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CHAPTER g

Why the Tantrika Is a Hero

Kali in the Psychoanalytic Tradition

Jelfrey J. Kripal

There is an insistence in Hinduism that the world as it appears fo us is a show, that
there remains hidden from our normal view an aspect of reality that is different, per-
haps shockingly different, from our ego-centered way of apprehending it. . . . Why
would one wish to identify with, to actually become (in the logic of Tantra), a god-
dess such as Kali . . . [who] dramatically embodies marginal, polluting, or socially
subversive qualities? . . . The answer . . . probably lies in certain Hindu tantric em-
phases. These goddesses “fit” the logic of certain aspecis of Tantra, especially left-
handed Tantra, in which a central aim is to stretch one’s consciousness beyond the
conventional, to break away from approved social norms, roles, and expectations . . .
1o take on such a perspective, to become one of these goddesses, might very well in-
volve or imply a transformation of identity in which hardened categories are jetti-
soned and the emotions, mind, and spirit are stretched in exhilarating fashion.
DAVID RINSLEY, Tantric Visions of the Divine Feminine

TOWARD A PSYCHOANALYTIC POETICS OF THE GODDESS

akta mystical practice, like psychoanalysis, is an exercise in excess, a ritual-
red confrontation with both universal and culturally constituted anxieties
bout death, sexuality, pollution, and the dissolution of the socialized self.
a the famous paricamakara ritual or the Five M’s, for example, the male Tan-
cika secretly ingests substances or performs acts that are otherwise forbid-
en and considered highly polluting by his public Brahmanical culture. He
us consumes meat, drinks wine, and engages in sexual intercourse with
is Tantric consort precisely to transgress, ritually and emotionally, the or-
10dox categories of impurity, pollution, and taboo. It is as if his own cul-
1re deconstructs itself within this remarkable practice.

196
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Without denying the very real and important differences between the
two systems, I would like to suggest that psychoanalysis can poetically be de-
scribed as a kind of Western Tantra, as a century-long meditation on the
powers of sexuality, the body, life, death, and religion. Psychoanalysis, after
all, gazes into zones of human experience that were previously off-limits, ob-
scene, unthinkable. And it accesses altered states of consciousness— dreams,
hypnosis, hysteria, trance states, fantasy, free association, and so on—to ad-
vance its claims about the nature of human being. Moreover, again not un-
like the Tantra, psychoanalysis is something of a scandal to the larger cul-
ture, an embarrassment to many, a horror to more than a few. And why not?
As Freud pointed out long ago, psychoanalysis is an offense to humanity’s
self-assured arrogance (the “third blow,” as it were, after the Copernican
and Darwinian revolutions), for it removes the ego from its pedestal and re-
veals it to be what it has been all along—a social construction always threat-
ened by the instinctual forces of the id, an often overbearing superego, and
the terrifying whirlpool of the unconscious.. . . by no means a permanent con-
dition.! Psychoanalysis even possesses a similar esoteric ritual structure, with
analysts and analysands trained in closed private sessions, accessing a kind
of personal gnosis or jiana reserved for the few who can understand. It is not
for nothing that Sudhir Kakar once wrote, “[o]f the many Indian mystical-
spiritual cults, tantra is perhaps the most congenial to a psychoanalyst.”?

I'am certain that we can easily make too much of such analogies, but we
also can too quickly ignore them and so miss an opportunity to think again
about both psychoanalysis and Hindu mysticism. In what follows, then, I
explore these Sakta-psychoanalytic correspondences through a kind of in-
tellectual genealogy, in this case, a history of the twendeth-century psycho-
analytic study of Kali, the Tantric Goddess par excellence, in the hope that
it might bring us a bit closer to what we might call a psychoanalytic poetics
of the Goddess.

The literature of the psychoanalytic tradition is especially rich in medita-
tions on this provocative being. It is also, however, quite diverse in its plural
voices and passionate debates. Consequently, there is no way we can begin
to understand it without a further focusing device. I have chosen to focus
my own gaze through a seemingly simple question: Why is the male Tan-
trika, who sexually engages Kali either imaginally in meditation or ritually
through an actual female consort, consistently described in the Tantric texts
as a vira, or “hero” Or put more psychologically, what is specifically “he-
roic” about heterosexual contact with the Goddess?*®

Familiarity with this psychoanalytic Kali, I suggest, is central to any ade-
quate Western understanding of Kali (this chapter does not attempt to rep-
resent South Asian understandings), since psychoanalytic thought is one of
the few places in Western theory where Kali has come to play a significant
role. If handled properly, such a theoretical tradition has much to offer,
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both positvely and negatively, to scholars and believers alike who wish ei-
ther to understand the Goddess in their South Asian cultural contexts or to

nmmvvnowﬂ..m:n her in ways conducive to gender equality, social justice, and
full embodiment in our modern and postmodern worlds. ,

KALI IN THE PSYCHOANALYTIC TRADITION (1923-1999)

