantra probably dates from
about this time, and contains many references to Kimariipa
and instructions for worship there. ‘Kamarapa,’ it is said, ‘is
known as Devi’s kshetra, there is no other like it. Elsewhere
Devi is insignificant; at Kamaripa she is in every house.
‘He who has once at Kamakhya done pija of Mahamaya, both
gains his desires here, and hereafter the form of Vishnu. There
1s none like him, and no other work of his is reckoned at all.’!

It is in Assam and Bengal that today the cult of Kali
appears in its most primitive forms among the wilder tribes.
Tippera, for instance, is the scene of Tagore’s play Sacrifice,
in which Téantric practices are referred to. Tagore’s father,
Devendranath, in his Autobiography describes how he came
upon some Chittagong Bengalis who had carried an image of the
Mother to a Burmese town, that they might celebrate Durga
pija while they were away from home trading.? In Bengal
certain elements of the modern Nationalist movement have
been linked closely with Sakta ideas. There are still country
districts where it is held that the Tantric deities prefer to be
worshipped by the lower classes rather than by the Brahmans.
¢ In many localities Durgi is worshipped first by the untouch-
able classes and then by Brahmans. Brihmans have to wait
in some villages till the p#ij@ has commenced at some Hadi’s
house in the neighbourhood. The Jayadratha Yamala says
that the Devi likes to be worshipped by oil-pressers.’
In certain cults which include Buddhist as well as Tantric
elements, such as the worship of Sitali Devi and Dharma
worship, the priests are called Dom Pundits, which seems an

! Munro, Macdonald MSS., Pt. 11, p. 97; Farquhar, ORLI, p.
354, Kshetra = dwelling-place.

2 op. cit., p. 185; cp. Crooke, ‘ Bengal,” ERE, 11, p. 492.

* H. P Sastri, Modern Buddhism, p. 12. Yamala = a pair, the
reference here being to a divinity and his sakti.
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indication of their outcaste origin, for the Doms are
the lowest menials of the plains.! Similarly in South India
the ministrants at the worship of the village goddesses are
often non-Brihmans.

All this seems to supply a clue, though not the clue, as
Vincent Smith suggests, to the developments we are con-
sidering. It is as unlikely that Saktism originated in Assam,
as that it is nothing but a Dravidian phenomenon. In all the
centres of this worship in the different parts of India we see
the same process at work. Local cults, often cults belonging
to pre-Aryan India, and in some cases, perhaps, to pre-
Dravidian India, have been admitted into Hinduism, have
reacted upon one another, have been traced to a common
source, have received philosophical justification and have
been allegorised. Hinduism has been well described by
Govinda Das as ‘an anthropological process.”? This adoption
and blending of cults has gone on simultaneously in many
places, but for a variety of reasons it is to be seen most
strikingly in Central India and in Bengal and Assam. Wood-
roffe’s remarks on this point are worth quoting, for he so
seldom considers Saktism from the historical standpoint:

Probably there were many Avaidika cults, not without a deep
ancient wisdom of their own, that is, cults outside the Vaidik religion
which in the course of time adopted certain Vaidik rites such as
Homa; the Vaidikas in their own turn taking up some of the
Avaidika practices. It may be that some Brahmanas joined these
so-called Andrya-Sanpradayas just as we find today Brihmanas
officiating for low castes and being called by their name. At length
the Shastras of the two cults were given at least equal authority.
The Vaidik practice then largely disappeared, surviving chiefly both
in the Smarta rites of today and as embedded in the ritual of the

gamas. These are speculations to which I do not definitely commit
myself. They are merely suggestions which may be worth considera-
tion when search is made for the origin of the Agamas. If they be
correct, then in this, as in other cases, the beliefs and practices of the
soil have been upheld until today against the incoming cults of those
Aryas who followed the Vaidik rites and who in their turn influenced
the various religious communities without the Vaidik fold.®

¢As in the case of Greece,’ says Macnicol, ‘so also here we
must suppose the invasion of a lordlier culture by aboriginal

1 Cp. D. C. Sen, HBLL, p. 31; Crooke, ‘Doms,” ERE, 1V.
2 Hinduism. 3 Shakti and Shakta, p. 74.
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races, “ with their polygamy and polyandry, their agricultural
rites, their sex emblems and fertility goddesses.” ’!

