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ABSTRACT

Catherine Jantine Veitch

MOTHER GODDESS WORSHIP IN INDIA

This thesis attempts to correlate economic, social and religious
factors in the development of Mother Goddess worship in India. The pre-
Rryan Indus Valley Civilization had a well-developed agricultural economy,
probably a matrilineal kinship system and was most 1ikely centered
around worship of the Mother Goddess. The conquering Rryan tribes had
a pasteral economy, a patrilineal kinship system and worshipped pre-
dominantly male Sky Gods. Indian civilization illustrates a merger of
these two opposing traditions. On the religious level, the Bréhmaqs
have carried out the dual process of Sanskritization of the Mother
Goddess: the Great Tradition has incorporated elements of fertility and
Mother Goddess worship and Sanskritized these elements; and non-aryan
tribes have incorporated Sanskrit names and legends in their worship of
local Mother Goddesses and have thereby 'legitimized' them on the folk
level. The thesis argues that Mother Goddess worship has had a continuous

historical development both in the Great and Little Traditions in India.
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INTRODUCTION

In the Kena Upanisad, dating from the seventh century B.C., a
myth is told concerning the Vedic gods Agni, Vayu and Indra, and their
encounter with the local goddess Uma Haimavati. The gods are exultant
because of a battle they have just won against the demons. They do
not realize, however, that their victory is really due to the power
of Brahman. When Bralman manifests Itself to them, they are unable
to recognize It. At last they appeal to Una to help them in this
identification. "It is indeed Brahman," she says. "Through the
victory of Bralman alone have you attained glory."1

This myth is highly significant for several reasons. Pralman
ig portrayed as the unification of two religious traditions: the
Aryan tradition, symbolized by the Vedic gods; and the non—Zryan
tradition, symbolized by Umé.' Since Uma is a goddess of non-Aryan
origin (witness her local character, daughter of Mount Himalaya, and
her sudden appearance in the Vedic literature), her presence in this
hymn indicates that by roughly the seventh century B.C. the orthodox

Brahman tradition was recognizing non-Aryan beliefs. Thereby a

lena Upanigad IV.l. Swami Nikhilananda, tr. and ed.
The Upanisads, Harper Torchbooks. The Cloister Library (New York:
Harper & Row Pub., 1964), p.101.




a "syncretistic juncture of the two antagonistic traditions had
already been achieved".l This passage also shows that the belief
in the supreme importance, necessity and efficacy of the sacrifice
was breaking down, since the three gods, described here as less
knowledgeable than Uma, were traditionally those most important in
the Vedic sacrificial rites. Finally, this non—ﬁryan goddess proved
herself superior to the highest representatives of the Vedic gods
in her esoteric knowledge of the highest Truth. She was no
initiate into traditional Vedic wisdom, yet she proved herself
superior to such wisdom,

The emphasis in this thesis will be on the development of
Mother Goddess worship in India as evidenced through religious myths;
such as the one recounted above, as well as through religious
practices, cults and artistic representations. From this analysis, I
wish to draw conclusions regarding both the social and economic
structures of ancient India-and the concomitant religious developments.
My analysis is based on the assumption that religion, a part of the
larger ideological order of the society, is a metaphorical represen-
tation of underlying social and economic factors; religious changes
therefore reflect economic . and social changes. We will argue that
the differentiation of society in India into a class of religious
specialists, the Bréhma?s, and religious laymen, the people, was and
is the result of the development of the early Eryans from a tribal

scciety to a peasant society. 1In this development the religious

Heinrich Zimmer, The Art of Indian Asia. Bollingen Series XXXIX
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1964), p. 108.




tradition of the Aryans, a predominantly tribal religion emphasizing
Sky Gods and reflecting a male-~dominant kinship system, became merged
with an autochthonous peasant religion, stressing worship of the
Mother Goddess and reflecting a female-dominant kinship structure.
The autochthonous peasant religion in India has roots going
back both to primitive hunting and gathering societies which worshipped
the earth as Tellus Mater, and to early agricultural societies which
tended to have more advanced Mother Goddess and fertility cults.
The Indus Valley Civilization, a peasant society which flourished
from ¢. 2500-1500 B.C., sanctioned the worship of the Mother Goddess.
The religious emphases of this civilization have survived down to
the present day amongst various indigenous tribes in India and have
as well been synthesized into the Kryan religious structure. There
is also evidence that certain non-Aryan tribes had matriarchal
kinship systems. 1In such a social system, the original ancestor
as well as the local patron.deity tends to be female rather than
male, hence the social structure and religious structure reinforce
each other,
The more modern cultural tradition has developed mainly
from the early Rryan tribal society in India from 1500 B.C. The
Aryans in their religious tradition emphasized the sky rather than
the soil, and their kinship system was patriarchal. However, from
early times, especially with the settlement of the Ganges River
Valley, a gradual shift in the Vedic literature and worship occurs:
the strictly male-oriented religious tradition increasingly included

Mother Goddess elements. This can be seen as a result of both the



gradual incorporation of indigenous tribes and their religious
traditions (goddess-oriented) into the folds of Aryan society, and
the shift in Rryan society towards a more advanced agricultural
economy.'

Ve shall trace this syncretism through the increasing
importance of the Mother Goddess in the Rg Veda, Atharva Veda,
Bréhmagas, Upanisads, Epics and finally the Purigas and Tantras,
Slowly her functions and abilities became differentiated. Myth-
ologies and artistic representations of these goddesses increased.
From being a consort of a male deity she became a deity in her own
right. Brahmans came to recognize the older traditional beliefs
of the peasants, and through the process of Sanskritization,
legitimized the Mother Goddess as a Hindu deity. As giva increased
in importance in the Vedic pantheon, so did his consorts such as
Uma, Durga, Parvati and Kali. These goddesses had roots in non-
Aryan cults. Their inclusion in the Aryan pantheon represents
their official legitimization in the Great Tradition. The process
of Sanskritization in the Little Tradition is to be found in the
worship of the Gramadevatds or Village Mothers in rural India on the
folk level. It is generally held that Gramadevata worship is
essentially a non-ﬁryan tradition.1 These goddesses have undergone
a process of Sanskritization at the hands of the Brahmans whereby

they have been assimilated into the Hindu pantheon.

lMircea Eliade, Yoga: Tmmortality and Freedom, trans. by
W. R, Trask, Bollingen Series LVI (New York: Pantheon Books, Inc.,
1958), p. 349,




It has been stated that in a peasant system, as distinguished
from a tribal society, the state as a centralized institution arises
and society itself becomes stratified.l Functional differentiation
develops,-and political, economic and religious concerns are increas-
ingly handled by specialists. Religion in such a society serves to
support the peasant ecosystem and social structure. 1In addition, it
provides a framcwork for the larger ideological order, in which

religious specialists relate the religious beliefs of the peasantry

to the larger order.2

The religious traditions of the peasants and the specialists
are often very different as they arise in different social and
economic contexts and fulfill different needs. The religious spec-
ialists tend to innovate, while the peasant groups tend to retain
traditional religious forms. Hence the interrelationship between
the religious elite and the populace often takes the form of a
syncretism of beliefs; an older tradition and a more modern
tradition merge, each affecting the other.3

In India the Bréhmaps have been the religious specialists
whose orthodox religious tradition has differed considerably from
that of the peasants, especially the autochthonous non-gryan peasant

groups in rural India. The development of Hinduism reflects a

J‘!*l'arshall D. Sahlins, Tribesmen, Foundations of Modern
Anthropology Series (Englewood CIiffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall Inc.,
1968), p. 6.

2Eric R. Wolf, Peasants, Foundations of Modern Anthropology
Series (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall Inc., 1966), pp. 100-103.

3Ibid., p. 103.



syncretism of beliefs of these two different traditions. The
follewing study of the Mother Goddess in India will be conducted
from this perspective., We will examine non-Aryan and Zryan social,
economic.and religious structures, with our main emphasis upon the
presence and development of the Mother Goddess in the latter. The
Mother Goddess and her process of Sanskritization .in both Great
and Little Traditions will be the focus from which the merging of

these two traditions will be studied.



CHAPTER I

THE NON-ARYAN TRADITION IN INDIA

Introduction to Mother Goddess Worship
in the Ancient World

Worship of the Mother Goddess can be traced back to the
earliest stages of human society. Figurines of pregnant females
with exaggerated sexual features have been found among remnants of
hunting and gathering societies dating from the Upper Paleolithic
period. These figurines have been interpreted as symbolic expressions
of fertility cults and the worship of the Earth Goddess prevalent
among these early human societies.1

In the earliest phases of human society, which were charac-
terized by an absence of agricultural knowledge and techniques,
collective labour was necessary for the survival of the group. A
surplus of people could always move away, but too few people meant
death for the group. Production of the necessities of life was
synonymous with the reproduction of the group.2 Both production

and reproduction were unstable, however, as agricultural methods

were not yet known and the infant mortality rate was extremely high,

lRalph Linton, The Tree of Culture (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1964), p. 140,

2George Thomson, Studies in Ancient Greek Society: The
Prehistoric Aegean, Vol. I (London: ZLaurence & Wishart, 1961), p. 204,




The explanation of natural processes and the means of control over
nature, prevalent in these societies, were largely supernaturalistic
and anthropomorphic.l

The division of labour amongst these early hunting and
gathering societies usually dictated that the men were the hunters,
while the women were left to gather vegetables, berries, fruit and
seeds near the camp.2 Hence women were from the beginning more
directly associated with the soil than were men.

Many early hunting and gathering societies worshipped the
earth as Tellus Mater. The lack of agricultural knowledge caused
them to regard the production and produce of the soil as mysterious
and sacred. While Mother Goddess worship can thus be traced to
pre-agricultural societies, it was only with the development of
agricultural techniqges that more specialized divinities of agriculture
and harvesting slowly took the place of the earlier divinities of
the soil,

The discovery of agriculture marked a higher level of
society. Both the clearing and keeping clear of a plot of land and
the fighting off of wild animals and nomadic tribes required coll-
ective settlement, Again, safety lay in numbers.3 The crops were
tended by women, and were blessed or cursed by goddesses of the soil,

fertility and childbirth, Agriculture taught man the analogies

1E1mer R. Service, The Hunters, Foundations of Modern
Anthropology Series (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall Inc.,
1966), p. 82.

21bid., p. 10.

3Thomson, op. cit., p. 204,



between woman and the field, between the sexual act and sowing, and

illustrated the notion of life as rhythmic with death as a refurn

to the origins of life, the wcmb.1 These ideas can be seen in the

early and later iconography and mythologies of Mother Goddess cults.
The earliest traces of Mother Goddess worship date from

the Upper Paleolithic era. The Gravettian culture (so-named

because of the distinguishing blade-tools or gravettes) migrated

from Western Asia, the south Russian Plain and the Valley of the

Don to eastern and central Europe in the beginning of the Upper

Paleolithic era.2 This culture introduced small female figurines

of bone, ivory, stone and bas-relief, commonly called Venuses, as

well as its agricultural tools to Europe. The bodily features of

these Venuses tended to be exaggerated, while the often featureless

head was ignored. In moving to central and western Europe, the

bodies of the Mother Goddess became cruder and more conventionalized.

Traces of red ochre appear on some of these figurines, such as the

Willendorf of Venus, and the emphasis was very clearly on the

sexual features. Red pigment was widely used in Paleolithic ritual

as a life-giving agent, the substitute of blood.3
Numerous headless clay female statuettes have been discovered

in northern Iraq near the ancient city of Ninevah in the Chalcolithic

mound Tell Arpachiyah, which dates to before 4000 B.C.% These are

lMircea Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, trans. by
Rosemary Sheed, Meridian Books (Cleveland: The World Publishing Co.,
1970), p. 361.

The following information is largely based upon E. 0. James,
The Cult of the Mother Goddess (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, Pub.,
1959), pp. 13-40.

3'I'homson, op. cit., p. 210.
AJames, op cit., p. 23.
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very similar to the Venuses, with large breasts and hips and slender
waists. The squatting position of many of these figurines indicates
childbirth, As in the Paleolithic Venuses, the head was rarely
depicted, the body shows a tendency towards conventionalization, and
red pigment was often used. Even though these figurines are often
inferior in technique and design, they do show a continuity with the
Gravettian prototypes and provide a 1ink with the Paleolithic and
later Chalcolithic and Bronze Age statuettes in Anatolia, Crete and
the Aegean in the west, and Persia,. Baluchistan and the Indus Valley
in the east.

Ir the Chalcolithic Age trade routes and common bonds of
culture united the ancient world.l Female statuettes, often very
similar in style to each other, have been discovered in a wide range
of countries from the Indus Valley to the Aegean because of this
cultural exchange. Whether they appear earlier or at somewhat later
dates, or in smaller or larger numbers, these figurines indicate
certain common religious developments and religious symbols based
upon the parallel development of agricultural techniques. They are
most often interpreted as representing the Great Mother or Nature
Goddess, and were perhaps used as votive offerings or as cult images

in household shrines dedicated to her.2

1
Ygir John Marshall, Mohenjo-daro and the Indus Civilization,
Vol. I (London: Arthur Prubsthain, 1931), p. 50.

2
Loc. cit.
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Non-Aryan India

Modern social theory proposes the thesis that matriarchal
social conditions predominated in those groups which had advanced
from a food gathering economy to an agricultural economy. The
attainment of agriculture, a mode of production usually initiated
by women,1 vas a decisive step in counteracting the earlier
supremacy of the male. Agriculture involved the adoption of a
sedentary life as opposed to the nomadic life of the hunting and
gathering stages. As '"the mode of descent is correlated with the
mode of production",2 we usually find that early agricultural
societies were matrilineal in descent and matrilocal in residence.
These cultures usually also worshipped predominantly female deities.
There was thus a correlation between an agricultural mode of prod-
uction, a 'matriarchal' social structure,3 and the worship of
female deities, Some scholgrs hold that the worship of the Mother
Goddess in non-lryan India originated in such a matriarchal state
of society similar to that in which Astarte was conceived in Syria,

Cybele in Asia Minor and Isis in Egypt.4 Further evidence of this

thesis may also be found in the fact that contemporary India contains

numerous matriarchal tribes and castes whose mode of production is

agricultural.

1Thomson, op. cit., p. 42,

2Tbid., p. 41.

3Hereafter we shall use 'matriarchy' to denote matrilineal
descent and/or matrilocal residence.

“Marshall, op. cit., p. 51.

11



12
Ehrenfels has compiled a list of more than one hundred

matriarchal tribes and castes in India.1 The Khasis, for example,
were the most important representatives of the north-east group of
Indien matriarchal groups. Each of the tribes belonging to the
Khasis was divided into two to six principally endogamous sub-groups
which were composed of exogamous clans or units. The basic socia;
unit of the Khasi was called Mahari, 'Motherhood'.2 All of the
clansmen traced their descent to the same female ancestor, Ki Jawbei
Tynrei, 'mother of the root'. A popular saying explained that "from
the woman sprang the clan".3 Three generations of females constituted
the most important members of each household unit in the sub-clan.
The husbande matrilocally lived in the household of the wives or
else, under the system of visiting marriage, in the household of the
mothers, The mother was the only owner of property, , and daughters
were the inheritors of the mother's property. The religion of the
Khasis was centered around a female deity who was believed to be the
creative force of the univérse. The various spirits and demons who
were approached in times of need were also female.4

Amongst the Parayan, a depressed class of labourers and serfs

15, R. Ehrenfels, Mother-Right in India (London: Oxford
University Press, 1941)

2Robert Briffault, The Mothers, abridged by G. R. Taylor
(Lcndon: George Allen & Unwen Ltd., 1959), p. 68.

3Thomson, op. cit., p. 133,

AEhrenfels, op. cit., pp. 36-37; P. R. T. Gurdon, The Khasis
(London: David Nutt, 1907)



who were spread all over India, inheritance was traced partially
through the female line. Three categories of divine mothers were
worshipped by the Parayans: (1) The Ammas who were represented
by seven stones on platforms under margosa trees and who were
worshipped collectively; (2) the Gramadevatas who were single,
individualized mothers identical with the local Gramadevatas of the
village and who each had a statue in the Parayan's temples; and
(3) Mariattal and Gangammal who were both goddesses of contagious
diseases such as cholera and especially smallpox.1

Amongst the Nayars of Kerala the matriarchal joint family
system has almost completely died out., Yet this group can be seen
as ancther very ancient matrilineal caste, with descent and property
being traced through the mother.2

Matrilocal marriage was practiced until recently in certain

autochthonous tribes in India where Hindu customs had not completely

13

overlaid the original institutions. This was the case with the Gonds,

the Santals and the M’undas.3 Polyandry has also been practiced by

various non-Aryan tribes in India, such as the Khonds and the Santals.