This nrwvmmn in no way pretends to be exhaustive. Instead, I shall proceed
chronologically, beginning with Freud’s correspondence with Romain Rol-
land Cmm.ml $6) and ending with the recent publication of Sarah Caldwell’s
Oh ﬂﬂ#t@ﬁh Mother (19gg), stopping in between at a few of the most signifi-
cant “markers” or “signposts” along the seventy-five-year path. As we shall

w@ﬂv waﬂ thﬂn €nces Uﬂnv.@ﬂ:. U:ﬁmw a U@ nnin EHQ m:ﬁww an ﬂmuﬁm are chnﬂ
m.m m

Sigmund Freud and Romain Rolland:

Analyzing the Maternal Ocean (1 923-1936)
Although Freud himself never actually wrote about
more than a litde about her through the work of C
_oiv.msn_ what he playfully called the “twin-headed three-volume work”+
of his .Qnm_, friend and thirteen-year correspondent, the French novelist
Em&iﬂmrr and social activist Romain Rolland. Rolland admired Freud mOm
his firm stand against the illusions of religion in his controversial, and, for
ﬁwbv\. mnﬂu€ offensive, book The Future of an Illusion® (like Freud Wm:w:mm be-
_5<.0Q. in neither the immortality of the soul® nor the nﬁmmm:nm of a mono-
theistic God).” However, he also sought to convince Freud that there was
another way of being religious, a mystical way that could dispense with the
common man’s immature projections and rest content with the innate
beauty and pleasure of what he liked to call “an oceanic feeling” (un senti-
ment oceanique), which he linked with the biographies of Ramakrishna and
Ségm:n_m that he was at that time (192%) writing. “I myself am familiar
with m,:w sensation,” Rolland wrote to Freud. “All through my life, it has
never failed me. . . . In that sense, I can say that I am profoundly ,:&_mmu.o:%

—without this constant state (like a sheet of water which I feel flushing un-

der the bark) affecting in any way my critical £ i
o the barl y way my cal faculdes and my freedom to

m—even if that goes against the im i i i

perience.”® In a private _n:nnmﬁo Womm:a_ Freud mmw_”mw& P
w:.a-oﬁ skeptic. Of one thing I am absolutely vo&mﬁwu
n:.umw we cannot know now.”® In another context, an exchange with the
Swiss poet Bruno Goetz, Freud compared the mystic to a kind of “intuitive
v@nro_o.%mn: or proto-analyst who dives into the terrifying whirlpool of the
unconscious to return with genuine psychological, artistic, or therapeutic

Kali, he definitely knew
- D. Daly (discussed be-

“I am not an out-
there are certain
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insight.!? In his New Introductory Lectures on Psycho- Analysis, Freud went so far
as to suggest that psychoanalysis and “certain mystical practices” share a
common approach: to gaze into and appropriate the psyche’s hidden
depths by “upsetting the normal relations between the different regions of
the mind.”"

This dialogue had been going on for some time when, early in 1930, Rol-
land sent Freud his newly published biographies of the Hindu saints Rama-
krishna and Vivekananda, his Essai sur la mystique et Uaction de U'Inde vivante:
I. La Vie de Ramakrishna (1929) and II. La Vie de Vivekananda et Uévangile uni-
versel (1930). What did Freud read about Kali when he picked up Rolland’s
work? The first Ramakrishna volume, where Kali appears, is as much about
Rolland as it is about Ramakrishna, for Rolland’s unique brand of perenni-
alism, originating in his own mystical experiences and nurtured by political
developments in a post—World War I Europe,!? shines through almost ev-
ery chapter and heavily colors the manner in which he reads both Rama-
krishna’s life and its significance for the world. So too with Rolland’s oce-
anic feeling, which rolls and thunders behind his impassioned prose and
occasional references to his own beliefs. When interpreting Ramakrishna’s
experience of Kali as an Ocean of Light (happily, the metaphor was central
to the Bengali texts and the tradition), for example, Rolland returns to his
“oceanic” experiences and reads them—perhaps not inaccurately—into
those of Ramakrishna. As for Kali herself, Rolland begins with the usual ro-
mantic suggestions that she represents “the Nature Mother”!* but quickly
moves on from there to invoke the emergent psychology of mysticism—pri-
marily in its American forms (Starbuck and James)—to read Ramakrishna’s
visions of Kali as a contentless feeling state akin to dream consciousness.'*

Shortly after Rolland’s biographies appeared, Freud’s Civilization and lis
Discontents was published. It is doubtful whether anything in it refers to Rol-
land’s discussion of Kali (his book was already in press by the time he re-
ceived Rolland’s), but Rolland’s “oceanic feeling” runs through much of it
as a central subtext. Indeed, Freud begins with an analysis of Rolland’s “oce-
anic” experiences, which he interprets as psychic regressions to the infant’s
primary narcissistic/unitive state.!® In classical psychoanalytic fashion, he
isolates the central content of such feelings, the idea of unity, and then
traces it back to developmental patterns in the human maturation cycle:
“An infant at the breast does not as yet distinguish his ego from the exter-
nal world as the source of the sensations flowing in upon him.” “[O]riginally
the ego includes everything, later it separates off an external world from it-
self.”16 And then the central thesis:

Our present ego-feeling is, therefore, only a shrunken residue of a much
more inclusive—indeed, an all-embracing—feeling which corresponded to a
more intimate bond between the ggo and the world aboutit. If we may assume
that there are many people in whose mental life this primary ego-feeling has
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persisted to a greater or less degree, it would exist in them side by side with
the narrower and more sharply demarcated ego-feeling of maturity, like a
nocsnmwvwz to it. In that case, the ideational contents appropriate to mm would
.Um precisely those of limitlessness and of a bond with the universe—the s

ideas with which my friend elucidated the “oceanic feeling.”? e

H.Lm:u, in the text, Freud suggests that further study might reveal “connec-
tions here with a number of obscure modifications of mental life, such as
trances and ecstasies.” ! Here psychoanalytic studies of both memnwms and
indirectly, Kali definitively'begin. That “further study” of which Freud §.on

in 1930 would i i is sti
Hoamw”w proceed impressively over the years and is still progressing

C. D. Daly: Hindu Mythology and the Castration Comp
In 1927, C. D. Daly, an English psychoanal
vﬂwv_mmrom a long essay dedicated largely
o% Kali, :ﬂm:QC-Z%Eouoﬂm und Kastrationskomplex.”2 Although much of
his anﬁﬁsm (most of it revolving around castration anxiety, 3 enis en
oedipal conflict, and the menstruation complex) must strike .@wuo SO&@MM
nmm&m.un wm.r.omérrw:ama and rather primitive, not to mention colonizing. 2!
the piece is important for a number of historical and hermeneutical Hnmmommm
mownBo.ma among them the facts that this is the first major psychoanalytic om“
say dedicated almost exclusively to Kali, and, even more interestin. Mrm: i
:_ Daly &mmﬂmnmwmﬂmca,m own reading of an earlier draft of the wﬁﬂ@ mmmm”w
clear proof that Freud was more iliar wi alt’ e
nography (Dals peaney than familiar with Kali’s mythology and ico-
Also of significant methodological interest is the manner in which Dal
used European materials in order to throw psychoanalytic light on Hs&mwh

Ewmw:w_m. In one place, for example, in order to decode the cut-
motif (in both contexts) as a

Kali’s skirt of arms to an exeg
had hung a collection of mo
rope. A remarkably similar
later be used with exquisit
1973 used his own free ass
looking at a Sinhalese fem

lex (1927)
yst practicing in colonial India,t®
to the mythology and iconography

off-arm
symbol of castration anxiety, he moves from
esis of a European’s dream of a sculptor who
deled arms (to complete a Venus statue) by a
“free associative” method, I should add, would
n.nm.mnna by Gananath Obeyesekere, who in July
M_chozm between the inexplicable anxiety he felt

¢ ascetic’s snakelike, matte i s es-
say “Medusa’s Head” (where Freud links the terror WMW“QNMM MMMMMMMM
the fear of castration) in order to trigger a chain of thoughts that would
eventually produce his now classic Medusa s Hair 22 Indeed, Daly himself dis-
cusses the z@m:mm myth in relationship to Kali (Daly, p. M 67) and later in-
terprets hair- and snake-symbolism as related to castration anxieties through
analysis of another European man’s dream.? The latter dreamt that he Smmm

WHY THE TANTRIKA IS A HERO 201

holding his phallus in his hand while it let loose a stream of liquid; as he
watched, the end or tip of it became a threatening snake head, whose
mouth seemed to emit streams of fire before he awoke and thought imme-
diately of a “certain woman” (no doubt a reference to Medusa) whose hair
consisted of snakes (pp. 172-73).

In terms of actual theorizing, Daly reads Kali as “ein Weihnachtsbaum
mit phallischen Symbolen bedeckt” (Daly, p. 174), that is, “a Christmas tree
bedecked with phallic symbols”—surely one of the most remarkable, if not
to say weirdest, lines in the literature. The garland of heads, the skirt of
arms, the extended tongue—all of these features of Kali’s iconography take
on phallic meanings for Daly. Hence Kali is the “castrating mother” who
dominates the father and produces anxiety in the son, even as she delays the
som’s anxiety about his own feared castration by directing her rage to the fa-
ther. Hindu mythology is thus read as a product of elaborate processes of
psychological “splitting” (Spaltung) in which the different features and at-
tributes of the son’s early object-libido are projected onto the screen of re-
ligious belief (p. 147). In terms of the goddesses, this splitting occurs be-
tween two contradictory types of mother figures: those of a gentle nature,
such as Uma, Laksmi, and Sarasvati, and those of a severe or dark nature,
such as Durga, Kali, and Camunda.?* Here also we find early psychoanalytic
readings of Ganesa and his decapitation (p. 155), the worship of Sakd as
a veneraton of libidinal energies (p. 165), symbolic analogues between
milk, semen, and urine (p. 175), the extended tongue as a sexual symbol,
and an interpretation of red hibiscus flowers (traditionally associated with
Kali) as symbols of menstruation and sexual fertility (p. 177): all motifs that
would be picked up by later Indological writers, if often in a nonpsycho-
analytic key.®

