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FROM THE DESK OF THE OFFICER-IN-CHARGE, DR. A.P.J. ABDUL KALAM
GOVT. COLLEGE
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INTRODUCTION BY THE COORDINATOR, IQAC

As par the directive of the Directorate of Higher Education, Government of West Bengal, Dr.
Abdul Kalam Governemnt College, New Town, has taken a small and introductory step in
presenting an e-publication which appraises us about the life and time of Dr. Syama Prasad
Mookerjee and also serve as a platform for publishing our thoughts within the academic
purview of Indian and Indegenous Knowledge Systems. The present volume presents
articles from students of different government colleges and faculties from this college. We
are sure that this will be the first of many more such publications to follow.

TR JUATATLTITH GIHANATE] (5503-55¢9)
BY DR. AVIJIT SAHA
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Her Story: From Disease to Village to Mother Goddess

Dr. Proggya Ghatak, Assistant Professor, Social Anthropology, Dr. APJ.Abdul Kalam
Government College, Newtown, West Bengal. proggyaghatak@gmail.com

Sitala, the goddess of smallpox found throughout Indian Subcontinent under the same name;
village titularies under various names, for contagious and epidemic diseases. The association of
diseases with myths, legends and memories conceptualized in the early medieval narrative of
‘Sitalamangal’. The Sacred journey of Goddess Sitala in Bengal and circumambulation is as
equally important cultural symbol. The shift from orally transmitted tales to popular printed
literature of Sitala Cult is a crucial for standardization. The paper will analyse how the growing
concern for household and community protection from epidemic diseases, welfare of children
and community has resulted the development of Sitala Cult in West Bengal. Sitala is a pre-Aryan
goddess, worshipped by tribals of Bengal, Assam, Bihar and Orissa. Texts written in the 17th
and 18th centuries as paeans (Mangal Kavya) elaborated Sitala Saga. She was the goddess of
smallpox appeared in the Skandapurana and the Bhava Prakash, a Sanskrit ayurvedic medical
text, allegedly quotes from this Purana in discussion concerning the cure of poxes. Sitala is
commonly known as the goddess of smallpox and disease but may also be referred to as the
Queen of Disease (Roga Raja), Lord of Pestilence (Vyadhi Pati), or Mother of Poxes (Basenta
Raya). Her name means the “Cool One” which is thought to be derived from her mythical birth
from the cooled ashes of the sacrificial fire. Sitala is one of the many Hindu mother goddesses
who are known for their benevolence and dreadfulness.

Sitala, born of cooled ashes, is by nature cold. As a result, maintaining the necessary balance
between hot and cold is for her a delicate matter. She, ‘The Cool One, is more easily burned than
are others. The goddess is able to expend her excess heat and maintain her necessary coolness by
burning the sins of her devotees with a bond of devotion and protection. Sitala when heated
causes separation and death. The goddess rides on an ass, as a vehicle is unique because the ass
is referred as ‘Gadha’. It lacks all horselike qualities thus become a symbol of dullness and
idiocy. In this context it neither represents sexuality nor disrespect. It represents destruction,
devastation and complete infertility. If she is in her terrible form can completely devour
vegetation and life. She rides on Ass which is a unique symbol of negative animosity. The broom
is refereed in Bengali “jhata or jharu”. The function of broom is to remove dirt and dust. The
broom is made of straws tied tightly from one side, leaving the other side loose and open. It
represents simplest transformation of nature into culture. Broom as an instrument of cleanliness
helps in transformation of nature. Its form in itself has a variety of meanings. For instances, the
tightly tied side of broom represents unity, order and cleanliness while the open and loose side
with scattered positions of straws symbolizes disunity and disorder. It is never placed in the
position in which loose and open side is upward because it is believed that it brings disunity,
disorder and pollution. Another important practice is the symbolic sweeping or dusting done by
the local ‘ojha’ or ‘shaman’ to the subject with the broom made of feathers or twigs of some
plants like neem. With this ritual, the patients mind and spirit are supposed to be cleansed and a
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balance is restored. In this particular context it represents both aspects cleaning and elimination.
Pitcher in Bengali is known as “ghara”. It is used to store water particularly in summers. It is
used as a device to cool the water. The pitcher resembles the human body in many ways. Its
hollowness is like human body which has air as breath or prana inside. Its association with water
is very significant because water is a universal symbol of vegetation and life. Pitcher as its
container symbolizes human body which contains life. The association of a pitcher with the cult
of Sitala emphasis the fertility and life-giving or protecting aspect of the cult. Winnowing is a
process of cleaning grain through the winnowing tray. It is called “kulo”. It mediates between
purity and impurity. The cult of Sitala is also associated with a particular type of impurity which
causes smallpox. The disease in itself is processes which symbolize both the manifestation and
outbreak of impurities and ultimately it ends in purification and rejuvenation. As a symbol, it
represents the cleaning and curative power of the cult on one side and the mediating and luminal
position of the cult on the other.

Sitala’s most prevalent personality is that of the goddess of smallpox. There are interesting
discrepancies even within the Sitala cult, but the dominant theme is her association with poxes of
various sorts, especially smallpox. It is coolness which links Sitala's various “personalities” the
Goddess of Smallpox, the Protector of Children, and the driver of good Fortune. The goddess’
connection with fortresses also linked her to the function of guarding and protecting specific
territorial units such as a village or locality or an entire kingdom. The particular association of
the goddess with the establishment of forest kingdoms by political adventurers, who were
mostly, belongs to lower-caste or tribal origin. The need to please her is the most urgent in rural
areas and among the poor. She is worshipped largely by tribal and lower caste populations. A
marked trend towards the Brahmanization and gentrification of goddess worship was noticeable
particularly from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries. The early medieval Puranas and
medieval panchalis, mangal kavyas and brata kathas were literary mechanisms in popularizing
these faiths and practices not only for religious purposes but more as psychological salve against
most imminent concerns. The transformation of the goddess from fierce warrior to benign
mother and daughter was, as McDermott explains, symptomatic of a process whereby the deity
was ‘softened. elevated, humanized and popularized’. The attribution of widely varying
personalities to goddesses is a result of continuous processes of communication between
localized little traditions and the more widespread, continuously sanskritzing great traditions. To
accept that they have always evolved as society has evolved, that they have been inflected by
other cultural influences, that they reflect accretions and adaptations, is to accept that there is no
single, definitive, point can be judged and condemned.
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