Amongst the Aryan Jats and Rajputs, the latter being the aristocratic
class of the former, fraternal polyandry has been very widespread.4

Certain traces of earlier matriarchal conditions of society

lEhrenfels, op. cit., pp. 52-55.

2Ibid., pp. 60-61,

3Briffault, op. cit., p. 68,

“1b1d., pp. 136-137,
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can be found in much of Hindu literature, Such traces are an
indication of non—lryan influences upon early Aryan society. For
example, the marked initiative of Yami towards her brother Yama
(R.V. X, 10,3,7,11)1 is a matriarchal trait, even though the position
is revised in other instances. The idea of women initiating court-
ship is found in Sanskrit and Sanskritized poetry, and this complete
reversal of the Vedic and Epic tradition would seem to have origin-
ated from some indigenous source.2 In certain parts of India, for
example among the Jats in Rampur, proposals of marriage had to come
from the girl's side.3

There are frequent references to a plurality of husbands in
the Vedic hymns. In the Vedic family brothers tended to live together
even after the death of their father, and the eldest brother was the
representative of the others, This arrangement is usually associated
with polyandry. Certain references indicate that a man would have
the right of access to his &ife's sisters.4 Evidence of polyandry
can be seen in the Mahabharata,where the five Pandava brothers

shared one wife. In speaking of this marriage, Yudhishthira said:

1g. T. H. Griffith, The Hymns of the Rig Veda, Vol. II
(Benares: E., J. Lazarus & Co., 1897), pp. 392-393.

2Agehananda Bharati, The Tantric Tradition (London: Rider
& Co., 1965), p. 206.

3Oscar Lewis, Village Life in Northern India. Vintage Books
(New York: Random House Inc., 1965), p. 159.

4

Briffault, op. cit., pp. 138-139,
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"Let us follow in the way that has been traced by the illustrious
of former ages; this practice has been established, it is to be
regarded as old and eternal,"

The survival of the custom of marrying the daughter of the
maternal uncle, called menarikam, in certain parts of South India,
reflects a matriarchal social organization.2 For when property
was transmitted through the female, then a father would be pleased
to marry his daughter to his sister's son, the heir to the family
property. In the Mahibharata we learn how amongst the Brag;as the
nephews rather than the sons inherited the property. This custom
of marrying the daughter of the maternal uncle has also been
referred to in Baudhayan Dharamsutra (I.1.19-26) and in the
Tantravatika of Kumarila of the seventh century A.D.3

According to the Mahavastu, the éékyas used to marry their

4

sisters. This is also an indication of matriarchal societies.
In R.V. VI. 55.4,5 there are references to brother and sister unions.>
In the Dasarath Jataka, Sit3 is represented as the sister as well as

the wife of Rama. There are also many Buddhist stories of sister

marriages.6

Yguoted in Tbid., p. 138.

2N.N.Bhattacharya, "Saktism and Mother-Right", in The Sakti Cult
and Tard, ed. by D.C. Sircar (Calcutta: Calcutta University Press, 1967),
p. 66,

3p. V. Kane, History of Dharmasastra,Vol.II (Poona: 1941), pp.459-460.

by, 3. Jones, The Mahavastu, Vol.I (London: 1949), p. 296.

Sriffith, op. cit., p. 626.

6Bhattacharya, op. cit., pp. 66-67,
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The autochthonous tribes of India are generally considered
to be at an early stage of agricultural economy. Many of these
tribes have shown traces of matriarchal social structures and worship
of mother goddesses. These elements influenced the economic and
religious development of Aryan society in India. We must now turn
to the Indus Valley Civilization to find the origin of matriarchal
and mother goddess influences both in non-Aryan India and in Eryan
culture itself.

Mother Goddess Worship
in the Indus Valley Civilization

At the end of the fourth millenium B.C. the great tracts of
alluvial land in the valleys of the Indus River and its tributaries
were colonized by Neolithic-Chalcolithic groups of people. The
earliest agricultural settlements that have been found are in north,

central and southern Balﬁchistén.l

The evidence of this early
settlement of the Indus Valley is especially important in terms of
the increased agricultural productivity made possible by the
exploitation of the rich flood plains and hence the increased
population and population expansion.

The area covered by the Indus Vailey Civilization is somewhat

less than half a million square miles. Most of the seventy sites

which have so far been discovered are situated on the plains of the

14, and R. Allchin, The Birth of Indian Civilization
(Marmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books Ltd., 1968), p. 101.
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Indus and its tributaries, or else on the banks of the now dry Habra
or Ghaggar River to the south of the Sutlej River.1 The two major
cities of the Indus Culture are Harappa on the left bank of the now
dry Ravi River and Mohenjo-daro on the right bank of the Indus, 250
miles from its mouth.

The Harappans had well-developed agricultural and irrigational
methods which enabled them to exploit to the full the alluvial plains
of the Indus. The agricultural surplus thus achieved could be used
for commercial purposes. As a result, we are not surprised to find
evidence of a well-developed system of trade and commerce extending
beyond the borders of the empire and involving contacts with other
civilizations.2

The cultural uniformity of the Indus Valley Civilization,
both throughout the several centuries when it flourished and over the
large area 1t covered, is perhaps its most striking feature. This is
most clearly seen in the uniformity of town planning from one end of
the empire to the other. This uniformity suggests that it was a
single centralized state rather than being made up of independent
comnunities, and that there was a continuity of govermment throughout
its history.3 The discrepancy in the size of many of the houses
would seem to indicate a class structure. Large dwellings are

usually found at a distance from the granaries, while smaller dwellings

Y1bid., p. 127.

21bid., p. 270.

3Stuart Piggott, Prehistoric India (London: Cassel and Co. Ltd.,
1962), p. 152,
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are located nearer the granaries. These smaller units might have
been-inhabited by the workers.l

From the general knowledge we have of cultures at the level
of development of the Indus Valley Civilization, it would seem that
with the attainment of an economic surplus, both the population and
social stratification increase in direct proportion to one another.
The increases in population and surplus demand the development of
an administrative apparatus for distributing the surplus and managing
the technological structure of the society, such as the irrigation
system, etc.2 It is generally thought that priest-kings or a
priestly oligarchy controlled the economy, civil government and
religious life of the Harappan state. The dominance of this priestly
class would have been based on their special expertise. Thus, as in

Mesopotamia and Egypt, the culture was probably theocratic in nature.3

11bid., p.171.

2Elman R. Service, Primitive Social Organization (New York:
Random House, 1962). :

Morton H. Fried, The Evolution of Political Society (New
York: Random House, 1967). Fried lists certain initiating conditions
of restricted access to basic resources, which in turn gives rise to
the emergence of stratification and the State: population pressure;
contraction or sharp natural alteration of basic resources; shifts
in subsistence patterns arising from such factors as technological
change or the impingement of a market system; development of
managerial roles as an aspect of a social and ceremonial system, etc.
(p. 196),

Gerhard Lenski, Power and Privilege (New York: McGraw-Hill
Book Co., 1966). Lenski defines privilege as possession or control
of a portion of the surplus produced by a society, TFrom this. it
follows that privilege is largely a function of power.(p. 45).

3Allchin, op. cit., p. 137.
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The Great Bath at Mohenjo-daro provides partial evidence for
the presence of a theocracy in the Indus Valley Culture.l The Great
Bath consists of a several-storied building surirounding an open
courtyérd which in turn contains a large rectangular tank 23 x 39 x 8
feet. A flight of steps to the bottom of the tank is located at each
end, The Great Bath could not have been used solely for sanitary
purposes, since most of the houses had bathrooms with running water.
Rather, it must have been constructed to fulfill ritual functions of
the culture,.

A clue to these functions can be found in reference to ritual
tanks in the early literature of the Aryans in India. ‘Pushkara or
'lotus-ponds' were constructed throughout the early historic period
to adjoin temples. These ponds were used for ritual baths and
purification rites, but were also used to consecrate early Indian
priests and kings. The steps of the Bath can be compared to the
steps, ghat, of places of pilgrimage, and the actual word for place
of pilgrimage, tirtha, implies that water had to be forded in order
to arrive at the holy spot. Hence there are connections between the
Great Bath and later holy tanks.

Another function of the pushkara mentioned in early sources
links 1t with primitive fertility rites. The apsaras, water-deities,

resided in the pushkaras. The apsaras were lovely water-nymphs skilled

1The following set of ideas is based largely upon D. D. Kosambi,
Ancient India, Pantheon Books (New York: Random House, Inc., 1965).
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in song and dance who would consort with men and would inevitably be
responsible for the downfall of heroes. Some ancient Indian dynasties
claimed to have been descended from the brief union of an apsaras and
a particular hero. Apsaras never entered into permanent relationships
with humans. Kosambi postulates that the small rooms surrounding the
Great Bath were used for ritual cohabitation between the male bathers
and female attendants, comparable to apsaras, who were devotees of the
Mother Goddess to whom the complex was dedicated. This would be
analogous to the temples of Ishtar in Babylon and Sumer where girls
would participate in similar rituals. TIshtar herself was eternal
virgin and seductress. She was a Mother Goddess, but never a wife.
The citadel mound can, in this case, be compared to the Mesopotaﬁian
ziggurat. The presence of such a Mother Goddess can further be
confirmed by the small often grotesque terracotta figurines found in
pre-Indus villages as well as in Harappan sites, who would seem to be
representations of a goddes; of birth as well as death. All of these
facts contribute to the theory that the Great Bath was constructed for
worship of the Mother Goddess and that its priests were her devotees.
To widen our perspective in an attempt to view the role of the
priests of the Mother Goddess within the social and economic structure
of the Indus Valley Civilization, Kosambi poses certain questions
regarding the relatively static level of economic development of this
culture. For example, why were more advanced foreign tools and
agricultural innovations, such as canal irrigation and deep ploughing,

not adopted? Such methods would have increased the crop yield
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considerably. A possible answer is that the merchants themselves could
not have profited from such innovations, as the land and the crop yields
were directly owned and controlled by the priesthood. Theocracies have
traditiorally opposed innovation, and so change would not have been
profitable for the merchant class., The merchants could accumulate their
profits individually, but there is no evidence of one major palatial
structure in any of the Indus cities, and hence the presence of a king
who levied taxes upon the merchants is to be doubted.

The rural agriculturalists and the priesthood controlling the
revenue of the land were worshippers of the Mother Goddess. The totem
animals and humans depicted on the merchants' seals are, however, male.
This leads to the conclusion that the traders developed their own
secondary cults which excluded the Mother Goddess. In other words, the
fact that the seals portray exclusively male animals and the rare human
male figure, and the figurings are exclusively female, indicates that
they were the objects of worship of two different classes of people
living simultaneously in the Indus Valley. Kosambi postulates that the
trader class who worshipped the seals were destroyed by the invaders at
the end of the Harappa Civilization, while the rural population, the
women and the lower classes and their cults, centered around the
figurines, survived as wives and slaves of the invaders.l Hence while

the urban culture of the Indus Civilization largely disappeared, the

1D. D. Kosambi, Myth and Reality (Bombay: Popular Prakashan,
1962), p. €8,
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rural elements involving worship of the Mother Goddess remained, and
were slowly assimilated into the Zryan tradition.

There is actually a wide variety of evidence which discloses
many of the religious emphases, both urban and rural, of this culture,
From the evidence of seals, copper tablets, sculptures and pottery
which have been discovered at Harappan sites, certain items emerge
which probably had religious significance. One of the most frequent
figures is that of a horned deity who is often surrounded by animals
and seated in a lotus position. The animals, the plant-like growth
between the deity's horns and the fact that he is ithyphallic all
indicate that he was a fertility deity. Both the form and symbolism
of the figure indicate that it is a prototype of Siva in his aspect
as Pasupati, Lord of Beasts and Prince of Yoga.1

In Baluchistan certain phallic images have been discovered,
most notably a large representation of a phallus carved in stone at the
Mogul Ghundai mound close ta the Zhob River, and a large wvulva depicted
at the nearby Periano Ghundai mound.2 In the Indus Valley Civilization,
limestone conical liﬁgas, or representations of the male organ, have
been found. Many of these are very realistically modelled.3 Stone

rings called yoni, representing the vulva, have also been discovered.4

1Piggot, op. cit., p. 204,
23 p. ci 32
ames, op. cit., p. 32,
3Marshall, op. cit., PLl. xiii, 1, and xiv, 2 and 4.

b1p1d., p1. wiii, 7.
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Sometimes the lingas and yonis have been brought into conjunction to

represent the union of the two organs, for example in those depictions
of yoni bases of linga. The ring encircling certain gmall conical
baetyls has often been regarded as 222;.1 These phallic images seem
to have been involved in a fertility cult connecfed with the Mother
Goddess. Many scholars claim that this is the prototype of the later
Siva-Sakti cultz, as phallic worship is the most common form of
venerating Siva.

Numerous terracotta figurines have been found in pre-Harappan
settlements in Baluchistan and Sind, as well as in Indus Valley sites.
The most common subject depicted is Bos indicus, most often humped.
There are a few models of other animals such as sheep, birds and goats.3
Human figures are less common in the lower levels, but in the late
pre-Harappan periods there is an increasing number of distinctive
female figurines, for examp;e among the cities of the KullI Culture
of South Baldichistan. These show very little modelling of the body,
which often ends in a flat base, and are very similar to many images
found on the sites of the Minoan and Mycenaean cultures.4 The breasts,
neck, and head are heavily ornamented. The head is also very loosely

5 :
modelled, vhile the eyes are formed by deep stick incisions.  The

1James, op. cit., p. 36.

2B. P. Sinha, Evolution of Sakti Worship in India, Sircar, ed.

op. cit., p. 47.

3illchin, op. cit., pp. 302-303
4Mars‘nall, op. cit., p. 49.

Spiggott, op. cit., pp. 109-111.
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female figurines of the Zhob Culture have grim faces, often to the
point of being a grinning skull. These would seem to be an embodiment
of the Mother Goddess who is also guardian of the deadl and as such
would be an early prototype of Kali.

Numerous terracotta female figurines, often very similar to
pre-Harappan models, occur on all levels of the Indus Valley Civili-
zation. They frequently wear elaborate headdresses, and while many
are naked, some are clothed in ornaments or applique dresses. They
are sometimes depicted with children. Heads with horn-like appendages
appear on male and female bodies. These tend to be associated with

the horned figures portrayed on many seals, which are often interpreted

as deities.2

Some of the Indus Valley figurines, such as the woman kneading
dough or holding dishes, are probably toys having no religious
significance. Others who are carrying children or who are pregnant
may be ex-voto offerings fo£ the purpose of procuring offspring.3
The majority of the figurines, however, have usually been interpreted
as being tutelary divinities representing the Great Goddess of
fertility and vegetation despite the fact that there is no emphasis

of the generative organs as is common to most Mother Goddess cults.4

L1bid., p. 129,

2Al1chin, op. cit. pp. 303-304.
3Marshall, op. cit., p. 49.

4Sir Mortimer Wheeler, The Indus Civilization (Cambridge:
The University Press, 1953), p. 68.
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The phallic images, liégé_and yoni, provide part of the evidence of
fertility worship in the Indus Valley culture. These objects were

most likely connected with the Mother Goddess cult, since her major
attributes are those of fertility and fecundity.

The constant proximity of goddess and plant in archaic
iconography and mythology indicate that all over the ancient world
plants and trees symbolized "an inexhaustible source of cosmic
fertility".1 From its leaves, the tree depicted in the Harappan
seals has most often been interpreted as being the pipal tree.2
This tree is still worshipped widely all over India. It is known
as the tree of knowledge, bodhi or bo-tree, and under its leaves the
Buddha gained enlightenment. At Harappa and Mohenjo-daro two forms
of tree worship are represented. Firstly, the tree is worshipped in
its natural form; secondly the tree spirit is anthropomorphized.3

In India, sap-filled trees symbolize the constantly regenerative
powers of fertility and divine motherhood.4 The Harappan figurines are
of ten standing beside a ficus religiosa or else have a plant emerging
from their womb.5 This would indicate an identification between the
Goddess and fertility and vegetation. The representation of the

Goddess with a plant growing from her womb is closely paralleled by a

lEliade, Patterns, op. cit., p. 280,

2Marshall, op. cit., P. 64.

31bid., p. 65.

4Eliade, op. cit., p. 281.

SMarshall, op. cit., Pl. xii, 12, p. 52.
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terracotta relief from Bhita in the early Gupta period where the
Goddess is in a similar position but with a lotus issuing from her
neck rather than from her womb.l In certain Vedic and Puranic
creation myths, the divinity manifests himself or herself, and
often the universe, as issuing forth from a lotus floating upon
water.2 Further, the miraculous plant, soma, of the Indo-Iranians
was the symbol for life, fertility and regeneration.3

Many of the Harappan terracotta figurines wear a fan-shaped
headdesss with pannier-like side projections., Mackay has interpreted
the black stains on many of these headdresses as having been caused
by smoke. From this he has postulated that these figures were used
as small lamps in a Mother Goddess cult of whom they were a symbol.4
The fact that similar headdresses and pieces of jewelry occur on
female figurines from Neolithic and Bronze Age civilizations in
Syria and the Eastern Mediterranean would further support this
hypothesis.5 Another link between these figures and goddess cults
of other ancient cultures is that many have been painted with a red
slip or wash., This was also done in Ancient Egypt, Malta and

Mesopotamia to enhance the life-giving properties of the figurines.