The Schjelderup Brothers: Typing the Religious Personality (1932)

David Wulff has pointed out that the mother-goddess of Freud’s rare spec-
ulations on the subject is not the mother who enfolds, nourishes, or pro-
tects but “the mother in the context of the Oedipal crisis, whose son-lover
dies an early death and whose priests are castrated for her protection, pre-
sumably at the instance of the father.”?¢ Indeed, Freud focused on the de-
velopmentally late oedipal stage and seldom ventured further back along
the developmental arc. The British psychologist Ian Suttie states that Freud
found the Great Mother cults “a mystery as repellent as they are insoluble,”
and this despite the fact that, according to Suttie, they are “perhaps the great-
est problem for the archaeology of culture and the psychology of religion.”?
Fortunately, other thinkers developed Freud’s ideas in precisely these di-
rections and cast considerable light on the remarkable tendency of these
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cults to emphasize maternal merger, blood sacrifice, and decapitation /cas-
traton. Such approaches usually fall under the rubric of object-relations
theory, developed especially by the British theorists Ian Suttie, Ronald Fair-
bairn, Harry Guntrip, and D. W. Winnicott, or the self psychology of the
American Heinz Kohut, particularly in reference to his model of narcissism.
As Wulff points out, however, the groundwork for all of these approaches
was laid long before in the work of the Norwegian psychologist Harald
Schjelderup and his brother Kristian, a theologian and psychotherapist. 28

Specifically, the Schjelderup brothers’ early German study Uber drei Haupt-
typen der religidsen Erlebnisformen (1932) # drew on eighteen case studies of
glossolalia to categorize the religious personality into three basic types
(Grundtypen) along a tripartite developmental perspective—the oedipal,

the pre-oedipal, and the narcissistic. Wulff summarizes the brothers’ ele-
gant model:

In the first of these types [the oedipal}, the preeminent feelings are those
of guilt and fear, occurring in conjunction with longing for submission and
atonement and occasionally with the experience of conversion. For this type,
the relation to the father lies in the foreground. The second type [the pre-
oedipal] is characterized by deep yearning for the divine, for closeness to or
even union with God, for peace and rest in God. For this type the individual’s
relation to the mother is decisive. The third type [the narcissistic] is marked
by fantasies of being oneself divine, an outcome of narcissistic withdrawal of
libido from external objects and corresponding infantile self-grandiosity. The
three types—father religion, mother religion, and self religion—thus corre-
spond to three different stages of childhood development.3

tears later, Erik Erikson would describe the same three “objects” of the psy-
*he in more poetic terms. As his invocation of specifically mystical idioms to
‘ommunicate the beauty and power of such object-states will become sig-
iificant for us below, it is worth quoting him at length here:

One may say that man, when looking through a glass darkly, finds himself in
an inner cosmos in which the outlines of three objects awaken dim nostalgias.
One of these is the simple and fervent wish for a hallucinatory sense of unity
with a maternal matrix; it is symbolized by the affirmative face of charity, gra-
ciously inclined, reassuring the faithful of the unconditional acceptance of
those who will return to the bosom. . . . In the center of the second nostalgia
is the paternal voice of guiding conscience, which puts an end to the simple
paradise of childhood and provides a sanction for energetic action. It also
warns of the inevitability of guilty entanglement, and threatens with the light-
ning of wrath. . . . Finally, the glass shows the pure self itself, the unborn core
of creation, the—-as it were, preparental—center where God is pure nothing:
¢in lauter Nichts, in the words of Angelus Silesius. God is so designated in many
ways in Eastern mysticism. This pure self is the self no longer sick with a con-
flict between right and wrong, not dependent on providers, and not depen-
dent on guides to reason and reality.3!
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Such a mystical reading of the three objects, however, was implicit in psy-
choanalytic discourse from the beginning. Hence, when the Schjelderups
wanted to demonstrate each type of religion—mother religion, father reli-
gion and self religion—they turned to two famous Asian mystics and a West-
ern reformer: the Hindu saint Ramakrishna, the Protestant founder Martin
Luther, and the Buddhist monk Bodhidharma. Even in their choice of ex-
amples, the Schjelderup brothers were quite prescient, because the first two
case-studies, those of Ramakrishna and Martin Luther, later became central
reference points for the psychoanalytic study of religion. With reference
to Kali, they turned to Ramakrishna and the Goddess as powerful examples
of a “mother-religion” free from guilt and sin. Unlike the father religions,
which worked through the emotions of guilt, atonement, and sin so promi-
nent in a later oedipal stage of conflict, the mother religions emphasize the
bliss of physical intimacy, contentment, and union. Such ‘emotonal states in
turn produce a specifically mystical type of religiosity, that is, one that em-
phasizes maternal merger: “Very often there appears here the fantasy of a
return to the mother’s womb as an expression of the wish to flee the world
and make an innermost contact with the object. Where religious expression
takes its form according to the mother complex, we find a type of religious
experience with a tendency toward mystical unity with the divinity.”32

Coming as it did before the Indological advances of the twentieth cen-
tury, the Schjelderup brothers’ study of Ramakrishna and Kali was naturally
superficial and brief (only eight pages, to be exact). It also failed to struggle
with the “terrible” aspects of Kali, emphasizing instead the warmth and
security of the maternal object (which, to be fair, are also major compo-
nents of the Kali traditions). Sill, even with these limitations, they laid the
groundwork for what would follow, insisting on the developmental nature
of human religiosity and its diverse grounding in the primordial experi-
ences of childhood and human maturation.