One further suggestion which has been made regarding
the origin of Saktism must be considered. There have been
various discussions as to the connection between Tantric
Hinduism and Tantric Buddhism. It is here that Eliot’s
distinction between Saktism and Tintrism is of value. He
regards the latter as primarily a system of magic. In Hindu-
ism it is inextricably linked with Sakta ideas, and even in
Buddhism is very closely connected with the goddess-worship
which established itself in the Mahayana system, but the two
movements are in theory, if not in practice, separable.
Saktism and Tiantrism are two intersecting but not coinciding
circles. The Tantric forms of both Hinduism and Buddhism
are in many respects very similar, and modern developments
tend to blur the distinctions between them. Kaili, for
example, has been adopted into the Mahayana Buddhism of
Tibet by name.? Among the texts issued by Avalon is the
Srichakrasambhara Tantra, the first Buddhist Tantra to be
published, and the first to be translated into any European
language’;® it offers a strange medley of Buddhist and
Hindu ideas.

Dr. Macnicol quotes, with apparent approval, the sugges-
tion of H. P. Sastri, that it was by way of Buddhism that
Tantric practices gained a foothold in Hinduism. ¢From being
a worship followed by aborigines and outcastes, Tantrism
passed by the help of Buddhist prestige to take its place, in
the twelfth or thirteenth century, among the higher classes.’4
This seems to date its recognition too late, but we need to bear
in mind that while Buddhism practically died in India after
the Muhammadan attacks in the twelfth century, it lived on in
Bengal and Orissa until the sixteenth. M. T. Kennedy, in his
book on Chaitanya, speaks of ¢Tantric practices left behind

1 Indian Theism, p. 181. The quotation is from Murray, Four
Stages of Greek Religion, p. 78. In Greece the Northern conquering
race effected a reformation in the beliefs and practices of the ‘Age of
Ignorance.’

* Cp. Crooke, ‘Hinduism,’ ERE, VI,

3 TT, VII, p. iii.

¢ Indian Theism, p. 182. Cp. Sastri, Modern Buddhism, p. 27.
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by Buddhism.’! On the other hand, Barth says that ‘the
obscenities of the Sivaite Tantras have deeply infected the
Buddhist Tantras of Nepal . . . and through them the Tibetan
translations, the majority of which are of a date prior to the
ninth century.’? In the opinion of de la Vallée Poussin,
‘Buddhist Tantrism is practically Buddhist Hinduism,
Hinduism or Saivism in Buddhist garb.’? Basing himself on
the work of Barth, H. Kern, and Poussin, Winternitz argues
that from Bengal the Tantras penetrated to Nepal and Tibet,
and caused there the growth of Tantric works hardly
distinguishable from those of the Indian Saktas.* A similar
view is taken by Sten Konow in the new edition of Chantepie
de la Saussaye’s Lehrbuch,® and by Eliot. It is confirmed by
Heinrich Zimmer’s examination of the Srichakrasambhara
Tantra.

It seems more likely that the movement was from Hinduism
to Buddhism rather than from Buddhism to Hinduism, but
in all probability the gradual recognition of popular cults,
which has already been considered, went on within each
religious system about the same time. No doubt each affected
the other, but what was really happening over the whole area
was the absorption and blending of primitive beliefs and
practices. Avalon summarises an essay on The Antiquity of
Tantra, by an Indian scholar, which deals incidentally with the
suggestion that Tantrism is derived from Mahayana Buddhism.
Much that the author says is uncritical, but he is surely
right in denying that ‘similarity between two doctrines and
practices is necessarily proof that the first is borrowed
from the second.’” The study of comparative religion
furnishes many examples of what has been called ‘develop-
mental coincidence.” At the end of a book of German
translations of Sanskrit passages, Rudolf Otto prints a very
interesting and important essay on Das Gesetz der Parallelen

Y The Chaitanya Movement, p. 3.

2 Religions of India, p. 201.

3 “Tantrism (Buddhist),” ERE, XII, 193.