11b14., p. 52.

2Eliade, op. cit., p. 281.

3Loc. cit,

4Ernest Mackay, ed., Further Excavations at Mohenjo-daro
(Delhi: 1938), p. 260.

5James, op. cit., p. 33.

61bid., p. 34.
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As household deities the figurines would have been worshipped
at family altars.l This is very similar to the Gramadevatas of
contemporary Hinduism who are the guardians of the house and village,
and preside over childbirth and daily needs. As such an image cult
was unknown to the Aryans, it may be traced back to the Indus
Civilization. A further similarity between the Harappan figurines
and the Gramadevatas is the fact that the Harappan goddess or goddesses
did not seem to have had a male counterpart, and if she did, he is
rarely brought into conjunction with the goddess in the icomography.
The Gramadevatas of rural India also do not have male counterparts.

The worship of the Mother Goddess or Gramadevatas in rural
India has had a long continuous past. It stretches back to the Indus
Valley Civilization where the Mother Goddess was worshipped by the
rural population and was the centre of the official religion of the
theocracy. When the Rryans conquered the Indus Valley, certain
elements of worship of the autochthonous peoples, namely the Mother
Goddess, were absorbed into the Rryan tradition, or at least allowed
to co-exist with the Kryan tradition. A two-fold process ensued
between the Aryan and non-Aryan traditions. The Brahmans reached
down and raised certain local goddesses to be included in the
Sanskrit tradition, while the non-Aryan tribes reached up to the
Sanskrit tradition and incorporated many of the names and myths of

the goddesses of the Great Tradition into their local cults, and hence

1Piggott, op. cit., p. 203,
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effected a merger on the folk level of the Great and Little Traditioms.
This dual process of Sanskritization was responsible for the continued

existence of the Mother Goddess from the Indus Valley Civilization onwards.



CHAPTER II

THE ARYAN TRADITION IN INDIA

Introduction to Tribal Society

Tribes are social formations that occupy a middle position
in the evolution of culture. Although more advanced than simple
hunting and gathering societies, they are nonetheless below the
level of technological society characterized by urbanization. We
intend to present some general anthropological information concerning
the economic, social and religious structures of tribal societies.
This information may serve as a background to the study of early
Aryan tribal society in India. Further, since our thesis involves a
close correlation between social, economic and religious structures
in both pastoral and agricuitural societies, represented in Kryan and
non-Aryan society in India, an examination of such factors in tribal
society in general and Aryan society in India in particular, is
essential,

In early tribal economies, most production is carried out for
the benefit of the producers or for the purpose of discharging kinship
obligations , rather than for the purpose of exchange or private gain.
"A corollary is that de facto control of the means of production is

1

decentralized, local and familial in primitive society."™ Producers

Ywolf, op. cit., p. 3.
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control the means of production, including their own labour, and also
exchange their labour and the products of their labour for goods and
services of other tribesmen.l In reference to these transactions in
particular and to tribal economic relations in general , material
utility tends to be deemphasized, while the social benefits of the
transaction are emphasized much more strongly. Many tribes exhibit
different types of reciprocal gift giving, which are instrumental
exchanges which establish bonds of solidarity between people and social
groups. "A transaction always has an instrumental co-efficient: it is
socially negative or positive. . . An exchange is inevitably a social
strategy. Therefore, reciprocity, or some approximation to it, domin-
ates tribal economics."?

Tribal social structure is usually based on kinship, which is
basically a social relation of nonviolence and cooperation.3 Kinship
also serves to maintain a level of economic cooperation as well as a
level of social cooperation. On the interpersonal level, various
kinds of 'classificatory kinship systems' influence the structure and
interraction amongst the members of the tribe. The social similarity
of the members is defined and reinforced in a common kinship class-

ification. On the level of group organization, tribal descent groups

are a further example of the cohesive functions of the kinship system.

1Loc. cit.

2Sahlins, op. cit., p. 9.

31b1d., pp. 10-12.
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Intermarriage of descent groups illustrate how kinship can result in
tribal alliances. Hence the smallest social units are usually house-
holds made up of cohesive kinship groups forming local lineages.
Lineages fdrm village communities, villages form regional confedera-
cies which are the tribes themselves set in a wider inter-tribal
sphere.1 All of the social groupings can be reduced to different
lines of kinship.

An interesting study of the correlations between marriage
systems and economic systems among five hundred and fifty-two separate
primitive groups and cultures from around the world indicates that
tribal groups characterized by the above economic and social structures
tend to be patriarchal and patrilineal, In a book entitled The Material

Culture and Social Institutions of the Simpler Peoples, the authors

"suggest that the matrilineal system on the whole slightly predominates
among the Hunters and the patrilineal decidedly among Pastoralists,
while the two are nearly balanced among Agricultural peoples. . ."2
The authors combine these data concerning rules of descent with data
concerning rules of marital residence and conclude on the basis of the

same sample of cultures "that the maternal principle predominates

among the hunting peoples, the paternal in the pastoral stage, while

11bid., pp. 15-16.

2L. T. Hobhouse, G. C. Wheeler, and M, Ginsberg, The Material
Culture and Social Institutions of the Simpler Peoples (London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd., 1965), p. 151,
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among agricultural peoples the two are nearly balanced."l A further
authority on primitive culture concludes that 'one gross correlation
that has considerable empirical support . . . (is that) among stock-
raising populations the status of woman is almost uniformly one of
decided and absolute inferiority."2 It has been said that "the cow
is the enemy of matriliny, and the friend of patriliny".3

A number of studies also indicate that there are definite
connections between economic systems and social structures on the
one hand, and religious structures on the other hand. While different
tribal groups have different sets of religious beliefs, it is usually
the case that tribes at a very early level of agricultural development
worship the sky and celestial powers which control the life-giving
rain.4 If agricultural knowledge and techniqes are not known, and

hence irrigation not practiced, certainly in arid areas especially

1 he figures cited are as follows: (p. 153)

Maternal Paternal Intermixed
Hunters 30 18 22
Pastoral 1 10 3
Agricultural - 44 47 19

2Robert H. Lowie, Primitive Society (New York: Liveright
Publishing Corporation, 1947), p. 193.

3Jack Goody, "Kinship, II",International Encyclopedia of the
Social Sciences, ed. by David L. Sills, 8 (New York: Crowell Collier
and Macmillan Inc., 1968), p. 405.
David F. Aberle, "Matrilineal Descent in Cross-Cultural
Perspective", Matrilineal Kinship, ed. by David M. Schneider and
Kathleen Gough (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1961), pp. 655-727.

4E. 0. James, The Worship of the Sky God (London: University of
London, 1963), p. 20.
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it is logical that early tribal groups would worship a Sky-God
responsible for weather in general and rain in particular. This is

the case with many tribal groups from the Neolithic period., The
Sky-God has tended to be detached from the world and its affairs, and
yet in his connection with the atmosphere, air and wind he was regarded

as omnipotent and omniscient.l

The Krzans

The early Aryans in India are an example of pastoral tribal
society. There are many different types of pastoralism. Research
indicates .that the Aryans were very similar to Mongol pastoralism,
which as a specialized cultural type emerged out of the more generalized
herding, hunting and farming culture of the Bronze Age of northern Asia.2
The traditional pastoral village of the Mongols was made up of extended
families each under a patriarch. Upon marriage residence was patrilocal.
Kinship was and still is detérmined in the patriline., The men tended
the herds and decided upon the important issues concerning the tribe,
Traditionally all of the component families of a Mongol village "were
related by descent and were grouped into patriclans that were in turn
grouped into confederations and principalities; villages, clans,
confederations each had a ruler or chief. Thus all individuals were

related by consanguinity."3

1'Loc. clt.

2Lawrence Krader, "Pastoralism", International Encyclopedia
of the Social Sciences, op. cit., II, p. 458.

3Loc. cit.
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The early Zryans in India exhibited certain characteristics
of tribal societies in general and of such pastoral groups as the
Mongols in particular. As such, they differed on the levels of
social, economic and religious structure both from the Indus Valley
" Civilization and from contemporary non—lryan tribes whose roots
extend back to the Indus Culture. These two social groups, Kryan
and non-Aryan, theoretically represent antithetical poles: patriar-
chal versus matriarchal social structure, pastoral versus agricultural
economy, and worship of male Sky Gods versus worship of female Earth
Goddesses. There is much more actual evidence, mainly in the form
of references in the hymns of the Rg Veda, enabling us to reconstruct
early Aryan society than there is to reconstruct a similar model of
Indus Valley society.

The Aryans were a cultural rather than a racial group, and
their cultural identity was probably established by about 3000 B.C. in
the southern Russian steppes.1 It is generally held that the expansion
of Indo-European languages was roughly coincidental with the domesti-
cation of the horse and the subsequent development of war chariots.2
Evidence of a wild species of horse from the late Pleistocene era has
been found in the southern Russian and Ukranian steppes, and from there
eastwards into Central Asia. Domestication of the horse took place

in this area some time before 2000 B.C., and the adoption of the war

lCharles Drekmeier, Kinship and Community in Early India
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1962), p. 18.

2Allchin, op._cit., p. 144,
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.chariot and subsequent migration of the Zryan tribes occurred shortly
after this date.1 There is reference to this development in the
Chagar Bazar tablets of Samsi-Adad (c. 1800 B.C.), and contemporary
inscriptional reference to the entrance of Indo-European languages
into Iran.2

Separate groups of Indo-Iranian speaking peoples from the area
of Iran advanced into India through the Hindu Kush mountains in the
second quarter of the second milennium B.C. The Vedic Aryans probably
came in one of the later waves.3 In a treaty between the kingdom of
Mitanni on the Upper Euphrates and the Hittite Empire, dated c. 1400 B.C.,
various deities are invoked as witness, such as Indra, Varuna and Mitra,
all of whom were major gods of the Rg Veda, the earliest literary work
of the Aryans in India.4 In the Cemetery H culture at Harappa, there
occurs a fusion of Harappan characteristics with new traits of Iranian
origin,

The maiﬁ geographical area of the Rg Veda is the Punjab. The
Indus, Sarasvati and Drishadvati Rivers and the five rivers which mark
the Punjab (five waters) are all mentioned in the Rg Veda. The

western horizons are the western tributaries of the Indus, while the

lLoc. cit.,

2Loc. cit.

31bid., p. 324.
4Pau1 Masson-Oursel, Helena de Willman-Grabowska, and Philippe

Stern, Ancient India and Indian Civilization, trams. by M. R. Dobie
(London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubmer & Co., Ltd., 1934), p. 15.
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eastern boundaries are the Jamuna, and at the end of the period, the

Ganges Rivers.l
In this area the Kryans encountered the Dasas who were of

darker complexion, were rich in cattle, inhabited walled towns, and

whom the Aryans deprecatingly called worshippers of the phallus

(5i8na deva, R.V. VII. 21,5.). Another group of people whom they

encountered were the Panis who also were wealthy in cattle.

In the south Russian steppes the Aryans probably had been
primitive agriculturalists as well as pastoralists. Many words dealing
with cultivation, such as plough, yoke, wheel, etc., which are in use
in Indo-European countries, all point to the same primitive roots from
which these words have been derived.2 The Kryans described in the
Rg Veda utilized simple agricultural techniques, although irrigation
was practiced. The early Eryans in India were, however, mainly a
pastoral people who also raised a grain crop. Wealth was reckoned in
cattle, which was also the méans of exchange. The.lryan vocabulary
has many words describing aspects of the herd.

The early Eryans lived in farmsteads and small villages. The
word nagara, city, does not occur in the Rg Veda.3 The family pictured

in the Rg Veda was patriarchal, patrilinear, consanguineous and

usually monogamous. The basic element of the early Vedic social

lAllchin, op. cit., p. 154,

2Romesh C. Dutt, Early Hindu Civilization (Calcutta: R. P. Mitra
& Son, 1927), p. 29.

3R. C. Majumdar, An Advanced History of India (London: Macmillan

& Co,, Ltd., 1950), p. 33.
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structure and the smallest political unit was the grama, later to
become 'village'. At first the grama consisted of a group of related
families and thus was a kinship grouping (sajata). The tribe or jana
was the highest level of political organization.l

There are many references to three social divisionms in the

Rg Veda: that of the brahlma, ksatra and viS, meaning priests, warriors

and artisans or the common people. These divisions are functional
groupings of the population, as referred to in R.V, I. 113.6 and
R.V, VIII. 35.16-18, rather than castes, jati, denoting occupational
groupings. The social structure was still in its formative stages in
the early Vedic period, and the four classes, varpa, are not specifi~
cally mentioned until the late R.V. X. 90.

The early Aryans in India were a tribal society without a
developed system of economic or social stratification characteristic
of more advanced societies such as the Indus Valley Civilization.
Economically the Aryans were mainly pastoralists with simple agricul-
tural methods, and socially they were patriarchal and loosely organized
into kinship groupings. The religious structure of the Aryans can be
seen as illustrative of their economic and social structures. Their
increasing contact with non—lryan tribes and gradual assimilation of
many non—Aryan elements into their culture was also to become reflected
in their religious structure. The Mother Goddess, a seemingly inimical
metaphorical representation of non—Kryan culture, can be found even

in the early Vedic literature.

lDrekmeier, op. cit., pp. 18~20.
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Mother Goddess Worship
in the Ezarly Aryan Religious Tradition

The religious literature of the early Aryans in India consists
of the Rg Veda and the Bféhmapas. In both these works we can see that
goddesses were definitely secondary in importance and function to the
male gods such as Indra, Varuna and Rudra. Both the patriarchal
social structure and pastoral level of economy of this period account
for the discount of female deities and the absence of a major Mother
Goddess.

The origins of the Sky-God tradition in its Kryan aspects is
to be found in the confederacy of tribes in southiern Russia and
Turkestan which spread into Western Asia, Europe and eastwards into
northern India in the second millenium B.C. Ancient texts tell us
that the rulers of Mitanni in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries B.C.
worshipped Indo~European sky-@eities such as Indra, Mitra and Varuna,
who were all major deities of the Rg Veda. Hence the worship of the
Vedic sky gods was already established among the Zryan tribes during
their migraticns, before reaching India.

In the hymns of the Rg Veda the forces of nature were personified
as deities. These deities also indicate, however, characteristics of
the social and economic structures of early Aryan society in India.

The Rg Vedic deities, like the semi~nomadic herdsmen themselves, did not
have specific abodes or sanctuaries where they were to be worshipped.
They ruled, rather,in the general sphere of nature itself, and could

only be surmoned to the sacrificial altar by the priest with the aid
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of special formulae. The Vedic gods were not represented by any sacred
images, such as stones or trees, and '"the only indispensable prerequi-
sites for the invocation and worship of the deities were the hymns and
rites of the Veda".1 The gods were representations of natural phen-
omena rather than guardians of morality.2 The relationship between

the early Kryans and their gods was one of reciprocity: if the
correct sacrifices were performed and the correct words chanted, then
the gods would grant favours.

One of the earliest gods in the Rg Veda was Dyaus, god of the
light sky, who was common to many Aryan tribes. The names of many of
the early deities of the Aryans reveal their organic connection with
the sky,3 and hence of their roots in a pastoral society. Dyaus came
to be replaced by Varuna, who retained all the attributes of the sky
but embodied much more. He was guardian of Bta; cosmic order, and was
omniscient, omnipresent and gthically the highest of the Vedic gods.
Parjanya, god of hurricanes, was the son of Dyaus. He was replaced by
Indra, most popular of the gods. Indra was the god of fertility, war
and weather, and was as well a prototype of the ksatriya or warrior
class, Rudra was a storm god, not quite as popular as Indra, and was
the precursor of Siva. Like the later éiva, he had a dual nature:

his arrows brought disease and disaster, yet he was also the guardian

lZimcmer, op. cit., p. 37.

2Drekmeier, op. cit., p. 13.

3Eliade, op. cit., p. 66.
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of those herbs which heal diseases.

Surya, Savit; and Pﬁ§an were all associated with the sun. There
are references to Visnu, who in the Rg Veda was a minor deity having
solar characteristics., Agni, god of the sacrificial fire and prototype
of the brahman class, was regarded as the intermediary between men and
gods since he consumes the sacrifice and brings it to the gods. Soma,
god of the intoxicating plant soma, was also an important deity.