Gananath Obeyesekere: Mother Goddess and Social Structure (1981—1990)

The early work of such figures as Freud, C. D. Daly, and the Schjelderups
was developed further in the middle of the century by G. M. Carstairs and
Philip Spratt before it came to a decisive consummation in the works of Su-
dhir Kakar and Gananath Obeyesekere, who took this half-century Indo-
logical tradition and bestowed on it a new sophistication, theoretical sub-
stance, and literary presentation (unlike that of most of their @aaamonmmwﬂm.
their prose is often quite beautiful). Kakar’s first major book on the subject
was his now classic The Inner World (1978), which functioned as a true wa-
tershed in the discourse and was followed quickly by a second major mono-
graph on India’s healing traditiqns, Shamans, Mystics and Doctors (1982).
Both books have much to say about Kali and the Tantric traditions.>* But
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since I have summarized Kakar’s approach to Kali in The Inner World else-
where,?* and since Obeyesekere tells us that the manuscript of his The Cult
of the Goddess Pattini, which advances a remarkably similar hermeneutic, was
completed in 1978 —making 1978 an especially auspicious year for psy-
choanalytic Indology—I shall privilege Obeyesekere here, focusing pri-
marily on two of his Pattin; chapter-essays, “Mother Goddess and Social
Structure” and “Virgin, Wife, and Mother.”3

Obeyesekere approaches the question of mother goddesses anthropo-
logically through a comparative study of multiple cultures across space and
time (with Hindu India and Buddhist Sri Lanka as his primary points of ref-
erence, supplemented by an occasional insightful reference to Mediterra-
nean Catholicism). What such comparison reveals is that mother goddesses,
although quite common, are by no means universal and always display spe-
cific themes and patterns idiosyncratic to the cultures in question. One sen-
sible conclusion to such an observation is that mother-goddess cults, like all
religious traditions, are “projective systems,” that is, “culturally constituted
representations that permit the expression and channeling of nuclear in-
tantile experiences,” thus “giving the individual the psychological security
to cope with his inner (unconscious) anxieties by projecting them outward
into a preexisting cultural belief system.”%® But Obeyesekere’s is not a simple
reduction of cultural or religious forms to psychological processes. The no-
tion of a projective system may help us explain why family relationships are
almost universally projected onto the cosmos, but it cannot help us explain
the equally consistent phenomena of philosophical, metaphysical, and mys-
tical systems woven into these psychological projections. Religions are al-
ways more than projective systems (Obeyesekere, p. 428); a projective sys-
tem is but a partial explanation. Moreover, Obeyesekere sees culture and
psyche as mutually constitutive forces that interact across time to produce
both individually unique psyches and publicly shared religious traditions.
This interaction between personal unconscious fantasy and the creation of
culture is the leitmotif of much of his remarkable psychoanalytic trilogy,
Medusa’s Hair (1981), The Cult of the Goddess Pattini (1984), and The Work of
Culture (19g0) .37

Because of this same psyche-culture dialectic, neonatal experiences are
necessary but not sufficient causes of projective systems. For such expe-
riences to become mythology and religion, two conditions must be met
(1) the culture must encourage the expression/projection of ideas and
emotions in religious terms; and (2) the nature of the psychological prob-
lem or dilemma that lies at the base of the projection must be intense and
pronounced enough to warrant the creation and preservation of a symboli-
cally salient system. For Obeyesekere, both conditions are more than metin
South Asia, where “the child’s attachment to the mother is extremely in-
tense, and the religious projective system is both a cultural statement and
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an expression of these intense feelings” (Obeyesekere, p. 428). This is why
India is “the locus classicus of the mother goddess” (p- 429).