4 Geschichte der indischen Literatur, 1, 482.

5 op. cit., II, 129.

¢ Kunstform und Yoga, p. 67 f. Cp. Hauer, Die Dharani, p. 18.
7 Principles of Tantra, Introduction, p. xxxvii f.
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in der Religionsgeschichte, in which, after setting out in
impressive fashion a number of parallels from different parts
of the world, he urges that it is in most cases a mistake to
talk of ‘borrowing.’ All we can truthfully speak of is
‘convergence.” There seems to be a law of parallels in
religious development.! Otto is dealing with the subject on
a large scale, but many of the things which he says -apply to
narrower fields.

Authorities on Buddhism point out that many Tintric
rites are older than the time of the Buddha.? Saktism, in the
sense in which Eliot uses the word, ¢ erotic mysticism founded
on the worship of goddesses,’3 may be no earlier than the
Christian era. It seems to have been about the eighth century
that Tantrism and Saktism established themselves among
Indian Buddhists. Similar ideas were then at work in all the
Indian systems. Goddesses are praised in hymns and
represented in temples which are Jain# Even in some
Vaishnava sects, Sakta principles were at work.> There was
everywhere the upward thrust of century-old beliefs and
superstitions. The official religions of the day had failed to
satisfy the needs of the ordinary man.

1 Vischnu-Narayana, p. 205 f.

2 Cp. Poussin, ¥RAS, 1904, p. 557.

3 Hinduism and Buddhism, 11, p. 124.

4 Cp. Glasenapp, Der Jainismus, Sections 1 and VI.
b Cp. Otto, Vischnu-Narayana, pp. 157-59.



CHAPTER VII

THE SANKHYA AND VEDANTA PHILOSOPHIES

IT is time that due regard should be paid to the non-Aryan
elements in Indian civilisation and religion. They are clearly
to be seen in Saktism. It must not, however, be forgotten
that there were things even in the Veda, and certainly in the
Brahmanas and Upanishads, which made development along
Sakta and Tantric lines easy, particularly when such develop-
ment was stimulated by the presence of popular cults
demanding recognition. There was, as has already been
pointed out, a darker side to Aryan religion. The difference
between conquerors and conquered may not have been quite
so great as has often been thought. More than that, there
were intellectual and philosophical forms ready to receive
and mould the new life from below.

Brian Hodgson, who lived in Kathmandu from 1820 to
1844, and drew attention to the special features of Nepalese
Buddhism, spoke of Saktism as ‘lust, mummery, and black
magic.” It is a phrase that has often been repeated, and to
which Avalon vigorously and rightly objects. There is a very
dark side to the movement, but at their best the Tantras are
‘the repository of a high philosophic doctrine, and of means
whereby its truth may, through bodily, psychic and spiritual
development, be realised.”! Some Hindu scholars would have
us believe that the grosser forms of Saktism are perversions
of an ancient and refined faith which owes nothing to lower
cults, a faith in a goddess who can be as merciful as the
Madonna of Christianity, and yet, since she is also the god-
dess of Nature, combines in herself both life and death.
The history of Indian thought gives no support to such a

L Principles of Tantra, Pt. 1, Preface, p. ix.
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view. The allegorical and philosophical aspects of Saktism
are clearly later in time than its more primitive manifesta-
tions. Nevertheless, there were elements in ancient Indian
thought which could easily provide a framework for Sakta
ideas. Barth traced the roots of Siktism ‘far away in those
ideas, as old as India herself, of a sexual dualism, placed at
the beginning of things (in a Brdhmana of the Yajurveda,
for example, Prajipati is androgynous), or of a common
womb in which beings are formed, which is also their
common tomb.’! Even if we regard the worship of goddesses,
as at present practised, as of Dravidian and Mongolian
rather than Aryan origin, we must admit that there is some
truth in D. C. Sen’s contention that ‘when the Sakta cult
came to be recognised by the Indo-Aryans, they raised it
into a highly refined and spiritual faith, Sanskritised its
vocabulary and Aryanised its modes of worship.’2

The philosophies underlying the Tantras are modifications
of the Sankhya and Vedanta systems.? The former may have
been the earliest system of Indian philosophy and has obvious
affinities with certain Sakta ideas. It began as a reaction from
the idealistic monism of the Upanishads, and was possibly
earlier than the time of the Buddha. Later it was adopted
by the Brahmans as one of the so-called ‘orthodox’ systems,
and it flourished chiefly in those early centuries of the
Christian era, when, as has already been noticed, Sikta ideas
began to be prominent in the literature. The primary
authority for the system, the Sarnkhya-karika, a seventy-verse
poem, is dated towards the beginning of the fourth century.