The religious symbols - the deities ~ reflect the background of
early Aryan soclety in which they arose. Indra and Agni, two of the most
important gods in the Rg Veda, are social prototypes reflecting two
major economic and functional groupings of the society. Indra represents
the ksatriya or warrior class, and hence symbolizes the characteristics
and values of the early Aryan warriors who rode into and wrested India
from the autochthonous tribes already in the Indus region; the warrior
par excellence was epitomized in this rowdy and brave god. Agni, god
of the sacrificial fire, represents the brahman or priestly class, and
his increasing importance as necessary intermediary between men and the
gods reflects the rise in social and economic importance of the brahmans
themselves, and of the changes involved in the economic and social
structure of Aryan society as it developed from tribal pastoralism to
a more stratified society.

Together with these Rg Vedic gods, a tendency towards concep-

tualizing one supreme being was developing in this period.l For example,

1S. H. Dasgupta, Hindu Mysticism (New York: Frederick Ungar Pub.
Co., 1967), p. 23,



in R.V. X. 114,5 we read of a deity who 1s One in nature, though he is
called by many different names. R.V, X. 129 speaks of That One Thing

that existed before all else. Hiranyagarbha in R.V. X. 121 is called

Only Lord of all created beings. These hymns are all relatively late,
and vere toc set the dominant train of thought for the Upanisads.

In the Rg Vedic period the major deities were gods, the proto-
types of the patriarchal society. The goddesses were usually seen as
either the wives, lovers or daughters of the gods. However, we also
see that the consorts of the deities were often represented as the
female principle that absorbs various functions of the god and that
also represents the productive energies or generating fertility of the
deity.1 This conception was to develop in later periods to culminate
in Sakti, Divine Mother, but in the Rg Veda it is prefigured by the
above and also by the concept of divine energy which was believed to
be inherent in animals, men and gods.

The word 'Sakti' occurs nearly a dozen times in the Rg Veda.
It is used in the context of the power of generatiorn and fertilify.2
Saci, consort of Indra, is adtually mentioned more often than Sakti.
In R,V. I. 56.4 she is Devi, Goddess of Might, who waits upon Indra
as the Sun attends the Dawn. This hymn is significant in marking the
further process of unifying the different Sacis into one conmsort of

d
Indra. Towards the end of the Rg Vedic period Saci is seen as nothing

1Sinha, op. cit., p. 49.

4
2The idea of generation embodied in Sakti was to later acquire
the meaning 'to give birth to the world of names and forms',
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but Indra's exploits of power deifies as his wife,l

'Jha’, meaning women, occurs in the Rg Veda roughly eighteen
times, "Though the traditional interpretation of the term Jna varies,
still it is maintained that Jna belongs to the pre-historic stages of
thought when male nature powers were beginning to be associated with
female energies."2 Whereas the Sacis were the deified functions of
the male divinity and were essentially part of his character, the
Jnas were separate an& distinct pringiples of female energy, which
interracted with their male counterparts.3

The Devisikta, R.V. X. 125, is a hymn dedicated to Vac, who
was to become the single representation of the Jfias in the Brahmanas.
Vic was the daughter of the seer Ambhrna, and identified herself with
the primal energy of 1ife4, the sole principle of creative energy.

She was the support of all major deities such as Indra, Varunma, Mitra,
Agni and Soma. She bestowed.both wealth and protection and spiritual
krowledge, making her devotees Rshis. She was the Word, the magical
quality of sacrificial utterances, and hence was worshipped especially
by the Brahmans.

Dyaus, god of Heaven, was usually associated with Prthvi, the

Earth., In R.V. VI. 51,5 they are called Father and Mother, and in

1Sinha, op._cit., p. 50,
2G. Sastri, "The Cult of Sakti", in Sircar, op. cit., Pp. 12,
3Loc. cit.

“1pid., p. 14,
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RV, I. 159,2 they are Universal Parents. Their names were often linked
together in a dual compound dzivéprthﬁi.l Dyaus and Prthvi were both
more than personifications of physical principles. They were endowed
with moral and spiritual attributes as well, and reflect different
aspects of early Aryan society. For example, in R.V. I. 159,1 mighty
Heaven and Earth are called the wise and the Strengtheners of Law; in
R.V. IV, 56, 4-5 they are described as holy and pure; and in R.V. VI. 70,6
as omniscient. Heaven was a place of reward or bliss for those worthy
people who have honoured the gods and upheld the society during their
lifetime, Prchvi is praised alone in a very short hymn R.V., V, 84, Tn
the funeral hymn R.V. X. 18, in verses 10 and 11 Pgthvi is conceived of
as taking back her dead sons even as she gave birth to them. R.V. X, 97
is a hymn to herbs called Motﬁers who were sacred as they had been born
from Mother Earth. They bfought life, wealth and success to men, Dyaus
and PrthvI, hovever, were not major deities of the Rg Veda. They were
generally conceived in rather vague terms, certainly far subordinate to
a vital deity such as Indra.

Usas, Dawn, is one of the most frequently mentioned goddesses in
the gg Veda, having twenty-one complete hymns dedicated to her. She was
conceived as the life and death of all things and as the preserver of men
and of the world. 1In R.V. I, 48 she is the divine matron who guided
and inspired men and granted life and wealth., She was often associated

with the Sun God, Surya, as in R.V. VII. 75,5, In R.V. I. 113,19 she is

lSir James G. Frazer, The Worship of Nature (London: Macmillan
& Co,, Ltd., 1926), p. 23,




called Mother of Golds and Aditi's form of glory. In a hymn to Agni,
R.V. IX. 2, verse 15 reads "And may we be born from the Dawn, the
mother, as the seven priests, as the first worshippers-among men",1
Here we can see that U§as was a high Mother Goddess. She was dropped
from the list of divinities after the %g Vedic period. Perhaps the
answer to why she lost her exalted position can be seen in such hymns
as R.V. IV, 30,8-11; R.V. X. 73,63 R.V. X. 138,5 and R.V. TII. 15,6,
in all of which Indra strikes down U§as in a great battle. She is
called the evil-plotting daughter of Heaven (IV. 30,8) and after
Indra had shattered her car she fled far away (IV. 30,10-11). An
explanation for this tale of conflict might be that of a clash of
cults. She was a Mother Goddess of the pre-Aryan inhabitants of the
Punjab who was crushed by the war god of the patriarchal nyans. Her
survival after this battle, and her being 'ancient of days' yet being
born again and again (I. 92,}0) all indicate the "progressive,
comparatively peaceful assimilation of her surviving preJZryan
worshippers who still regarded her as mother of the sun, wife of the
sun, daughter of heaven".2 To&ards the end of the early Vedic period,

however, Usas lost her prominence.

Aditi is the goddess in the Rg Veda who most clearly bears the
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characteristics of a Mother Goddess. In R.V. I. 89,10 she is described

1Hermann Oldenberg, tr., Vedic Hymns, Vol. 46 of The Sacred
Books of the East, ed. by F. Max Muller (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,
1964), p. 318,

2Kosambi, Myth and Reality, op. cit., p. 64,
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as the sky, atmosphere, Mother, Father and Son, all Gods and men. She
was the source of all that has been born and all that shall be born.
Here again we can see traces of a pre—Eryan goddess cult. As the early
Eryans were semi-pastoral and semi-agricultural, it was natural that
they should recognize agricultural cults. The symbolism of Aditi
contains many elements that are structurally local. She is associated
with the earth and the river. This association with a physical abode
is, as we have seen, a non—lryan characteristic. The lap or womb of
the goddess is referred to in R.V. IX. 71,5 and X. 26,1 in conmnection
with ritual significance. This would be of special significance in an
agricultural community.

Recognition of and adaptation to local forms of goddesses

could occur not in spite of Brahmanic ritualism, but rather

because of this ritualism which,with the subsequent reali-

zation techniques, preserved the peculiar all-embracing

figure of the goddess symbolism.

Despite her role as Universal Mother, Aditi was not assigned
even a single hymn in the Rg Veda, and in the following period she
decreased in importance.

Usas and Aditi both illustrate certain dynamics of the relationship
between early Rryan and non-ﬂryan society, and hence of the relationship
between two opposing religious traditions. The group of people who
worshipped Usas were overcome by the Aryans. Their way of life in terms

of social, economic and religious factors must have been so at odds with

the Aryans that they had to be crushed. The tribe or tribes who worshipped

lKees W. Bolle, The Persistence of Religion (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1965), p. 27.
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Aditi, however, must not have been so at variance with the early Kryans,
as she was assimilated into the Vedic pantheon and sacrificial ritual by
the Brahmans, and hence her worshippers were also peacefully assimilated
into the fold of Kryan society. There must have been a fine line at
times between which non-zryan tribes were acceptable or too 'heretiéal'
to be assimilated, but at least in this specific case it is apparent
that the social and economic insitutions of the tribes worshipping Aditi
were either adequately similar or flexible to the Rryan patterns so that
they could be incorporated into the Zryan structure on all levels. The
tribes worshipping Usas were either too dissimilar or inflexible for such
a process to occur.

In the Atharva Veda we also find the idea of the earth as Mother
giving forth and receiving back life unto herself. Prthvi seems to be the
goddess held in highest esteem in the Atharva Veda. She embodied the
powers of creation, sustenance and destruction. In A.V. XVII. 4,48, a
funeral chant intones "Thou who art earth, I place thee in the earth".
In AV, XII., 1, a long hymn to the goddess Earth, we read in verse 12:
"The earth is the mother, and I the son of the earth; Parjanya is the
father". Eliade points out that this idea of returning to Mother Earth
was completed by the later conception of man's reintegration into the
entire cosmos.l We see this conception in Aitareya Bféhnga II. 6,13
vhere the sacrificial victim was dedicated to various parts of the

universe: 'Make its eye go to the sun; let loose its breath to the wind,

1Eliade, Patterns, op. cit., p. 252,
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its life to the atmosphere, its ear to the quarters, its body to the
earth."l

The sacred marriage between earth and heaven was probably the
divine epiﬁome of the fertility of the soil and of human marriage. In
AV, XIV. 2,71 the bride and bridegroom were compared to earth and
heaven. Again in A.V. XII. 1,12, Dyaus has been replaced by Parjanya,
who was the personification of the rain cloud and in R.V. VII, 102,1
had been called the Son of Heaven. Parjanya in turn gave way to Indra
in importance, but his mention in connection with Prthvi shows a certain
sexual significance. The furrow of the field was often identified with
the vulva, while the seed was compared to semen (éatapatha Brihmapa
VII, 2. 2,5). In A.V. XIV. 2,14 we read: "This woman who has come as
the living soil, sow seed in her, ye men." The rain of Parjanya can
also be seen as seed sowing the earth and producing new life.

Plants were sacred, for the Earth Goddess was manifested in the
vegetation she has produced.’ A.V. IV, 136,1 refers to plants as "Divinity
born of the Farth Goddess". And again in the Yajur Veda IV. 2,6 herbs
are called both mothers and goddesses.

In the Brihmapas and Atharva Veda we find eveﬁ more clearly
than in the Rg Veda that all the various Jnas have been united in the
one figure of Vac. She was speech personified (A.V. V. 7,53) and was
the vehicle of knowledge. She gave intelligence and power to those

who followed her. Im A.V. IX. 2,5; VIII. 10,24 and XI. 8,30 she is

1A. B. Keith, tr., Rigveda Brahmanas, Vol. 25 of the Harvard

Oriental Series (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1920), p. 139.
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addressed as the Wish Cow and is identified with the Cosmos, Viraj, the
female principle that appears in R.V. X. 90. In the Brahmanas she
further became the‘gakti of Prajapati, Lord of Creation.1 The Aitareya
Kragyaka 111, 1,6 speaks of the union of Prajapatl and his wife produ-
cing a son. This union was here called, however, Aditi, "For Aditi
is all whatever there is, father, mother, child and begetting." This
is one of the rare later references to Aditi,

One of the most importamt aspects of Vac is that of the 'Triple
Hymn', GiyatrT. "This name applies to a Vedic meter of twenty-four
syllables and to a sacred verse in this meter considered to be the
essence of the Veda and pictured as their Mother."? GayatrT was
patroness of the Aryans, as they were the only ones allowed to speak
her name.3 The idea of Vac as Mantra-mother, giving birth to Rk, Saman
ard Yajus will later culminate in Tantrim in the conception of Mﬁtfka
Sakti, the Mantra-Mother of the Para Vac or Supreme Logos.4

Other evidence apart from references in the early Vedic literature

would indeed be helpful in understanding more fully the dynamics of the
assimilation of the Mother Goddess into the Aryan religious structure.

No major works of art or architecture have been found dating from this

lsastri, op. cit., p. 13.
2plain Danielou, Hindu Polytheism, Bollingen Series LXXIII,
Pantheon Rooks (New York: Random House, Inc., 1964), p. 261.

3Loc. cit.

QSastri. op. cit., p. 13.
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period of the Vedas and Bfihmapas,l although there are many references
to actual techniques in sculpture and architecture in the Vedas.2 The
Aryans settled in small scattered communities in the Punjab and built
their houses with wood and bamboo mainly, and did not use brick until-
later on. lence there are no architectural monuments from this period.

One of the very few monuments that can perhaps be dated as far
back as the period of the Vedas and Brihmapas,that is from the early
centuries of the first millenium B.C., are certain huge mounds disco-
vered at Laugiyﬁ Nandangafh. These are dome-shaped, similar to the
later Buddhist stupas, and were probably used to mark and commemmorate
burial sites of the local chiefs or kings. Wooden masts are embedded
into the earthen domes, perhaps again, as in later Buddhist stupas, to
represent the tree or axis of the universe or rather to support an
umbrella, a royal emblem, above the mound.3

Two gold repousse figures have been discovered inside the
mounds at Lauriya Nandangagﬁ which date back to the period of the Vedas
and Brahmagas. One of them portrays a naked female with exaggerated
sexual features, which probably represents a fertility deity.4 Also,

as Rowland points out, there is a high probability that this figure

lThere are no significant sculptural or architectural remains
after the Indus Valley Civilization until the vise of the first Indian
Empire under the Mauryas in the third century B.C,

2Benjamin Rowland, The Art and Architecture of India (Harmond-
svorth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, Ltd., 1959), p. 19.

31bid., pp. 21-22.

“Ibid., p1. 6c.
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is that of Pfthvi, goddess of the earth.l As the funeral hymn R.V. X,
18,10-11 mentioned above indicates, the dead were buried and given back
to Mother Earth. The outstretched arms of this figure, together with
her marked maternal features, all suggest a Mother welcoming her children
in an embrace.

Other terracotta female figurines have been found in pre~Mauryan
sites, often very similar stylistically and iconographically to the
figure from Laugiyﬁ. A statuette from Mathura has similarly exaggerated
maternal organs and has the same frontality and faltness of figurezz a
representative of the Mother Goddesses of the ancient world.

There are points of similarity between the figurines from the
time of the Vedas and BrEhma?as or perhaps somewhat later, and the
terracotta statuettes of the Indus Valley Civilization, such as the
additive method of figure composition. The later figurines are more
advanced, however, in the sense that they are definite human forms
rather than symbolic abstraét representations of human forms.3 This
important development will be examined more fully in connection with
later periods of Indian culture when the material evidence 1s more
plentiful,

Artistic evidence of Mother Goddess worship from the early Vedic

period 1s scant. This is to a large extent due to the Aryan's use of

l1bid., p. 22.
21bid., p. 23; P1. 6b.

3bid., p. 23.
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wood rather than brick as a basic building material. However, we can
further say that at this early period, worship of the Mother Goddess
was not completely 'accgptable' in the Aryan religious tradition. We
have seen how the Mother Goddess does appear in early Vedic literature,
occasionally in a very exalted position. Generally, however, the
contact and merging of lryan and non—Aryan structures was at an infant
stage in this period of history. The Eryans tended to be rather wary
of the customs and traditions of the non-lryan tribes, and so while
these traditions were recognized and occasionally included in the
early Vedic literature and more rarely recognized in artistic represen-
tations, the Mother Goddess was essentially still a 'foreign' element
not officially recognized in Aryan culture. Sanskritization of the
Mother Goddess - her incorporation into the Aryan tradition - occurs
much more dramatically and extensively in the period of the Ganges
Civilization, as evidenced ip the literature and art of that period.

In the early Vedic period until c. 800 B.C., traces of the
Mother Goddess have been found in the literature and art of the Rryans.
She was not worshipped as a major deity nor did she occupy a paramount
position in the sacrificial rituals. And yet basic elements in the
characters of Aditi, Prthvi, Usas, Vac, etc., indicate that the purely
pastoral tribalism of the early Aryans was changing and developing in
new directions as they conquered, settled, and were influenced by
autochthonous peoples in the Indus region. Agricultural techniques
wvere becoming more complex and economic specialists began to emerge,

Socially, the kinship system began to change as settled 1life advanced
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and villages became the socio-political units, These changes must
have been influenced to a certain extent by the non—Kryan tribes
that were assimilated by the Zryans. The religious structure illus-
trates these developments, and shows how the Mother Goddess and her
social and economic concomitants were gradually becoming assimilated.
This assimilation was necessary for the evolution of Indian culture

and Hinduism in general.



