
October 2, 1954 
THE ECONOMIC WEEKLY 

off the Record 

Puja Greetings 
TH O U G H the Goddess Durga 

is worshipped w i t h ,a degree 
of pomp, sumptuousness and enthu
siasm which surpasses by far similar 
celebrations elsewhere in India , it is 
of course not true that Durga is a 
provincial deity of Bengal. Mahisha-
sura M a r d i n i is the celebrated deity 
of Mysore, worshipped by the royal 
family, and the most beautiful image 
of the .Goddess extant today is in 
Java. But the form that the Puja 
has taken in Bengal is of course 
unique and one sees in the worship 
and the response of the people wide
ly differing ideologies, ranging from 
the homely to highly spiritual. For 
the bulk of the common people and 
universally for the illiterate or un
sophisticated, the celebration is of 
the visit of Unia , the daughter of 
Himalaya, to her parents' home and 
the end of the celebrations on the 
Vi jaya day is a sad farewell. When 
a g i r l is married off and leaves her 
parental home, it is always a sad 
farewell, for in her father-in-law's 
place, she is put on her best beha
viour all the time, and must always 
keep her face veiled, never speak 
aloud or laugh and must suppress 
all those spantaneous impulses that 
make life such fun for young girls. 
When she is in her parents' home, 
she is free like the a i r ; for even 
where the purdah system is at its 
worst, married daughters on a visit 
are subject to no taboos. The ex
perience is so familiar and so deeply 
a part of the social life of Bengal 
that the popularity of the folk cult 
hardly needs an explanation. But 
its origin does. It is an exercise in 
psychology. 

Long before Freud came on the 
scene, Tagore offered an explana
tion which still reads remarkably 
fresh. W r i t i n g on the folk songs 
which fall into two broad groups, 
relating to Uma and Shiva or Hara-
Parvati and Radha-Krishna, he sug-
gested that the problem created by 
our marriage system was one of 
finding bridegrooms for the daugh
ters and the other was of reconcil
i ng the nutural love between man 
and woman which lacks social sanc
tion w i t h the r igid system of 
arranged marriages which allows no 
divorce. In the first case, dowry 
was needed to get an eligible groom 
and poor parents had often to give 
their daughters in marriage to elder
ly and not so eligible husbands. 
Hara-Parvati songs, folk plays and 

dances, rationalise the emotional 
conflict and make it bearable. Shiva 
is the poor man's choice, a bride
groom not too young and not too 
polished, keeping questionable com
pany and all that, but desirable 
above all . This is to solace U m a , 
the darl ing daughter of al l . Sub
l imat ion of personal love was simi
larly the main inspiration behind 
the songs of Radha-Krishna, the 
divine lovers. 

The ri tual and mantram part of 
the Puja are of course complex and 
scholars in the process of analysing 
the l i turgy find in it various strands 
that derived from the Vedic to later 
times. The point to be noted how
ever is that to the common worship
per, the Puja is not an exercise in 
renunciation. Quite the contrary in 
fact. The devotee wants from the 
Goddess very mundane gifts—good 
looks, good health, wealth,, success 
and destruction of enemies. So it 
is a most positive creed, and no 
otherworldliness to detract from 
material pursuits. Fulness of life, 
richness in everything, resplendent 
glory, these are the attributes of the 
Durga the Bengalis worship. 

More interesting from the r i tua l 
point of view is the departure from 
custom and the essence of religious 
worship which has not only been 
condoned but enthusiastically sup
ported and universally adopted to
day. Congregational worship is 
foreign to the spirit of Hinduism. 
It is still more foreign to the Tantric 
cult , which dominates religion in 
Bengal. The Puja is always in the 
name of the person who celebrates 
and of his kinsmen. That is how 
the worship is still performed in 
individual households. the merit , 
the blessings, the reward, al l are 
wanted in the name of the person 
concerned and of his family mem
bers. Sarvajanin Durga Puja is a 
later and poli t ically oriented emen
dation that first became popular 
during the Swadeshi movement and 
has continued to remain so ever 
since. So the Puja today is not only 
an occasion for national rejoicing— 
that it always was-—but for mass 
participation in a manner which is 
quite foreign to the spirit and t radi
t ion of orthodox worship. 

The pomp and sumptuousness 
of the celebrations, and even 
more the w i l d extravagance some
times indulged i n , it now appears, 
was a later development which is 

traced to the growth of the Ci ty 
of Calcutta in the British regime. 
The new r ich made the Puja an 
occasion for vulgar display and 
ostentation. They utilised it also 
for establishing useful contacts likely 
to help them in their business and 
thus made it a mundane affair. For 
the Puja was the only occasion 
when the big British bosses, both 
Government officials and members 
of the business houses, would accept 
invitations from the natives. 

According to the more ardent 
materialists among the younger 
Bengali writers, the present impor
tance of Durga Puja as a festival is 
a development of quite recent origin. 
They trace it to the change in the 
economic life of the country brought 
about by the British and to the 
growth of Calcutta as the centre of 
commerce which enabled Calcutta, 
wi th its new prosperity, to set up 
social mores and fashions. From 
Calcutta emanated a new standard 
of celebration, raised higher and 
higher' by competitive bidding among 
the nouvean riche, for ostentation, 
not always in good taste. The 
vulgarity of it and Calcutta's bid for 
leadership in social matters were 
naturally resented by the people in 
the districts, not only by the old 
aristocrats but also by the stable, 
God-fearing, stay-at-home people, 
who d id not like the ways of the 
Calcutta Baboos and all this w h i r l i 
gig. But the fashion caught on, 
because behind i t , there was an 
important economic change, the 
prosperity brought by the emer
gence of jute as a cash crop f rom 
the closing years of the 18th century. 
It was the predominance of the ju te 
crop and the cash that it brought 
which was the motivat ing force 
behind this big social change. The 
economic history part of i t , however, 
is not so clear, for it was not un t i l 
the middle of the next century that 
jute came to acquire a dominant 
position. By then, the country had 
moved far in a new direction, v i l 
lages had decayed, and ports were 
thr iving. The fashion for celebrat
ing Puja w i t h so much eclat and 
ostentation might well have been 
symbolic of this change. But what
ever be its past history, and despite 
its dubious economics, Puja re
mains the biggest celebration, an 
occasion for drawing people near 
one another and wishing good cheer 
to a l l . 
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