The Sankhya (enumeration) system is usually described as
an atheistic dualism. It is atheistic in the sense that it denies
the existence of a supreme god; the popular polytheism was
not attacked. It is dualistic since it maintains that there are
two eternal existences—Matter (prakriti), which is one and
productive, ‘an eternal productive force or prolific germ,’4
and, on the other hand, an infinite number of passive
individual souls (purusha). ‘The essential conception,” says

1 Religions of India, p. 200. * HBLL, p. 251.

3 Cp. S. Dasgupta, History of Indian Philosophy, I, p. 71; Sten
Konow, Lehrbuch der Religionsgeshichte, 11, 179.

4 Monier Williams, Brahmanism and Hinduism, p. 183.
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A. B. Keith, ‘is that from unconscious nature there
is developed for the sake of spirit a whole universe,
that the development takes, place for each individual spirit
separately, but yet at the same time in such a manner
that nature and its evolutes are common to all spirits.’t
Although there is this idea of a necessary harmony between
the worlds of the different individuals, the system is the
reverse of that of Leibniz. For the European philosopher
the individual is essentially active; according to Sankhya
thought he is in reality passive. Misery comes from the fact
that the individual is led into imagining himself a thinking,
feeling, willing, acting being. Deliverance comes through
the recognition of the absolute difference between soul and
matter, and the realisation that the ego has no real part in
any movement, change, suffering or sorrow. ‘The soul there-
fore abides eternally released from the delusion and suffering
of this world, as a seer who no longer sees anything, a glass
in which nothing is any longer reflected, as pure untroubled
light by which nothing is illuminated.’?

In many Sikta works echoes of these ideas can be found.
T. E. Slater, in his suggestive work on The Higher Hinduism
in Relation to Christianity, says: ‘The Tantric idea of the pro-
duction of the universe by the blending of the male and
female principles—the quiescent and the active ($akt)—which
lies at the root of the whole later mythology of India, owes
its development to the popularisation of the Sankhya philo-
sophic idea of the union of the two principles Purusa (soul of
the universe) and Prakriti (the primordial essence and
evolvent of all things).”® The energy of Vishnu and Siva
was personified as a goddess and identified with Prakriti,
the primary source of the universe. The connubial rela-
tions between Devi and her husband were held to typify
the mystical union of the eternal principles, matter and
spirit, which produces the world. The self-existent Being is
regarded as single, solitary, impersonal, quiescent, inactive.
Once it becomes conscious and personal it is duplex and acts

! The Samkhya System, p. 78.
;g(z)ldenberg, Buddha, p. 67. Cp. Garbe, ‘Sankhya,” ERE, XI,
p. 192
‘op. cit., p. 5 n.
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through an associated female principle, which is conceived
as possessing a higher degree of activity and personality.
Sakti is the instrumental cause, Prakriti the material cause,
and Siva the efficient cause of the world.!

Sankhya thought was largely primitive, its forms being
governed by the imagination. There was no ethical content
to make it incompatible with the grossest conceptions of
popular belief. In the yoga prescribed for the attainment of
isolation (katvalya) rationalism and superstition are combined.
Salvation is offered to all four of the castes, and at first the
school of yoga was open even to outcastes. The Tantras
recognise no distinctions of caste or sex, and this provides
another link with the Sankhya system.