CHAPTER III

THE MERGING OF NON-ARYAN AND ARYAN TRADITIONS:
SANSKRITIZATION OF THE MOTHER GODDESS

Introduction

The complexity of the Ganges Civilization, c. 800 B.C. onwards,
can be explained by many different factors; however, one of the most
important was certainly the rise of an economic surplus. Anthropolo-
gical research has shown that different types of subsistence bases
have different surplus potentials. Simple hunting and gathering
cultures produce only enough surplus for chiefdoms, and accomplish
this extremely rarely. A low level of surplus holds true also for
cultures that are horticultural, or where mixed horticulture and
extraction are co-dominant activities. Agriculture can support the
development of a complex state. Pure pastoral systems do not usually
rise above the level of chiefdomso1 The early Kryans had predominately
a pastoral economy, but were also simple agriculturaiists raising
various grain crops. The development of their agricultural techniques
was probably influenced by various non-Aryan agricultural tribes with

whom they came into contact in their expansion eastwards to the Ganges.

lAberle, op. cit., p. 692, See also Table 17-7 on p. 687
correlating size of political unit, subsistence type and descent., This
table is based upon a selected sample of five hundred and sixty-five
societies drawn up by G. P. Murdoch in "World Ethnographic Sample',
American Anthropologist, 59 (1957), 664-687.
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It is this development of an agricultural economy which enabled them
to produce an economic surplus and hence to progress to a higher level
of societal and political organization. The merging of nonQKryan and
Eryan traditions resulted in a highly advanced economic and political
structure,

More specifically, on coming to the Ganges area, the Zryans
rapidly changed from a semi-nomadic pastoral way of life and economy
to a settled agricultural economy.1 The plough was increasingly used
in this period; it aided the settlers in progressively clearing the
flat, often swampy forests of the Ganges and preparing the land for
cultivation, Plough cultivation was an essential factor in the
development of Indian culture, in that it made possible the emergence
of an economic surplus and hence an expansion of the population.2
Rice, in particular, played an important role in relation to popula-
tion growth and expansion; the wide alluvial plains of the Ganges
provided ideal area for the cultivation of rice, Moreover, commodity
production developed rapidly in this period. Trade and industry
flourished., Commerce was facilitated by standard units of weight and
measure, and by coinage.

A merging of lryan and non-ﬁryan cultures is also discernible

in the social structure of the Ganges Civilization. In general terms,

1Sir Mortimer Wheeler, Early India and Pakistan to Ashoka
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1968), p. 123,

ZDrckmeier, op. cit., p. 18,
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it can be said that patrilineality predominates in those cultures which
are characterized by animal husbandry, the use of the plough, irrigation
agriculture, and wet-rice agriculture.l All of these characteristics
hold true both for early Kryan economy and the later Ganges Civilization;
the social structure of the Ganges Civilization was predominately
patrilineal, Although this applies to the urban areas and the social
and economic elites of ancient Indian society, other social patterns,
such as matrilineality, continued to exist in the rural areas on the
folk level,

From the ninth century B.C. onwards, the Ganges Civilization
became increasingly complex. As the number and size of settlements
increased, the old tribal groups of the Eryans disappeared to be
replaced by territorial units. The rise of cities, which India had
not seen since the Indus Valley Civilization, was a major event of
this period, and illustrates‘the break-up of the old Aryan tribal
society. The largely urban societies of the Ganges Valley had strong
centralized governments and exerted an ever-increasing cultural and
political dominance over the whole region. This was facilitated by
"the growing dominance of Sanskrit as an interregional culture language,
and of Brahmanical rites as an all-Indian ideal”.?

The Brahmans and their role in the merging of non-Aryan and
Xryan social and religious patterns and ideals can be seen again within

a wider theoretical background. An economic surplus aids in the

Laverle, op. cit., p. 667; Tables 17-4 and 17-7, pp. 677 and 687.

2Allchin, op. cit., p. 331.
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development of cultural and social diversity. It permits the develop-
ment of specialization within which different social and religious
traditions can co-exist. More advanced civilizations and 'states'
tend to have a large population that is ethnically diversified and
that is divided in terms of labour into specialized occupations and
unequally privileged classes. The more highly advanced the culture,
the higher the level of stratification and specialization. As the
attainment of an economic surplus gives rise to specialization,
society becomes divided into numerous subgroups, all of which are
controlled and governed by specialists. Political and economic
specilalists integrate the peasant politically and economically to
the state and society as a whole.

Generally, the religion of peasants and the religion of
specialists are responses to different needs due to different environ-
ments, The peasant lives wiphin a narrow social and economic sphere;
he is involved in fulfilling daily needs, and tends to depend on
religious beliefs which have been handed down for generations., Due
to his social and economic position, his religious horizons tend to
be fairly limited., The religious specialist, however, lives in the
framework of wider social and economic horizons, and hence tends to
be more creative in developing ideological structures. Because of
this, religious elites are innovators of the religious structure,.
There is frequently a time lag before peasants adopt religious
concepts and rituals developed by specialists; their religious beliefs

and customs remain traditional for a much longer period of time. Hence,
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such a peasant soclety undergoes a process of syncretism where two
religious structures based on two cultural levels, an older tradi-
tional and a more recent one, gradually merge together.l

In this merger, although both traditions seem to share basic
belief-systems and religious practices, there remain important diff-
erences between the two., The peasant continues to worship his
traditional deities and forcés; these, however, have different names
as they have become further aspects of a major deity in the Great
Tradition, The religious specialists recognize the new additions to
the major deity, but continue to worship those aspects which have been
traditional in their system. The deities of the peasants are usually
very personal; they have human attributes and emotions. The deities
of the religious specialists are more abstract and often embody
philosophical or ethical principles. Even after a merger between the
two traditions of peasants and specialists, when the particular gods
or goddesses have become syécretized, these basic differences are
st1ll discernible in their characters. Similarly, on the level of
religious action and ritual, the peasant worships his deities in a
very concrete manner, often in a similar manner as he would treat a
respected and loved older relative. The specialist, because he does
not anthropomorphize his deities to the same extent, is involved in
religious action which again is more abstract and which concentrates

upon attaining the level of philosophical or ethical truth embodied

"olf, op. cit., pp. 102-103.



58

in or symbolized by the deity. When the two traditions merge, the
levels of religious action of the peasants and the specialists influence
each other but the emphases remain different., Because of these
differences on the level of religious belief and action, Great and
Little Traditions often retain basic characteristics that they have
inherited from the past, even though they have become merged on a

more general cultural level as well as on the levels of social struc-
ture and economy.

In India, on the religious level, this process of merging is
known as Sanskritization. The dynamics of the Sanskritization of the
Mother Goddess have occurred both in the Great Tradition and the Little
Tradition. The first process has been carried out by the brahman class
mainly, and has resulted in the inclusion of non—Kryan Mother Goddess
figures and symbolism into the 'official' Aryan religion. The second
process has occurred on the folk level and has resulted in local
Mother Goddesses being 'Sanskritized'; that is, being given Sanskrit
names and having mythologies and attributes from the Kryan religious
structure grafted onto their characters., It is important to examine
both these processes, the development of the Mother Goddess in the
Aryan religious structure and the Sanskritizing of goddesses on the
folk level, in order to fully understand the dynamic process of the
Sanskritization of the Mother Goddess.

From the period of the Ganges Civilization onwards, the
Bréhma?s, as a highly specialized occupational class, set about

incorporating various non-Aryan social norms and customs into the
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wider context of Rryan society as a whole. The level of specialization
enabled wide cultural diversity, and hence the patrilineal Kryan
society was able to co-exist with matrilineal elements of non-Zryan
tribes, Many non—zryan myths, deities and sacred practices were
incorporated by the Bréhmags into the official Zryan religion. Due

to the process of incorporation or Sanskritization, the Kryan religion
changed and expanded to embrace new elements. One of these was the
worship of the Mother Goddess. From.l1000 B.C. on she became increas-
ingly Sanskritized. Hence, a merging on the religious level of non-
Rryan and Aryan traditions was effected.

In this context religion can be seen as an integrating
ideology. Local Mother Goddesses were Sanskritized; they were given
Sanskrit names, were married to Aryan deities, and were given a place
in the mythology and the official religious structure as a whole., Most
of the Zryans themselves, ipcluding the Bréhmags, did not necessarily
become followers of these female deities. They usually continued to
worship male gods. However, amongst the rural population, the Mother
Goddess could be worshipped as an official deity in the Aryan pantheon,
paralleled by the tribe itself being an official caste or division of
Kryan society. This was also the case in the Indus Culture, where the
rural population, the urban lower classes and the priests had been the
devotees of the Mother Goddess, while the merchants had worshipped male
deities, In both the Indus and Ganges Civilizations, due to the level
of economic surplus, social stratification and cultural diversity, two
religious traditions - the one oriented towards male deities, the other

towards female deities - were able to co—~exist.
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Sanskritization of the Mother. Goddess
in the Aryan Religious Tradition

In Indian literature from the time of the Upanisads through
the Epics and Pufﬁqas, the traditional Aryan gods who had been the
major deities in the early Vedic literature decreased in importance.
Their place was taken by Prajapati, Lord of Beings, who came to be
called Brahma; Visnu, who had been a lesser deity connected with the
sacrifice and also having solar characteristics in the Rg Veda; and
%iva, who developed from the Vedic god Rudra and in whom merged
elements of a non-zryan fertility deity. The development of Visnu
also reflects a merging of non—lryan and Zryan religious structures,
By the end of the second century B.C, Vasudeva, a local god widely
worshipped in western India, had become identified with the Vedic
god Visnu. Another god Narayana, also merged into the figure of Viggu,
as did many other popular deities. By this time, Visnu was as well
closely connected with K§§Pa, a hero of Aryan martial traditions which
were combined to form the huge epic, the Mahabharata.

During this period, i.e. the early centuries B.C. and A.D.,

a fertility deity whose roots extend back to the Indus Valley Civiliza-
tion and who had continued to be worshipped on the folk level, rose in
the Vedic pantheon. This god, %iva, was identified with the Vedic
Rudra, and tended to be worshipped in the form of a lié&g, or phallic
emblem. Other popular deities, such as Gagega and Skanda, came to be
associated with him. The rise of both Vi§?u and giva was greatly

influenced by religious emphases from the Dravidian South where non-
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Eryan cults, although often Sanskritized, had continued to thrive and
develop, Theistic schools arose which were characterized by extreme
ecstacy and devotion to personal deities. This theistic attitude
towards VigPu and Siva can be seen in many of the Purégas, especially
those which were composed from the Gupta period, although much of their
material is more ancient.

Siva is an ambivalent figure., He is Mahakala, the power of
death and time which causes the destruction of all things.. He is also
the master ascetic who sits atop Mount Kailasa in the Himalayas and
whose continual meditations ensure the continuing existence of the
world, He is Nataraja, Lord of the Dance, and Daksinamurti, Universal
Teacher. The fact of his being mainly worshipped in the form of a
linga indicates that he was originally a non—Eryan fertility deity;
phallic emblems have been found from pre-Harappan sites, and in the
?g Veda we do have a deprecgting reference to éiéna—deva, worshippers
of the phallus, Rudra, the Vedic mountain god, had been connected
with plants and animals in the Rg Veda. The horned ithyphallic deity
pictured in Harappan seals surrounded by animals, is probably the
prototype of %iva as the principle of fertility and reproduction in
plants, animals and men. Paéupati, Lord of Beasts, is a favourite
aspect of Siva. As Siva has these roots in non—lryan religious
traditions, it is appropriate that the rise of the Mother Goddess in
the Aryan tradition was accomplished mainly in the form of the consort
of Siva., Both Siva and Sakti reflect the dynamic process of the

merging of Aryan and non—lryan cultures, and the ongoing process of
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Sanskritization of the Mother Goddess both in the orthodox tradition
and on the folk level.

The Mother Goddess figures that appear in the literature of the
pericd of the Ganges Civilization (i.e. from 1000B.C.) were much more
highly developed and more important than the goddesses of the Rg Veda
such as Usas, Aditi or Vac. Certainly the concept §3531 can be discovered
in the earlier literature, Yet it is only in this later period that
definite traces of non—Kryan goddess worship influencing the religion of
the Aryans and indeed receiving Bféhmaqical sanction and support can be
seen. From this point onwards, gakti, mainly in her various aspects as
a consort of éiva, rose in prominence, as did her spouse, and began to
attract more and more followers.

In the later Vedic literature we continue to find the conception
of woman as earth and the soil itself as Mother Earth giving birth to
all things. A ritual for the procreation of a son is described in
Byhadéragyaka Upanisad VI. 14,20-21, one of the earliest Upaniﬁads,
usually dated c. 900 B.C. Here the father identifies himself and his
wife with the cosmic pair, Heaven and Earth. He calls upon various gods,
such as Visnu, Prajdpati, Agni, Indra and Vayu to aid in this act of
creation, which hence assumes cosmic proportions.

TaittirTya ﬁrapyaka X.1 (ﬁérﬁyana Upanigad), dated between the
seventh and sixth centuries B.C., is addressed to Durga Devi, who is

Vairochani, daughter of Agni. In X.I.7, among verses which are addressed

1
R. E. Hume, tr., The Thirteen Principal Upanisads (London:
Oxford University Press, 1931), pp. 171-172; Eliade, op. cit., p. 41l.
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to Agni, she is called by the names of Katyayani and Kanyakumax, and
is described as the 'flaming goddess'.:L She is associated with Brahman,
and is to be worshipped for material and spritual gain. Ambika is also
addressed in the Narayana Upani§ad. She had been called the sister of
Rudra in the Vajasaneya Samhita. In the Taittiriya Zragyaka X.18,
however, Ambika 1s described as the consort of Rudra.2 As Rudra
developed into Siva and grew in importance, his spouse, whether as
Ambika, Durga, Uma, etc., also increased in significance in Hindu
literature and worship.

Uma was a daughter of Agni. Her important appearances in Kena
Upanigad IT1, where she proved herself superior to the male‘lryan deities,
has already been described.3 Uma, originally a non—ﬁryan Mother Goddess,
was increasingly Sanskritized during the Late Ancient Period (1000-200
B.C.), and her inclusion in the orthodox religious and philosophic
tradition of the Aryans can be seen in the Kena Upanifad, usually dated
in the seventh century B.C.. Hence, the Bféhma?s began to effect a
merger of non-Aryan and Aryan myths and deities. Also, Uma actually
proved herself superior to the tmditional Kryan deities Agni, Vayu and
Indra in her knowledge of Brahman, the Highest Truth. The traditional
;ryan doctrines and beliefs were no longer the only paths and answers

to salvation., Here Uma, a non-Aryan figure, born and raised outside

1Sastri, op. cit., p. 14,

2K. K, Dasgupta, "Iconography of Tara", in Sircar, op. cit., p. 116.

3See Supra, p. 1.
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the Kryan fold, was the real knower of Brahman. She has been interpreted
as the active principle of the Absolute, and as therefore being of the
nature of Brahman herself.1

Brahman and éakti, the neutral and the female aspects of

the divine life-force, the Aryan and the non-Aryan truths,

thus were recognized as fundamentally one. And this

identity of hLerself with Brahman is the ultimate secret

of the goddess.?

The only actual reference to 'sakti' is in the SvetaSvatara
Upanisad I.3, a relatively late Upani§ad, where "'the self-power (atma-
sakti) of God is hidden in his own.qualities (gur}a)."3 This can be
seen as the culmination of the conception found in the Brahmagas of
Vac giving birth to all things in union with Prajapati. In the present
context she 1s the supreme Sakti of God, his power of action in the
world.,

In Hindu myth and iconography, K3ili has been portrayed as a
highly ambivalent figure. She is the Eternal Mother of the universe
who cherishes and protects ;ll beings.. She is also, however, the
Terrible Mother, destroying and devouring all life as the power of
Time and Death. 'Kala' means both 'black' and 'time'. KXali first
appears in Sauptiak Parva VII of the Mahabharata, c¢. 200 B.C. She

stands on the battlefield where the Péq@ava army lies slaughtered by

the Kauravas, She is black and her mouth is bloody as she leads the

lNikhilananda, op. cit., p, 101 n.