But what creates this special intensity? Probably not the infant, since
neonatal attitudes are biologically determined and can be treated as cul-
tural constants. Obeyesekere thus turns to the mother and her culturally
constructed female role in the Indian patrilocal family. Briefly, “we may say
that in Indian society a woman’s husband and in-laws are aloof; she cannot
fulfill her need for love through them; she therefore fulfills it through r.ma
child” (Obeyesekere, p. 429). “[Tlhe Brahmanic scale of values” implies
ideals for the Indian mother and particularly for the pativrata (literally, “the
vow to or for the husband”), which encompasses such virtues as absolute
loyalty, humility, submissiveness, and religious devotion. And HEm. cultural
ideal of “virginity in brides, chastity in wives, and continence in widows,”?8
like all ideals, has psychological consequences:

Since the Hindu female role ideal of pativrata pertains to sex and aggression conirol,
implementing the ideal in the socialization process entails the radical proscription of sex-
ual and aggressive activity, which on the personality level demands the radical and con-
tinued repression of sex and aggression drives. . . . In Hindu society this oo:.c.o_ as
it applies to female role learning is carried to an extreme, and certain psy-
chological problems pertaining to the adult handling of sex and aggression
must flow from it. On the personality level certain consequences are ex-
pectable: sexual frigidity, somatization of conflicts, propensity to hysteria, and
masochistic tendencies owing to the internalization of aggression. (Obeye-
sekere, p. 431; italics in original)

Because of this same Brahmanical concern with the virginity of the woman
(but not the man), the girl is protected and given considerable attention
from her family, such that her own emotional needs are usually met in her
natal home. The mother disciplines and insdlls in her the proper values,
whereas the father can take a purely loving and benevolent attitude. This
generally happy situation, however, changes dramatically when the mml. or
woman must leave her natal home to move into the often-distant patrilo-
cal home of her new husband, where her new in-laws, and especially her
mother-in-law, can be quite critical. Numerous factors—the “institutional-
ized hostility” between a woman and her husband’s sisters, the aloofness of
the other males of the household (with the important exception of the hus-
band’s younger brothers), the lack of physical privacy in an extended fam-
ily, the injunction against public shows of affection between husband MSQ
wife, the continued presence of the husband’s mother as the husband’s pri-
mary female relationship, and the evaluation of sex as polluting and physi-
cally harmful—create a situation for the young bride that is more than ,
ready for an emotional outlet. . 2 hi

Fortunately, this situation is altered radically with the .U_Eu of the .mﬁmnp :
child, especially if it is a son, a necessary event in Brahmanic aa&om& since
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itis believed that only a male heir can perform the postmortem rituals that
ensure a man'’s salvation. The young wife’s moral status now rises consider-
ably, and she finally has an outlet for her frustrated emotional needs: “With
the birth of the child the female’s starved affective needs are realized through her in-
Jant, so that she develops an intense symbiotic attachment to her child” (Obeye-
sekere, p. 437; italics in original). Such an attachment possesses clear erotic
dimensions for Obeyesekere (pp. 439-41), but there is more to express
than sexuality. There is also repressed aggression in the form of rage, born
from the young woman’s subservient role in the Jjoint family and the larger
culture. Brahmanic values, however, prohibit her expressing anger toward
the objects who have engendered it. It is thus “likely that some of this rage
will be expressed toward the child, whenever he frustrates the mother, since
that is the only object in the sociological landscape toward whom this rage
can be directed with impunity”; in addition, as G. M Carstairs observed,
there are times when the mother, by virtue of her menses, is regarded as
“polluted” and unapproachable, and although other members of the joint
family may fill in for her during these times, “it is likely that the image of the
untouchable, menstruating (bloody) mother conditions the child’s mater-
nal image” (Obeyesekere, p. 439).

Lest readers jump to unnecessary conclusions about the overly negative
picture painted above, Obeyesekere himself points out that “it would be
ridiculous to say that all Indian children, even those affected by Brahmanic
values, experience the mother in the same manner” (Obeyesekere, p. 440).
For some, maternal rage will be dominant; for others, the nurturing, loving
mother; for still others, some combination of the two. “Yet these experi-
ences of the mother would occur with sufficient frequency for them to be
represented in various ways in the religious projective system.”* Such broad
yet consistent diversity among childhood experiences results in a tripartite
modei of the Hindu goddesses, consisting of three archetypal images: (1) the
sacred cow, or the nurturant, totally good, ::Qm_dm:&:m, loving mother;
(2) the Parvati image, the benevolent mother and model wife of the father;
and (3) the Kali image, “the cruel, unpredictable, smothering, or castrating
aspect of the mother, based primarily on the unpredictable (hysterical) na-
ture of maternal rage as perceived by the infant” (p- 44). In true structural-
ist style, the Parvat image mediates between the two polar extremes of the
sacred cow and the Kali image, which are in actuality two sides of the same
maternal imago: “the totally loving and nurturant mother will smother her
child, which then creates for the child the terrifying image of the mother”
(p- 440).%

Obeyesekere develops this hermeneutic further, and in a direction that
will become especially relevant for our own questions, in his chapter, “Vir-
gin, Wife, and Mother,” where he treats the theme of the virgin and the har-
lot in Hindu Indian and Buddhist Sinhalese culture. Freud had explored
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the phenomenon of his own European culture in which a man could only
love a harlot-type figure, noting that psychic impotence is often experi-
enced only with certain types of women, who unconsciously remind the
man of his mother. Framed in these oedipal terms, sexual impotence is thus
a psycho-physiological response to a symbolically incestuous dilemma. One
resolution to such a psychosexual dilemma is the “splitting” of the woman
into two radically different models, the pure mother and the sexually de-
graded whore or harlot. This then allows the man to create a disjunction
between his affection (still tied to his mother or a mother-figure) and his
sexuality (now freed for the harlot figure), which in turn allows him to sur-
mount his impotence with a now sexually degraded woman who is obviously
not his mother.