This dualistic philosophy, however, is less vigorous intel-
lectually than Vedantism, the philosophy of the Upanishads,
which taught the identity of the universal and the individual
atman. There were many schools of Vedanta thought,
modifications some in a more pantheistic and some in a
more theistic direction. It is true to say that in some form
or other it is the real philosophy of most Indians, and
among those must be included many Saktas. Woodroffe has
suggested that Sikta teaching ‘occupies in some sense a
middle position between the dualism of the Sankhya and
Sankara’s ultra-monistic interpretation of the Vedanta.'?
Sankarichdrya, in commenting on the Vedanta sitras of
Badarayana, which came from the fourth or fifth century,
gave to them a strong monistic emphasis. The material
world is regarded as pure illusion (m@yd). The human soul
is identical with Brahman, the Absolute. Tat tvam asi,
“Thou art that’ On the other hand, another school of
commentators, probably less true to the original meaning
of the Upanishads themselves than Sankara, gave to the sitras
a more theistic meaning, and prepared the way for warm-
hearted devotion to a personal god. The best-known philo-
sopher of this bhakti school is Ramanuja (¢. 1100).

In the Sakta literature there are many traces of the
different strands of Vedanta teaching, but the goddess seems

1 Cp. Barth, Religions of India, p. 199.
2 S, p. 201. Cp. ibid., pp. 9, 94 fi.; Glasenapp, Brahma und
Buddha, p. 155.
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always to be regarded in a more personal manner than is
reconcilable with pure monism. In the poetry there are fine
examples of bhakti piety, and occasionally even direct
protests against the idea that personal identity will ultimately
be lost. Ramprasad cries:

What is the worth of salvation if it means absorption, the mixing
of water with water! Sugar I love to eat, but I have no wish to
become sugar.!

What the worshipper in general seeks is union with the
Devi. In many places the Tantras teach that after the
performance of the right ceremonies he actually becomes
Devi. A few works like the Prapaiichasara Tantra and the
Sarada-tilaka are mainly Sankhya in thought,? but the great
majority are Vedinta in sympathy.

The more specifically religious interest must have helped the
popularity of Sakta ideas. The old Vedic gods had declined
in importance. Brahman had come to be the Unknown, the
Impersonal, the Inert, a god of philosophy who could only
be described by negatives.? Gradually Vishnpu and Siva
came into prominence, both of them supreme personal
gods, more able to satisfy the needs of the human heart.
But the theological defenders of these gods held that the
highest condition of being is complete quiescence and
inactivity, as well as complete oneness, solitariness and
impersonality. Vishnu, it is true, came near to men in his
avataras, his descents or incarnations. Siva was often pictured
as asleep; ‘like a corpse,” according to one of the Puranas.
His consort, therefore, came to be regarded as the personal
deity in whom faith could rest. Devi was seen and near, and
in addition to her terrifying aspects, there was, particularly
in Bengal, a domestic and genial side, which made her
worship ‘religiously supremely attractive.’*

Nicol Macnicol has suggested that female deities are more
capable than others of being identified with ideas, when early

1 BRLS, XV, p. 40. The spirit of the poem is perhaps Vaishnava
rather than Sakta. But Ramprasad is usually a theist.

2 Cp. Avalon, Principles of Tantra, Pt. 11, Preface, p. xv.

3 Cp. Glasenapp, Brahma und Buddha, p. 123.

¢ D. C. Sen, HBLL, p. 251.
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speculation is struggling to find some medium of expression.
That may, perhaps, be so. He is certainly right in saying
that Saktism ‘answers to many fears and passions that are
deep in the human soul, and seem to be a part of the
universe.’!

1 Indian Theism, pp. 185, 187.



CHAPTER VIII

THE BACKGROUND IN BENGAL (A)

THE natural and historical background has not always been
sufficiently taken into consideration in tracing the development
of religious ideas. In the case of Saktism its study proves
particularly illuminating. The uncertainty of the divine is
one of the notes most frequently struck. The priest in
Rabindranath Tagore’s play, Sacrifice, exclaims: ¢ Our Mother
is all caprice. She knows no law. Our sorrows and joys are
mere freaks of her mind.” A somewhat similar idea occurs in
Sankara’s commentary on the Vedanta sitras. Brahman, it is
said, has neither desire nor love; how then should the world
ever have been created? ‘The activity of the Lord,’ says
Sankara, ‘may be supposed to be mere sport proceeding from
its own nature, without reference to any purpose.’! How
such a conception of the divine came to possess men will be
better understood if conditions in Bengal are remembered.
What Gilbert Murray tells us of Greece applies also to India.