2Zimmer, op. cit., p. 110,

3Hume, op. cit,, p. 394,



65

dead soldiers away with her noose. Kall is also mentioned in Virata
Parva VI and Bhisma Parva XXIII as an epithet of Durgﬁ.1 In the
Mahabharata Kali is the power of time, and Siva as the Destroyer is
identified with her. "You are the origin of the worlds and you are
Time, their destroyer." (Mhb. 45. 313) Mahakala, 'Great Time' or
Eternity, is one of the names of éiva, while the power of time, i.e.
relative time, K3li, measures the existence of life and destroys all
things.2 Hence time is seen as the EEEEE or power of Rudra¥§iva, the
Destroyer. "I am Time (Death, Kala) cause of destruction of the

worlds."3

(Bhagavad Gita XI, 32). Kali and Durga were both associated
with Siva frem the time of the Mahabharata. In Bhisma Parva, Kali is
the wife of Kapala, Siva the skull-bearer, and mother of Skanda. As
she is an epithet of Durga, Durga is thus also associated with/Siva.4
In the Vamana Purana, Kall is an epithet of Parvati, wife of Siva.?
In many Purégas, composed roughly from the second century B.C.
to the eighth century A.D., the Goddess is portrayed as the 33553 of

Siva: as his power in the world. Danielou points to an interesting

comparison of Siva and Sakti in the theory of Language, where a basic

L avia Kinsey, "Freedom from Death in the Worship of Kali",
(paper presented at the American Academy of Religion, Asian Religions
Section, Atlanta, Georgia, October 28-31, 1971), pp. 2-3.

2"Time which digests the elements, Time which devours all
beings." (Mhb. I. 1. 273)

3Franklin Edgerton, tr., The Bhagavad Gita, Harper Torchbooks,
The Cloister Library (New York: Harper & Row, Pub., 1964), p. 58.

[/
'Kinsey, op. cit., p. 3.

°Tbid., p. 5.




distinction is made between the word and its meaning. As Siva is the
ground of all knowledge, then he can be identified with the meaning
‘of the word. The word itself is the instrument which enables one to
grasp the meaning and hence can be identified with Sakti. The word,
gakti, is the form of energy which is the active principle of the
word's meaning, Siva. "Siva is the meaning, his consort the words."
(Linga Purana 3.11.47)1

In many parts of India the Devil Bhagavata Puféga, composed
c. 400 A.D., is regarded as a highly sacred text; it is seen as a
form of Devi, Mother of the universe, and as the driving force,
adisakti, of her nature. Hence it is the centre of more ritual than
any other Puréqic text. One must take a preparatory bath before
touching the book, and one can only begin a reading cycle at certain
prescribed times.2

In the Devi Puréga, the Goddess slays various demons, who
represent the powers of evil. She thus restores the world to the
powers of good. She herself is the embodiment of good and is the
life-force of all things. When the gods approach her and ask who
she 1s, she replies: "I am the form of the Immensity; from me the

world arises as Nature and Person (prakrti-purusa)” (1.1.)3 Siva,

lDani’elou, op. cit., p. 200,

2William McCormack, "The Forms of Communication in Virasaiva
Religion", in Traditional India: Structure and Change, =d. by Milton
Singer, Bibliographical Series, Vol. X. (Philadelphia: The American
Folklore Society, 1959), p. 124,

3Quoted in Danielou, op, cit., p. 255.
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Visnu and Bralma.are presented as her sons, and she tells the world
that all three are equally deserving of worship. The Devl Purépa,
which giva narrates, promises to its readers salvation from samsara.
DevI can be worshipped in either her unqualified or qualified form.
"Those bound by attachment should worship her qualified form, and
those without attachment her unqualified form." (I.8.40)l Devotion
to Her leads to fusion, aikya, with the Godhead, and to permanent
nirvana.

The culmination of the concept of gakti can be seen in the
Devimahatmya or the 'Chandi' of the Markandeya Purana. This is a
sectarian work which all Hindu sects do not recognize or worship.
Yet it displays the complex md exalted position which Sakti had
achieved in certain Hindu sects by the early centuries A.D. The
Mother Goddess is known by many different names in the Dewimiﬁitmya;
e.g. Durgd, Candl, Sri, Annapﬁrgé, etc., all of whom are different
local goddesses fused into éne supreme Mother Goddess. Alternatively,.

they may be seen as representing different attributes or aspects of

Devi.2

The great soul of the Mother (Mahatma), one without
a second, by its own glory, becomes many souls, many
little mothers, matrkas and these emanations of the
Mother, after finishing their appointed task, con-
verge back into the great soul of the Mother.

bid., p. 256.

2Sinha, op. cit., p. 54.

~ 3S. Shankaranarayana, tr., Glory of the Divine Mother.
Devimahatmyam. Dipti Publications, Sri Aurobindo Ashram (Madras:
Ganesh & Co. Prive Ltd., 1968), p. 6.
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She is the ground of the universe, the force of Brahman called Brahmani
(VIII, 15) She is the creator, preserver and destroyer of all things.
She is both supreme knowledge, mahEvidzE, and supreme illusion, mahﬁmﬁza.
She grants wisdom to her followers as well as inducing in them ignorance,
avidya, and delusion, moha.

This aspect of the Goddess as Maya is an important conception
found in many of the Purégas, and can be seen as one of her major
representations. She generates delusion in the individual and causes
him to forget his real nature as an eternal spirit. She causes him
to have attachments to his body and worldly pleasures. However, it is
the Great Coddess who also removes this veil of delusion, grants to
him real knowledge and, through her grace; release from sa@s&ra.l
"When they attain the infinite state . . . they experience the oneness
'I am Brahman', and realize Her as the all-pervading One in all."2

The Devimahatmya recounts the story of Durga Mahigasura
mardini, Durga who is the destroyer of the Buffalo Demon. There was
once a long war between the gods, led by Indra, and the anti-gods, led
by the genie Mahi§a, the Powerful, in which the latter were the victors.
The homeless gods were directed by Siva and Visnu to concentrate their

povers which issued from their mouths in bursts of fire. These flames

lJadunath Sinh, Rama Prasada's Devotional Songs: ‘The "Cult of
Shakti (Calcutta: Sinha Publishing House Pvt. Ltd., 1966), p. 3.

Zgri ‘Sankara Bhagavatpéda,%ri Lalita TriSatl Bhasya, translated
by C, S. Murthy (Madras: Ganesh & Co., Private Ltd.), p. 108.
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united, and in the blaze emerged Durga, Beyond Reach. Each god invested
her with his special weapon. She conquered the army of the antigods and
then battled with Mahi§a. The genie assumed many forms in this battle,
the final one being that of a water-buffalo, symbol of death. She
stabbed the buffalo's throat, and cut off Mahi§a's head when he tried

to escape from the dead buffalo's body. She then restored heaven to

the gods.1

Here we can see the ascendancy of the female principle in the
Vedic pantheon. As all the gods have invested her with their powers,
she stands above them as all-powerful, Supreme Godhead, the embodiment
of Cosmic Energy.

Bhagavati, though eternally manifesting herself again

and again, carries out the protection of the world. . .

This universe is deluded by her and it is she who gives

birth to the universe. Entreated, she grants sugreme

knowledge and gratified, she confers prosperity.

The identification of Durga with vegetation reveals her non-
Eryan origins., Again in the Devimahatmya we read: "O gods, then till
the rains come, I shall fill and nourish the entire world with life-
sustaining vegetables produced out of my own body."3 _An important
aspect of Durga worship is the navapatrika, or worship of nine plants,

which clearly pictures Durga as the personification of the spirit of

vegetation, During this festival, the worshipper prays to each

lDaniélou, op. cit., p. 288.
2Devim§h5tmya XII, 36-37, in Shankaranarayana, op. cit., p. 269.

3 Devimihdtmya XI, 48, in Ibid., p. 359.
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of the spirits of the nine plants, and then concludes: "Om, O leave,
0 nine forms of Durga, you are the darling of Mahadeva; accept all
these offerings and protect me, O queen of heaven. Om, adoration to
Durga dwelling in nine plants."1

Eliade describes an autumnal ceremony, the §abarotsava, held
to honour Durga. This was practiced in the Middles Ages, but still
survives in Bengal. During this festival, the worshippers covereéd
themselves with mud, leaves and flowers just as the éaabaras, an
autochthonous people of Southern India from whom the ceremony had
derived its name, had done in the past, Kalika Purana LXI, 21-22
indicates that the Sabarotsava ceremony included licentious rituals
and erotic mimicry. The B;haddharma Puriga I1I, 6, 81-83 says that
during this festival, names of generative organs were to be recited
by initiates of the Sakti cult, as "Sakti delights in hearing obscene

words."2

The vegetative and fertility cults evidenced in this festival
can be seen as traces of non;gryan Mother Goddess cults. These cults
were assimilated into the orthodox tradition by the goddess being
Sakti and hence having become Sanskritized. The non—zryan tribes

continued their worship of the Mother Goddess, although her name and

mythology had become merged with the orthodox tradition. In this

lR. Chanda, The Indo-Aryan Races (Rajshahi: The Varendra
Research Society, 1916), p. 132,

2E].iade, Yoga, op. cit., pp. 342-343,



71

particular case, the origins of Durga in ancient fertility and Mother
Goddess worship are very clear.

Similarly, there are many festivals dedicated to Kali, espec-
ially in Bengal. For example, in the autumn during the night of the
new moon, the lamp festival, dipali, is celebrated. Kali is also
worshipped in an annual public ceremony, baroari puja, held in count-
less villages all over Bengal.1 The Kali-Nautch festival is also
held in honour of her. Non-Aryan customs are frequently noted in
these festivals, many of which have been practiced since the period
of the Purét_&as.2

Parvati is portrayed as a gentle.goddess. Her father, as
well as that of Uma, is the mountain;'garvata; the snow-capped one,
haimavat. Mount Himalaya is regarded as a symbol of ether; in the
peaks of the mountain the energy of the earth combines with the ether.
Parvatl's mother is Menaka who symbolizes intellect, buddhi. "Born
of Ether and Intellect, Parvati is the conscious substance of the
universe."

The Kalika Puréga I, 1-5,10 recounts how in her previous
incarnation, Parvati had been born as Sati, daughter of the sage
Daksa. She married giva and they lived in his mountain retreat

practising various forms of tantric yoga as a meditative discipline.

1Chanda, op. cit., p. 136.

2Eliade, Yoga, op. cit., p. 388,
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Here we can see Siva, as the Supreme Self, enchanted and enraptured

with Satl as Maya, world—illusion.l They lived together in delight

for 3600 years. Daksa then decided to give a huge sacrifice, to which

he did not invite Eiva, as he was contemptuous of Siva's matted locks,
ash-smeared body and ascetic way of life, Sati was overcome with

grief by this slight to her husband. There are various endings to

this story., The one that i1s most significant for later Tantrism is

that SatI flung herself into her father's sacrificial fire and the

ashes of her body, which fell all over India, became the sacred shrines,.
pithas, of her cult.

The legend of Siva and Sati indicates that the orthodox
followers of the Vedic rites did not acknowledge the right of Siva or
of Sati to partake of the sacrificial food along with the other Vedic
gods.2 This indicates the non—Zryan character of SatT and the non-
Aryan nature of Siva himself, here pictured, as in the later Pééupata
conception, as stressing the‘merits of worship and devotion rather than
of sacrifice, The theistic framework in which Siva is here presented
was at first regarded with suspicion and hostility by the Bf;hmags,
and only in the period of the Upani§ads did it become an accepted
aspect of the Rryan religion. The devotional cult itself, E:ié; and
mystical devotion, bhakti, are usually regarded as religious character-

istics of the autochthonous peoples of India that"played a considerable

Heinrich Zimmer, The King and the Corpse. Bollingen Series
XI (New York: Pantheon Books, 1948), p. 285,

2Chanda, op. cit., p. 126.
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role in Hinduism, purifying it from magical excesses and ritualistic
scholasticism".1 Hence Siva and Sati in this legend represent these
autochthonous tendencies of religious experience, and the entire
legend illustrates the confrontation of Zryan and non—lryan traditions.
Indeed, the earliest full recounting of the legend is found in the
Mahabharata during which period also the non-Aryan Mother Goddess Uma
was first presented as a major deity in the Vedic pantheon.

éakti came to occupy a paramount position in the Purzgas. In
some texts she is subordinate to male deities such as Visnu and %iva,
while in others these deities are subordinate to her. The Pufégas
contain many phrases and images of Sakti which were to play important
roles in Tantric rituals, and also images which received artistic
interpretation in this and subsequent periods. The religious body of
literature known as the Tantras appeared both in Hinduism and Buddhism
and arose in the fourth century A.D. Their content is diversified;
for the most part they concentrate on ritualistic procedures and forms
of worship, and in them the Great Goddess occupies the supreme position.
From the sixth century Tantrism became increasingly popular all over
India in various levels of society. "In a comparatively short time,
Indian philosophy, mysticism, ritual, ethic, iconography and even
literature were influenced by Tantrism."2 Tantrism came to comprise

many divergent and heterogeneous elements of Indian society, embodying

1Eliade, Yoga, op. cit., p. 348.

2Thid., p. 200.
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the most esoteric philosophical principles and the most basic non-zryan
religious bellefs and customs of the folk level. It was assimilated,
to some degree or other, by all the sectarian schools of India.

In cthe Sakta cosmology of Tantrism, unmanifest Prkgti alone
existed before all creation.1 When she felt the desire to create, she
assumed the form of the Great Mother and created Brahma, Vi§gu and %iva
from her own body.2 She remained, however, the unchanged source of all
creation; she is without attributes, imperishable, Bralman Itself.3 As
the origin of all things, she is the '"giver of prosperity and well-
being".4 This idea of the Mother Goddess as the divine source of food
and well-being, characteristic of the earlier Neolithic Goddess cult,
can be seen especially clearly in various hymns to Annapﬁrqﬁ, who is
"ever giving rice".5 Mother Goddess worship arose before the develop-
ment of agricultural techniques, i.e. in hunting and gathering societies.
Tellus Mater miraculously prqvided man with food and life, and her gifts
wefe sacred. Even when agricultural knowledge developed and specialized

divinities of the harvest arose, the earth continued to be sacralized

lArthur Avalon (Sir John Woodroffe), ed., '-Kulacudamani Nigama
(Madras: Ganesh & Co. Private Ltd., 1956), p. 7.

2"Nirvana Tantra" in Principles of Tantra, trans. and ed. by
Arthur Avalon (Madras: Ganesh & Co. Private Ltd., 1960), pp. 327-328.

3prthur Avalon (Sir John Woodroffe), tr., Karpuradistotram,
Vol, IX of Tantrik Texts, ed. by Arthur Avalon (Calcutta: Sanskrit
Press Depository, 1922), p. 31,

4
Ouoted in Bolle, op. cit., p. 45.

5Loc. cit.
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and conceived of as the divine source of life and the sustenance
necessary for life., Hence Annapurna is a representation of the ancient
Mother Goddess.

Sanskritization of the Mother Goddess
on the Folk Level

In contemporary India there are many instances of aspects of
older peasant religions, such as the belief in the Mother Goddess,
being affected and Sanskritized by the more recent cultural and
religious tradition of the Eryan Brihmags. In such a case the two
traditions, Eryaﬁ and non-Aryan, Great Tradition and Little Traditionm,
merge, The product formed by this merger contains elements basic to
both traditions. The external characteristics and attributes of the
Mother Goddess have changed as she has been Sanskritized; her basic
symbolism has remained unaltered, however, and she is still wor shipped
as giver of 1ife and prosperity, as well as the giver of death.

In towns and villages all over India, there are shrines dedi-
cated to the Divine Mother. This Great Mother is the prototype of the
power, prakrti, which developed into éakti.l The village goddesses,
Gramadevatas, are distinguished by different names and attributes.

For example, in Gujarat there used to be more than one hundred and
forty Gramadevatas, and in the Madras Presidency there were more than

2 .
ten times as many.” However, these were all representatives

lMarshall, op. cit., p. 5l.

2Honier Williams, Religious Thought and Life in India (London:
J. Murray, 1891), p. 225.
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of the same power. They were usually worshipped as the sources of
fertility, giver of life and all things, and as a protector from evil
spirits. The Gra;adevatés were often represented by rudely carved
images and sometimes like a tree or a stone, the stone being in the
form of the female organ of generation (yoni). Their shrines were
also often empty.l Among the names of the Great Goddess-as manifested
in the village goddesses, we find Ellamma, Mariyammat,and Ambika. The
Dravidian root, 'amma', means 'mother'. Sitala, "the Cool" has been
one of the main Gramadevatas, She is the goddess of smallpox, and is
worshipped in order to both prevent and cure the disease. Mariyammai
is her name in the Tamil country.2

Gramadevata worship is essentially a nonQRryan tradition.3
The assimilation and coalescence of this cult into the Zryan tradition
has been especially effected on the lower levels of religion amongst
the popular strata. The peasant divinities and religious ceremonies
have survived, although thei? symbolism and mythologies have frequently
been altered. The tutelary divinities, such as the Gramadevatas, have
been assimilated into Hinduism by becoming representatives of Sakti.