Ontogenetically, affection is prior to sexuality for Freud, as a child’s first
object-choices are always family members, and usually the mother. As the
child matures, erotic components are added to these affective relationships
until puberty, when biological changes and social taboos demand that sex-
uality attach itself to other objects. In the normal outcome, the male is able
to attach himself to other women, and the affection he held and still holds
for his family members is carried over into these sexual relationships. Af-
fection and sexuality are united once again. However, this does not always
happen, either because the male chooses (or has chosen for him) object
choices that are not suitable to his desires, or, more important for our pur-
poses, because the attachment to the original object-choice is simply too
strong to relinquish. Because such an object-choice is incestuous, it cannot
be expressed publicly and so remains unconscious: “In this way it may so
happen that the whole current of sensual feeling in the young man may re-
main attached in the unconscious to incestuous objects, or, to putitin an-
other way, may be fixated to incestuous fantasies.”*! Impotence is the result.
If the fixation is less severe, however, the male may split his experience of
women into two clearly demarcated patterns: a mother-image, with whom
he cannot possibly have sex, and a harlot-figure, with whom he can.

Obeyesekere, pointing out that “erotic fixation on the mother” is a “wide-
spread psychological problem” in Sri Lanka (as well as India), predicts the
following sociological consequences: (1) incestuous feelings for the mother
will result in castration fear as punishment for these wishes; (2) this fear will
in turn result in a widespread fear of impotence among males; and (3) the
erotic fixation on the mother will produce a splitting of woman into mother
and harlot (Obeyesekere, pp. 453-55). All three observations, I should
add, are directly relevant to Tantric culture and its handling of Kali, the
decapitating /castrating, sexually degraded woman par excellence. Indeed,
it is remarkable how closely the psychoanalytic model fits the patterns of
Tantric ritual, where the wnomma:ﬁm or low-caste woman is the ideal ritual
consort (symbolically linked, through the Goddess, to the mother) and the
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drinking of menstrual blood or sexual fluids (rajapana) becomes a kind of
antinomian sacrament. Tantric ritual is thus a religious response to a set
of psychosexual dilemmas produced by quite specific cultural child-rearing
practices. On the psychological plane, at least, it is an attempt to resolve a

modal oedipal crisis defined by an especially intense attraction to the (di-
vine) mother.

Sarah Caldwell: Male Experiences, Female Frustrations (1999)

Sarah Caldwell’s recent study of Kerala ritual theater, Ok Terrifying Mother,*2
both brings the twentieth-century psychoanalytic discourse on Kli to some-
thing of a dramatic close and signals, in its unique academic and autobio-
graphical styles, new theoretical directions and rhetorical possibilities.
Breaking with a century of anthropological and analytic prose, in which the
author seldom if ever interjects his or her own life-voice into the text, Cald-
well adopts a postmodern reflexivity and intersperses her symbolic, psycho-
analytic, feminist, and performative interpretations of Kerala ritual theater
with disarmingly honest and dramatic Jjournal entries from the field, re-
vealing, in the process, her own mystical, sexual, and familial engagement
with this remarkable Hindu art form of suffering, sexuality, and violence.

Mutiyéttu is a Kerala annual ritual art form in which a high-caste male
dons a huge head-dress to become possessed by Bhagavati and act out the
myth of her slaying of the male demon Darika (also played by a male) in an
all-night ritual drama. As the myth goes, Darika is playing havoc in the three
worlds to revenge Visnu’s slaying of his ancestors. Hearing of this, Siva be-
comes enraged and creates Bhadrakali out of his fiery third eye. Bhadrakali
then enlists the help of a female ghost named Vétalam, who helps slay the
demon by extending her huge tongue to lap up his drops of seed-blood,
each of which will spring up into another demon if allowed to touch the
ground. With the help of Vétalam, Kali decapitates the demon and returns
to Siva’s abode, still enraged. In order to stop her advance, Siva appears be-
fore her naked; she, after all, is his daughter, and since daughters are for-
bidden to see their fathers naked, she must finally turn back (Caldwell,
Pp- 19-21). What Caldwell sets out to explain in chapter 4 on “Male Expe-
riences” is why the Mutiyétiu theatrical reliving of this myth is an almost ex-
clusively male domain. The Goddess, after all, is never played by a woman
but rather by a cross-dressed man.