The best seed-ground for superstition is a society in which the
fortunes of men seem to bear practically no relation to their merits
and efforts. A stable and well-governed society does tend, roughly
speaking, to ensure that the Virtuous and Industrious Apprentice shall
succeed in life, while the Wicked and Idle Apprentice fails. And in
such a society people tend to lay stress on the reasonable and visible
chains of causation. But in a country suffering from earthquakes, or
pestilence, in a court governed by the whim of a despot, in a district
which is habitually the seat of a war between alien armies, the
ordinary virtues of diligence, honesty and kindliness seem to be of no
avail. The only way to escape destruction is to win the favour of the
prevailing powers, take the side of the strongest invader, flatter the
despot, placate the Fate or Fortune or angry God that is sending the
earthquake or the pestilence. The Hellenistic period pretty certainly

1 11, 8, 32-33, SBE, XXXIV.
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falls in some degree under all of these categories. And one result is
the sudden and enormous spread of the worship of Fortune.!

The influence of geography on religion and politics is now
realised. To the climate may be traced, in part at least, what
a Westerner often regards as the too sensuous emphasis of
the Indian. ‘The physical facts of India, the blazing sun, the
enervating rains, have coloured their mental outlook,” says the
Montagu-Chelmsford Report.?2 Anderson traces the physical
and moral decay produced in the fine manly Indo-Chinese
invaders of Assam and Eastern Bengal to the soft, enervating
and malarious conditions into which they came.? The peoples
who entered India from Central Asia were similarly affected.
The situation in rural Bengal has been thus graphically
described by Edward Thompson:

The peasant is fighting a losing battle. One year the heavens are
shut and there is drought. The rivers are empty sands. Famine
follows; and incalculable misery. The next year it rains in excess,
and the vast watercourses swell with huge floods. The streams feel
their way along their banks till they come to the sandhead which
blocks an old course—Bengal is full of these ‘blind rivers,” as they
are called. Here the water checks a moment, like a darkened mind
groping and feeling. Some dim memory stirs that once, it may be a
century ago, the way was here; then the waters gather together and
plunge through. A village, two miles from the main river, living in
security all these years, beside its ‘blind river,” will wake at midnight
to find a shoreless sea heaving and thrusting at the mud walls. This
experience may be repeated, not once, but often in one Rains, as if
Nature were on ogress, watching till the folk had put together some
makeshift shelter of palm-leaves and mud, to dash it to ground again.
So the long, bitter fight goes on. The people, after centuries of this,
have become patient, uncomplaining, hopeless. . . . But there come
years when Nature seems caressing, indeed a Mother; when the rain
is neither too much nor too little, but just sufficient. The fields are
filled, the mud huts stand. It is not strange that Bengal should think
of God as Mother; yet. . . should think of her with fear, as capricious
and sometimes terribly cruel.t

¢*Nature,’ says Bamfylde-Fuller, ‘often appears to overhang
humanity as a tormenting spirit. . . . Death steps alongside
life. . . . Village life has its 1dyllic side; the promise of harvest
is gilded by brilliant sunlight; in their cottages the poor have

1 Four Stages of Greek Religion, pp. 112-14,
2 Cp. Lovett, Indian Nationalist Movement, p. 19.
3 Anderson, ‘Assam,” ERE, 11, p. 135. ¢ BRLS, pp. 15-16.
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joys which are unknown in the slums and alleys of Europe.
But Nature, which gives the increase, also appears to destroy
it, and the deities that inspire her forces present themselves
to the popular imagination in shapes that are cruel and repul-
sive.”! In a novel by Navin Chandra Sen, entitled Bhanumati,
according to Anderson, ‘the sense of the mingled horror and
rapture of Sakti worship is expressed in a way that no mere
description by a foreigner could convey,’ and at the beginning
reference is made to the cyclone and tidal wave which over-
whelmed Chittagong in 1897.

The tale opens with a singularly beautiful and poetic description
of the smiling aspect of the Chittagong coast in the late au