The Festival of Nine Durgas is a good example of the process

that has gone on between the autochthonous tribes and Hinduism. The

nine days on vhich the festival took place were sanctioned for the

1Marshall, op. cit., p. 5l.

2
A. L, Basham, The Wonder That Was India (New York: Grove
Press, Inc., 1959), p. 316.

3Eliade, Yoga, op. cit., p. 349.
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e

worship of Durga, Kali, Parvati, Sakti, and all other names of Devi as
the consort of Siva. During this festival in the village of Kishan
Garhi in Uttar Pradesh, in about every tenth household, bas-relief
idols made of mud were built representing a goddess called Naurtha.
Every morning and every evening of the nine days the women and girls
of the village worshipped these representations. The people of Kishan
Garhi considered her to be an indigenous goddess; Marriott, however,
considers Naurtha to be a dialectic variation of nava ratra, meaning
"nine nights".

The festival of Nine Durgas in Kishan Garhi thus

exemplifies the fertility and creativity of little

communities within Indian civilization: by sheer

linguistic confusion and loss of meaning in the

contact between great and little traditions, a

new minor goddess has been created., But no sooner

has the parochial goddess Naurtha been born into

the villages of Aligarh than she is reabsorbed

by peasant conception as a new manifestation of

the great Goddess principle.l

In Gujarat, several castes were mata or mother worshippers.2
The deity of the caste as well as of almost every clan, gotra, lineage
and family was a mata. The people also worshipped matas who performed

specific functions, and there were patron matas of every village,

field and street. This cult of the Mother Goddess had two levels,

McKim Marriott, "Little Communities in an Indigenous Civilization",
in McKim Marriott, Village India, The American Anthropological Assocation,
Vol. 57, no. 3, part 2, memoir no. 83 (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1955), p. 201,

25, M. Shah and R. G. Shroff, "The VahTvanca Barots of Gujarat:

A Caste of Genealogists and Mythographers", in op. cit., p. 43.
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On the Sanskritic level, the various'méEéE.were worshipped as different
manifestations of Sakti who was regarded as the personification of the
. female principle in the creation of the universe. On the Folk Level,
the same idea was expressed but in a different form. Here the gégég
were regarded as manifestations of a single Mata, Mother of all creation.

Amongst the Nayars, a matrilineal caste of landholders and
salaried workers, each taravad or lineage segment had a patron goddess
or dharma devi ("goddess of moral law").1 These goddesses were all
thought of as a species of the generic goddess Bhagavadi or Bhadrakali,
who was the chief deity of the Nayars. Her idol was kept in a small
shrine near the oldest ancestral house or else in the courtyard of the
village temple. This deity was a Sanskritized form of the local
Goddess of smallpox and other diseases.2 This element remained in her
character, as she was believd to be the authoress of diseases and of
all other types of misfortune. She was annuaily propitiated with
offerings of cooked food. Sﬁe was the source of fertility of the
women of the lineage. Lineage members seem to have felt a collective
responsibility towards the goddess for any ritual lapses or sins on
the part of any individual member.3

In the 'conversion'to Hinduism of many tribes there are often

certain elements that betray the ancient character of the new gods or

lE. Kathleen Cough, "Cults of the Dead Amongst the Nayars'",
in Ibid, pp. 240-243,

2Ehrunfels, op. cit., p. 66.

3. Kathleen Gough, "Nayar: Central Kerala", in Schneider and
Gough, op, cit., p. 330.
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cults. For example, upon conversion, certain tribes accepted Hindu
divinities, mainly female, but did not use Brahmans to performs their
rituals.] Members of ancient low-caste tribes, such as the Pariahs,
réther than Bréhmaps, often play the leading roles in the ceremonies
and rituals of the grémadevatés.2 Further, the sacred places of worship
of the ancient Mother Goddess have often been validated by mythological
episodes from Hindu literature. When Hindu temples were erected on
sites that were formerly consecrated to non;zryan cults, the sacredness
of the site and of the tutelary divinity of the tribe remained more
dominant than the new form this sacrality assumed.3

The Gramadevatas have often been worshipped as the guardians of
the products of the field that sustain the life of the entire village.
These products of the field were regarded not only as wealth in the sense
of capital, but also as bearers of the sacredness of the Great Goddess.
The link between this sacrality of the products of the soil and women
can be seen in various rites performed in rural India. Devotion to
Mother Earth has continued to find ritual expression.

After each successive harvest when the soil is exhausted, some
tribes have believed that the fertility of the earth must be renewed
by the performance of fertility dances. Revitalization has sometimes

involved the offering of human blood, as among the Khonds in Bengal

lEliade, Yoga, op. cit., p. 386,

2Marshall, op. cit., p. 51.

3Eliade, Yoga, op. cit., p. 386,
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vho used to offer Meriah to Tari Pennu, the Earth Mother, in order to
obtain a fruitful harvest.l

Many tribes celebrated the dasara festival in September and a
feast after the Holi festival in March. Both of these festivals were
dedicated to Devi, Mother Earth. A fast was also held in her honour,

first before the sowing of the spring crops, and secondly before

reaping them.2

The saradiya puja or the autumnal worship of Durga involved

the vorship of pigs in village festivals, During the puja, or devo-
tional cult, her sacrifice often consisted of twenty-one cocks, 3
This is evidence of her non-Zryan character and origin. The sacrifice
of cocks or duck-eggs spotted with vermilion has been compared to the
sacrifice of drakes made in southern Bengal to a non—Zryan deity;
Dakshina Raya, who bears the form of a tiger.4

Non—lryan customs are also found in the worship of KalT. For
example, during the popular kélI—Nautch festival, masked dancers
paraded the streets after having worshipped the goddess three days
earlier at midnight under a banyan tree.

The worship of trees originated in a non-zryan religious

tradition, that is amongst autochthonous tribes of India. The cult

lJames, op. cit., p. 243,

’Fhrenfels, op. cit., p. 113.

3E1iade, Yoga, op. cit., p. 387.

4Mit:ra, "On the Worship of Dakshina Raya as a Rain-God", in
JASB, XITI (1924-1928), pp. 198203,
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sites of the Gramadevatas are most often located in the vicinity of
trees, and trees of ten played an important part in their worship. On
the folk level all over India, it has been customary before cutting
down a tree to ask the pardon of the indwelling spirit. The non-Zryan
Gond would not shake a tree or pick its fruit at night for fear of
disturbing its sleeping spirit.1 Tree worship is an important charac-
teristic of éaktism, and a Saktd's first duty in the morning is to
salute a Kula tree.2 Some non—ﬁryan tribes anthropomorphized trees.
Brides were married to a tree before being wed to their husbands amongst
some tribes, and trees were also sometimes married to each other.3 In
the Barods province in Bengal, the sacred tulasl plant, embodied in the
Goddess Tulasi, was married annually tO’Vigr.m.4 In other villages the
sacred tulasi plant was annually wed to the ‘salagrama stone.5 In these
cases, the tree was personified and worshipped as a deity.

In all these examples we can see the continuing existence of
the Mother Coddess on the folk level in India. The religious structure
of the non—Aryan tribes was neither discouraged nor fundamentally changed
by the Brahmans. Rather it was brought into the wider context of Indian
society and was synthesized with the religious tradition of theilryans.
In this merger, the Mother Goddess acquired new names, images and myth-

ologies. As an archetype, however, she has remained constant.

IMarshall, op. cit., p. 65,
2Loc. cit.

oo, cit.

Ibid., p. 123.

5Tbid., p. 65.
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Sanskritization of the Mother Goddess
in Indian Art

The process of Sanskritization of the Mother Goddess can be
seen in Indian art from the period of the Mauryas (fourth century B.C.)
onwards. Representations of various goddesses and fertility spirits,
yaksis, are found in increasing numbers throughout the major schools of
Indian art and architecture. As these schools are mainly centered
around the decoration of temples, their subject matter represents the
major figures in the religion of the Bféhmaps or Buddhists of the time,
The artistic figures, as in the case of the Mother Goddess, often illus-
trate to what extent indigenous, non-Aryan elements and cults were
incorporated into the Great Traditiom.

The only architectural site that has yielded any evidence of a
conscutive artistic development of the Mother Goddess from pre-Mauryan
times is the Bhir mound at Taxila., This mound is usually dated from the
fifth and fourth centuries B.C.1 At this site ring-stones have been
discovered which are quite small and which were perhaps used as ex-voto

2 The nude female figures, which are engraved inside these

offerings.
deities, are very similar to fertility goddess figurines found all over
the ancient world. Plants are also carved inside these discs. 1In

addition, ring-stones are regarded as yoni, representations of vulva,

and hence are indicative of fertility worship or the practices of

lRow]and, op. cit., p. 23.

2
“Marshall, op. cit., p. 62,
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fertility cults. Similar ring-stones have been found at Saheth-Maheth
in the United Provinces and Patna.l A carving from Taxila, depicting
a male and. female, has been cited as the earliest archaeological

evidence of a god and his sakti together.2

The interpretation of the
male and female in this carving as god and goddess is, of course,
conjecture, A few terracotta figurines have been discovered in pre-

Mauryan sites.3

These would seem to fit into the context of a
fertility cult, as their sexual features are very carefully portrayed
and emphasized.

A few statues of yaksas and yaksis have been found from the
Mauryan and immediately pre-Mauryan period. These show signs of a
traditional art in which the primary influences were derived from the
Indus Valley culture.4 These figures are often larger than 1ife—size;
and are somewhat heavy and bull-necked, They give one an impression of
solidity. The full abdomens of the statues are similar to those of
Harappan figures,

The word 'yaksa' occurs at several points in the Rg and Atharva
Veda, as well as in the Bréhmagas and Upanisads. It is used in the
context of supernatural power or mysterious spirit., In the earlier

texts there seems to be a dual attitude towards yaksas and the female

yaksls; they are referred to both with respect and with fear and

1Sinha, op. cit., p. 52.
2h1d., p. 53.

3R0w]and, op. cit., p. 23.

4Edwardes, op. cit., p. 150,
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dislike, Coomaraswamy holds that the latter attitude reflects the Zryan
distrust of the indigenous deities, which can be seen in the R. V. V. 70,4

and R. V. IV, 3,13 vhile the veneration of yaksas and yaksis is a local
1

trait, as are the yaksas themselves.” 1In A, V. X. 7,38, the Creator of

the universe is referred to as "a great Yaksa in the midst of the universe,

reclining in concentrated energy on the back of the waters, therein are

set whatever gods there be, like the branches of a tree about a trunk."2
As we saw earlier, trees in the ancient world and in the Tndus

Valley civilization were a symbol of fertility and life. The link

between yaksas/yaksis and trees indicates that they were primarily

vegetation spirits, symbolizing the fertility which gives forth life
to men and all other beings. The yaksis are primarily a fertility
symbol in Indian mythology.3 Many Indian legends recount how women
and yaksis can bring trees to immediate flowering by embracing the
trunk or touching it with thgir feet. This practice was probably
descended from an ancient fertility rite and "may be interpreted as
symbolical of the soul's union with the divinity, often typified in

India by the metaphor of sexual union."4 Yaksas and yaksis, as vege-
yax

tative and fertility spirits, are also closely connected with water

which is a symbol of fertility.

lA. K. Coomaraswamy, Yaksas, Part II (Washington: Smith-
sonian Institution, Freer Gallery of Art, 1931), p. 1

2Quoted in Ibid., p. 2.
3Rowland, op. cit., p. 48,

4Loc. cit,
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All of these various classes of yaksas and yaksis were prayed

to as vegetation spirits, and their devotees believed they granted
wealth and.fertility.l They are still extensively worshipped in rural
India, but their popularity has declined a great deal from this early
pericd, since great gods such as Vigpu, Siva and Sakti rose and took
their place.2

What is equally important for the purposes of this thesis is

that the yaksIs and yaksas, though worshipped in themselves less than

in the past, have become prototypes of images of Laksmi, Parvati and
other orthodox Hindu Mother Goddesses., Their original character, that
of fertility symbol, has thus been retained, but has been Sanskritized.
Hence they represent and illustrate concretely a merging of Eryan and
non-Aryan religious traditions.
From the time of Asoka, second century B.C., Buddhist burial

mounds or stupas increased rapidly. Through the centuries they became
larger and more elaborate, and were decorated with carvings in which

voluptuous yaksas and yaksis often appeared prominently., This is the

case at Bharhut,dated from the second century B.C., Sanchi, dated from
the first century B.C., Gandhgra, dating from the first to seventh
centuries A,D,, Mathura (first century A.D.) and Amaravati (early

centuries A,D.).

1Coomaraswamy, op. cit., p. 13.

2Edwardes, op. cit., p. 71.
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During the Gupta Empire in northern India from the fourth to
seventh centuries A.D., yaksTs continued to occupy a major position in
the artistic schools. Many yaksis are portrayed at the caves at Ajanta
as well as at the temple of Visnu at Deogarh, c. 600 A.D. In the cave
temples at Ellura, constructed from the fifth to eighth centuries A.D.,
yaksls can be seen as prototypes of the orthodox Hindu Mother Goddesses
portrayed here, especially Parvati. This is very clearly illustrated
in the Kail3sanath temple, dedicated to giva, and constructed on the
orders of Kggya I (757-783) of the R5§Prakuta Dynasty. Here we see a
sculpture depicting Siva and his consort Parvati in their Mount Kailasa
home.1 There is also a panel, carved in deep relief, of an embracing
couple: "This union of male and female is a symbol of eternal consum-

2 At Ellura there is also a shrine dedicated to the three river

mation,"
goddesses , Ganga, Yamuna, and Sarasvati. In Pl. 21,2 in fakséé we see
Ganga Devi supported by a makara, and in Pl. 22 we see Yamuna DevT
supported by a tortoise, standing amongst lotuses underneath a partial
makara accompanied by dwarf yaksas riding on makaras. Pl. 24 shows

Sri-LaksmI surrounded by the four~armed deities holding vessels, one of

whom is Varuna. Underneath the seated figure of Lak§mi is a lotus pond.3

1Rowland, op. cit., P1, 119.

2Ajit Mookerjee, The Arts of India (Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle
Co., 1966), p. 81, Pl. 54,

3Coomaraswamy, op. cit., p. 77.
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The cave temples at Badami, c. 578, are adorned with figures of
goddesses, as are the temples, at Aiho%e, constructed from the sixth to
elghth centuries A.D. At Aihole there is as well a separate temple
dedicated to Durga decorated with many varied poses of the goddess,
depicting various scenes from the rich mythology which had by now
gathered around her person.

At Mamallapuram on the sea-coast below Madras, seventeen cave
temples carved under the patronage of the seventh century Pallava kings
illustrate later developments of Dravidian architecture. The cérved
figures at Mamallapuram are similar in many respects to the forms at
Amaravati, and have the same graceful movement and vitality embodied in
them. We see the new canon of female beauty in the heart-shaped faces,
the shape of the pipal leaf coming to replace the oval shape of earlier
perlods, and in the elongated slender arms and legs of the figures.
Durga is portrayed in one panel as Durga Mahisagura'mérdiﬁi slaying the

1

buffalo demon.” Another panel depicts Durga standing on the severed

head of Mahisa.? She is holding in her eight arms the weapons which the
gods had invested her with. There is a dynamic quality in this figure

which is specifically characteristic of Dravidian Hindu art.3

Her long
slim figure stands calmly triumphant, yet we can feel the strength,

energy and rage of the goddess, ready to spring forth anew at any moment.

1Stella Kramrisch, The Art of India (London: Phaidon Press
Ltd., 1954), Pl, 86.

2Rowland, op. cit., P1l, 116,

3bid., p. 172.
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The latest important cave temples are those at Elephanta, an
island in the harbour of Bombay. They are usually dated from the
eighth to ninth centuries and are very similar in style to Ellura.
Inside the main temple are twenty sculptures depicting legends of
Siva. The magnificent Saivite Trinity presents'éiva Mahadeva as the
central face with Aghora-Bhairava, Siva the Destroyer on the left,
and Uma, consort of Siva on the right.1 There are various panels
depicting the marriage of Siva and Parvati.? ParvatI is slender and
_ graceful, yet we can see traces of the earlier more voluptuous ideals
embodied in her form.

The Kalahandi copper plate of Tug?ikara, dating from the
fifth or sixth century A.D.; portrays King Tu§Fikara as a devotee
of the goddess StambheSvari. Stambhesvari is held to be the family
deity of the SulkTs, and she is represented in the form of a pillar,
which signifies Siva and Sakti.3 This goddess of the pillar is also
referred to in the grants o£ the Bhanja and Tungas of Orissa who ruled
from the eighth to eleventh centuries A,D. At Sonepur there is a
temple of Stambheévari, and at Aska in Ganjam there is also a temple
dedicated to her, The practice of paying homage to wooden pillars

amongst hill tribes of the area is also interpreted as a form of

Lipid., P1. 120(A).

21pid., P1. 120(B).

3. s. Behara, "The Evolution of Sakti Cult at Jajpur,
Bhubaneswar and Puri", in The Sakti Cult and Tara, op. cit., p. 74..
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worship of Stambhesvari.l This goddess would seem to be a local
tutelary deity who was Sanskritized in the fifth century A.D. and
hence came. to be identified with Siva.

In South India, from the tenth century to the present day,
lovely bronzes have been made by the method of casting known as
cire-perdue or 'lost-wax' process. The finest examples of these
bronzes are from the Chola Dynasty between the tenth and thirteenth
centuries, and the most frequently portrayed figure is'éiva, usually
as Nataraja, Lord of the Dance.2

Two bronzes of the Great Goddess, one of Parvati and the other
of Kali, illustrate very clearly her nature as worshipped in this and
all subsequent periods of Indian history. The image of Parvatldis
tall and slender, depicting a quiet grace and serene character, One
is struck by the dynamic tension of this graceful figure; the same
feeling of dynamic vitality as embodied in the 3afchi tree-goddesses.4
Her ample breasts and the ouéstretched hand signifying blessing upon
her devotees all mark her as the Mother Goddess. As the gentle
consort of Siva she is the Energy that gives birth to the world.

The bronze of Kélisrepresents the alternate nature of Parvatl

or Sakti. She is the 'Black One', goddess of Destruction, Time and

L1bid., pp. 74-75.
2Rowland, op. cit., P1. 128(A).
3Ibid., P1l. 127(B); a similar depiction of Parvatl is reproduced

in Sir Leigh Ashton, The Art of India and Pakistan (London: Faber and
Faber Ltd., 1950), P1. 53, p. 313.

4Rowland, op. cit,, p. 186.
’Ihid., P1. 127(a).
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Death. We see her emaciated figure squatting on the burning ground.
She holds the cymbals which mark the time of her dance of death. Her
face 1s contorted into a horrible grimace, symbolic of her power of
destruction,

These two figures, Parvati and Kali, are two major aspects of
the Mother Goddess. Both give one an impression of regal bearing,
perhaps conveyed by the elongation of the torso in both figures. The
kind Mother who gives birth to all life and the awful Goddess who
destroys all life signify the totality involved in the symbol and
figure of the Great Goddess.

The school of Qrissa, centered around Bhubaneswar and Puri,
flourished from roughly the eighth to thirteenth centuries A.D. The
Lingaraja at Bhubaneswar was built in 1000 A.D.1 and bears many
carved female figures.2 The latest temple was the Surya Deul or
Temple of the Sun at Kogéraka3 constructed in the thirteenth century,
also known as the Black Pago&a. Here are represented many single

femalesa

as well as numerous couples in embrace, called maithunas or
auspicious pairs. These couples are depicted very frankly and

erotically. There have been interpretations of these figures, such

as their being advertisements for the temples' prostitutes, devadasis,

1Kramrisch, op. cit., P1. 103(B).
2Mookerjee, op. cit., P1. 81, p. 106.
3Kramrisch, op. cit., PLl., 104(A).

4Mookerjee, op. cit., P1. 83, p. 108,
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or else as serving to contrast the fleeting world of the flesh as
opposed to the eternal world of the spirit. We feel it is more likely
that these:figures symbolize the religious significance of sexual union
within the context of Tantrism, particularly Vamacara Tantrism, which
In turn evolved from earlier agricultural fertility rites. Here we see
the duality of man and woman, representing Siva and éakti, merge
together. Their union, portrayed here so vividly, represents the
soul's liberation from and transcendence of duality, and his realizing
of the One Reality which, in Tantrism, is the Great Goddess.l Tantrism
represents the extreme extent to which the Mother Goddess had become
Sanskritized in Medieval India, In Tantrism, Siva and éakti, male and
female elements; have become completely merged. %akti, however,
represents the transcendence of this duality as she is the Sole
principle. The period in which the temple of Kogiraka was constructed
was a time when Tantrism sprgad and flourished all over India, and
perhaps this temple was a centre for local tantric cults.
Many sensuous females are depicted in the group of temples at

Khajuraho in central India, dating from the tenth and eleventh centu-
ries A.D. At.Gujarat, dating from the tenth to thirteenth centuries
AD,, the yaksI prototype is found in the form of a river goddess, and
plant and water symbolism, both denoting fertility worship, are also

evident.

lstella Kramrisch, The Hindu Temple (Calcutta: University
of Calcutta Press, 1946), pp. 346-347.
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The various artistic schools which arose in India from pre-
Mauryan times on to the medieval periods and later reflect the rising
significance and varied aspects of the Mother Goddess in the Hindu
and Buddhist traditions. Although the literature often provides
clearer and more specific examples of the merging of Eryan and non—zryan
elements in the incorporation and Sanskritization of the Mother Goddess,
her many and varied artistic representations further illustrate this
process of syncretism. Both in the literature and the art of this
period the process of Sanskritization of the Mother Goddess can be
noted. Durga and Uma, both local goddesses, attained high positions
in the Hindu texts, and both were worshipped both by themselves and
as consorts of Siva. KalT in particular emerged as a powerful figure
and soon became the centre of a growing number of worshippers;' fakéié
and goddesses are portrayed throughout the various artistic schools
which have arisen in India.' The portrayal and the particular
attributes of the Mother Goddess changed with the centuries, but her
symbolism and significance have remained constant,

Our examination of the Mother Goddess in Indian Art and
architecture further reinforces our general description of the merging
of Aryan and non-lryan elements on the three levels of economy, social
structure and religion. This process can be seen today in the
relationship between the Great Tradition of Hinduism and the Little
Tradition of the rural autochthonous tribes all over India. The

Mother Goddess continues to bBe a Sanskritized as local tribes have

been incorporated into Indian society as a whole.
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Modern Indian religion and Indian society are syncretistic
structures composed of non—lryan and'zryan elements, The merger
between the two cultures occurred after the settlement of the Ganges
Valley by the Aryans from roughly 1000 B.C. onwards. In this merger,
we see the fusion of two distinct cultures that differed not only in
regard to religion, but also in regard to the economy and social
structure, The pre-zryan Indus civilization, on the one hand, was
a civilization based on an agricultural economy and a matrilineal
kinship system which had found its major religious expression in the
worship of the Mother Goddess., The Eryan conquerors, on the other
hand, were tribal groupings based on a pastoral economy and a
patrilineal kinship system with a focus of the worship of male Sky
Gods., The civilization that resulted from the Zryan conquest was a
structure which combined elements of both the pre—lryan and Zryan
economies, social structures and religions. The Ganges River Valley
Civilization exhibited a religious system which combined the worship
of the Mother Goddess with the worship of the Sky Gods.

In the process of this merger, the underlying social and
economic structures underwent profound changes., Economically, the
merger resulted in the development of an entirely new structure:

a state based upon an advanced agricultural system. This was not
the result of the two traditions being added together, but rather
the result of each influencing the other and a new system developing
from this mutwal interchange. Socially, the merger of non-zryan

and Aryan elements was accomplished by means of stratification. The
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Aryans wvere the conquerors; the non—lryans were the conquered. Strat-
ification enabled both to co-exist, however, and matrilineal groups
and tribes. continued as castes of patrilineal Rryan society as a whole,
Religiously, stratification and specialization also enabled the non-
Aryan and Aryan religious traditions to co-exist., The Bféhmags slowly
came to recognize many aspects of non—zryan worship which became
increasingly Sanskritized and were brought into the officiallﬁryan
religious structure. Such was and is the case with Mother Goddess

worship.



CONCLUSION

Evidence of Mother Goddess worship can be traced back to
early hunting and gathering societies of the Upper Paleolithic era.
The fertility of the earth was worshipped as Tellus Mater, and as
agricultural techniques were discovered and the economic basis of

society was altered, Tellus Mater developed and became differentiated
into many different goddesses of the soil, the ﬁarvest, childbirth,
and generally of the principle of fertility. This development is
evidenced by numerous female figurines found from the Aegean to the
Indus Valley,

In our study of Mother Goddess worship in India; we have
attempted to correlate three factors: the level of economic develop-

ment, the social structure, and the religious tradition. Generally

speaking, the social structure or mode of descent is often illustrative

of the mode of production, and the religious tradition tends to

support these two levels., As agriculture is a mode of production often

initiated by women, many early agricultural societies tend to be
matriarchal and to worship female deities, This has been the case with
many non—Zryan tribes in India whose basis of economy is early agricul-
tural, whose social structure is matriarchal, and who worship various
levels of Mother Goddesses. There are as well numerous references to

matriarchal tribes and customs in early Aryan literature.
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The source of the Mother Goddess tradition in India is to be
found in the Indus Valley Civilization. Although our knowledge of the
social structure itself is relatively scant, we can say that this society
had well-developed agricultural techniques which gave rise to an economic
surplus and an increase in population; that the society was probably
theocratic in nature; and that the controlling priesthood was dedicated
to the worship of the Mother Goddess. The latter hypothesis is
validated by two major pieces of evidence., Firstly, the citadel mounds
and the Great Bath at Mohenjo-daro in particular were centres for
Mother Coddess worship. This is proved both by comparison with Meso-
potamian worship of Ishtar centred in similar temples; and by means of
reference to pushkaras or lotus-ponds In early Zryan literature which
were used for ritual purposes and which were the abode of fertility
nymphs or apsaras. Secondly; the numerous terracotta female figurines
as well as the phallic images and vegetative/fertility motifs indicate
a well-developed fertility cﬁltus centering around worship of the
Mother Coddess. The fact that the merchants' seals portray exclusively
male figures and animals indicates that the merchant class had
developed their own secondary cults in distinction from the priests,
the rural agriculturalists, the women and the labourers.

When the Aryans entered India they destroyed the merchant
class and their cults whereas the women and labourers were assimilated
into the Zryan social structure and the autochthonous tribes usually
left to themselves. Hence.Mother Goddess worship persisted. It

continued both on the folk level and gradually developed in the official
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Sanskrit tradition. Sanskritization itself has been a dual process:
on the oﬁe hand, the non—lryan tribes incorporated Sanskrit names and
legends to their worship of the Mother Goddess and thereby 'legiti-
mized' her; on the other hand, the Great Tradition incorporated
elements of fertility and Mother Goddess worship and 'Sanskritized'
these elements, Both processes have enabled the Mother Goddess to
have a continuous existence in India, both in the Great and Little
Traditions, since the Indus Valley Civilization.

Tribal societies, like the early Eryans, tend to be more
advanced than simple hunting and gathering societies and less advanced
than settled agricultural societies such as the Indus Yalley
Civilization, Reciprocity and the discharging of kinship obligations
rather than surplus and profit are the main principles of tribal
economics, Tribal social structure is based on kinship. Pastoral
peoples have always tended to be strongly patriarchal, and have
worshipped Sky-Gods and weagher—gods rather than female fertility
goddesses,

The Zryanhtribes who inéaded north-west India in the second
millennium B.C., were inimical with both the Indus Valley culture and
the more isolated autochthonous tribes., The Kryans had a pastoral
economy, a patriarchal social structure, and worshipped male Sky Gods.
The Rg Vedic gods were personifications of nature, mainly of the sky
and weather, but are as well indicative of certain elements of the
social and economic structures of the society in which they arose

and developed., Indra was a prototype of the warrior or ksatrize



98

class who embodied the ideals of early Aryan society. Agni, god of

the sacrificial fire, was a prototype of the priestly or brahman class,
Agni's growing importance as the necessary intermediary between men and
the gods and hence as largely responsible for the continued existence
of man in the cosmos reflects the rise in social and economic
importance of the brahman class. This in turn reflects the gradual
development of the Rryans from a tribal and pastoral society to a

more advanced socially stratified agricultural society.

In early Vedic literature, goddesses clearly occupy secondary
positions to the male deities, We do find the idea, however; of the
consort of a god representing the productive energy or generating
fertility of the deity. Prthvi or Mother Earth was praised although
not extensively, Vac was worshipped as the magical quality of the
sacrificial incantations., Usas, Dawn, was extolled in the earliest
literature but decreased in importance. The legend recounting her
defeat in battle by Indra indicates that the non-Aryan tribes who
worshipped U§aé must have been completely inimical to the Zryans
socially, economically and religiously, and hence had to be destroyed.,
Aditi was a Mother Goddess figure adopted from non—Kryan tribes which
were able to be assimilated peacefully into the fold of Eryan society,
Aditi herself decreased in importance but the characteristics she
embodied were retained in the Rryan pantheon by other goddesses.

Final evidence of non—Aryan'Mbther Goddess worship in early Eryan
society lies in the small female figurines found in pre-Mauryan sites,

some perhaps dating back to the early centuries of the first millenium
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B.C. These figurines are often similar in style and symbolism with
both the early Mother Goddess figurines of the ancient world and the
female terracotta figurines of the Indus Valley Civilization.

These traces of Mother Goddess worship in the literature and
art from the early Vedic period indicate that Eryan society was slowly
changing from a tribal pastoral society to a more stratified early
agricultural society. This development was to a certain extent
influenced by the assimilation of non—Aryan tribes and remnants of
the Indus Valley Civilization, both having tendencies towards
matriarchal social structure, agriculturai economy and worship of the
Mother Goddess. Hence in the development of the Great Tradition of
Hinduism as well as the Little Tradition on the folk level, the
Mother Goddess continued as a major religious and symbolic figure.

When the Kryans moved eastward to settle in the Ganges River
Valley they rapidly shifted from a semi-nomadic pastoral way of life
and economy to a settled agricultural village economy. Plough
cultivation made possible the emergence of an economic surplus and
hence an expansion of the population, The Bféhmags, who had become
a highly specialized occupational class, were responsible for
incorporating many non-Aryan social and economic customs into Aryan
society as a whole. Because of the high level of specialization of
the Ganges Valley Civilization, diverse cultural and religious elements
were able to co-exist. The process of Sanskritization carried out
mainly by the Bréhmags in the Great Tradition enabled many non—ﬁryan

elements, especially worship of the Mother Goddess, to be assimilated
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into the 'official" Kryan religion. On the other hand, the process
was also carried out on the folk level where local Mother Goddesses
wvere Sanskritized. In this latter process, the names of local
goddesses were Sanskritized, and Aryan myths and attributes were
added to the characters of rural goddesses.

The development of the Mother Goddess in the Zryan religious
structure can be seen in the rise of éakti as consort of %iva. Siva
developed from the Vedic storm god Rudra and had as well non-zryan
fertility elements. As he increased in importance in the Zryan
pantheon, so did éakti in her many manifestations such as Ambika,
Durga, Uma, Parvati and Kéli; The culmination of the concept of
‘Sakti is to be found in the’Devaéhétmya: Here the Vedic gods all
invested their powers into the figure of Durga who then defeated the
Buffalo Demon. This represents the ascendency of the female principle
in the Vedic pantheon. The structure of Durga reveals many elements
of non—Aryan fertility and Mother Goddess worship, as does the
structure of Kali. Parvati and Uma are usually regarded as having
originally been local goddesses of tribes residing around the
Himalayas, In the religious and philosophical movement of Tantrism,
arising in the fourth century A.D., the Mother Goddess occupied the
supreme position as Absolute Truth. In Tantrism we can also see the
‘ancient roots of the Mother Goddess. She was described as the origin
of all things, the source of vegetation and fertility as well as the

source of spiritual enlightenment,
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Sanskritization of the Mother Goddess has also occurred on the
folk level, Worship of the Gramadevatids or Village Mothers has occurred
all over rural India, and is essentially a non-zryan tradition. These
local goddesses and the religious ceremonies centred around them have
been assimilated into Hinduism by the goddesses becoming representatives
of Sakti, Again, vegetative and fertility elements have been widespread
in her worship and symbolism,

The Sanskritization of the Mother Goddess in Indian art from
the fourth century B.C. further indicates her development in the Kryan
Hindu and Buddhist religions."YaksTs, vho were originally fertility
spirits worshipped on the folk level, became prototypes of orthodox
goddesses such as LaksmI and Pérvari; and hence were Sanskritized,
Tantric art represents the furthest degree of this process; as Sakti
is here portrayed as the supreme principle above Siva as well as above
all other gods and men.

Indian culture from the period of the Ganges Civilization has
resulted from the merging of Aryan and non—iryan traditions on the
level of economy, social structure and religion. The stratification of
the state which was based on an advanced agricultural system enabled
matrilineal and patrilineal groups as well as non-Aryan and Zryan
religious traditions to co-exist, although each was influenced by the
other, The Mother Goddess has been Sanskritized both in the orthodox

religious structure and on the folk level. Her history and development



102

has thus been continuous. Sakti exists as she did in the Upper
Paleolithic era; she illustrates the changed economic and social
structures of society, yet she is still Mother Goddess, origin of

1ife, prosperity and death.
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