Caldwell begins, like most psychoanalytic thinkers, with a discussion of
Kerala child-rearing practices, particularly the mother’s display of love
through beating and feeding, the practice of prolonged breast-feeding (to
between ages four and eight), and the intense pre-oedipal ties to the mother
that lead to “a fixation on the feminine body as both irresistible and mur-
derous” (Caldwell, p. 189). She then effectively applies such psychoanalytic
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insights to the ritual drama: “The ‘heat’ of real beatings is reenacted in the
Kali actor’srage towards Darika. Kali’s gestures—left hand upraised to strike,
accusatory rightindex finger pointing, popping eyes, and rolled back tongue
—are easily recognized by Keralites as the gestures of an angry mother pun-
ishing her children” (p. 161). More important to Caldwell, however, are the
frustrated sexual desires in the myths of the Goddess and their relationship
to her rage. Perfectly aware that such readings go against the conscious
explanations of the ritual actors (which psychoanalytic theory would, of
course, predict), Caldwell turns to the theme of the yaksi or dangerous de-
monic virgin. Virgin girls, she points out, are considered to be overheated
due to their lack of sexual access and so are thought to pose a real danger
to males. Such fears manifest in folk conceptions of the yaksis, “unhappy, se-
ductive and bloodthirsty female tree spirits out to entice and destroy virtu-
ous men” (p. 163), essentially a kind of female vampire. As one of Caldwell’s
male informants put it, “in the olden days people believed that when they
siept . . . these [virgins] would come in dreams and have [sex] with us . . .
[producing] nocturnal emissions. . . . These kinds of people enter our body,
and cause us to ooze [fluid]. They drain us and drink it. That’s the belief”
(ibid.). Such conceptions of a frustrated virgin out to drain the powers of
unsuspecting men are particularly relevant to contemporary Kerala, where,
according to Caldwell, 30-40 percent of adult males leave the country to
work in the Persian Gulf for long periods of time. Significantly, Bhadrakali
is also imagined as “an unmarried, virgin girl—beautiful, hot, and danger-
ous,” and the drops of blood that her alter-ego Vetalam laps up are analo-
gized to drops of semen by both the myth and Kerala’s Malayalam language
(p- 164). Essentially then, “Bhadrakali is modelled on a virgin female who
suffers from unfulfilled desire for sex and procreation, whose lack of fulfill-
ment is one source of her anger, and who requires the blood sacrifice of a
male to cool and satisfy her thirst” (p. 16%). ;
Itis to the women on the margins that Caldwell turns in chapter 5, “Fe-
male Frustrations, Women’s Worlds.” Employing an explicitly feminist lens,
Caldwell is able to show that control of the female body is omnipresent in
Kerala dress, social practices, and values, and that open discussions of mnx.
uality are actively suppressed, rendering the sexually explicit myths and vi-
olent ritual actions of Bhagavati suspiciously “not female” “Who in the
world was this Bhadrakali,” Caldwell asks, “shouting and running with long-
protruding teeth and tongue, her naked red breasts bouncing, nrmm.Em.Bmu
wildly in the middle of the night? The sheer impossibility of Bh: ali’s fe-
maleness, combined with the reverent concentration of the audience. as.
they watched her movements, seemed to cry out to me that something was
very odd in this picture of female gender” (Caldwell, pp. 202-3). Clearly,
Bhadrakali is everything that a Malayali woman should not be (p. 204). Add |
to this the fact that because of their polluting menses, women can never -
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play the role of the Goddess, and one is left with the troubling conclusion
that “[t]hat which makes them female disqualifies them from embodying
the divine feminine, or even from coming near the goddess at such times”
(p- 205). Far from providing role models or empowering images for real
women, Bhagavati’s performances and myths “serve to reinforce cultural
ideas about a woman's inherent danger vis-d-vis men, which she is respon-
sible for containing and controlling” (p. 206). Little wonder that Keralite
women find little resonance in the ritual theater, or perceive menstruation
taboos, temple restrictions, and childbirth pollution laws to be “fairly arbi-
trary, incomprehensible, and imposed from without” (p- 208). These are al-
most entirely male constructions designed primarily to deal with male fears
of and fantasies about female sexuality.

Certainly one of the most poignant examples of this radically asymmet-
rical system is the manner in which Kerala society defines female possession
as “demonic inspiration” (badha avesam) and male possession as “divine in-
spiration” (déva avésam). Historically speaking, the Bhagavati cult in ancient
times was under the control of female shamans, whose roles were wrested
from them by upper-caste males sometime after the fourth to seventh cen-
turies ¢.E. Today, it is an entirely male preserve. Although males do some-
times experience badha, it is normally women who undergo this culturally
defined “demonic” ordeal. Caldwell recounts what she saw at a local Bhaga-
vati temple known for the healing of mental illness: “All rules of female pro-
priety were controverted by the wild screaming and shameless jumping of
the women, their matted hair flying about loose, dirt clinging to their faces,
obscenities pouring from their angry tongues. . . . While I wondered what
suffering could drive a woman to such extreme antisocial behavior, the ob-
vious parallel to the dancing of Bhadrakali in mutiyettu . . . came painfully
to mind” (Caldwell, p. 214). Often such possessed sufferers are instructed
to pound large nails with their heads into a tree in the temple compound,
which Caldwell poetically describes in her field Jjournal as “the enormous
tree full of pain and spirits, fairly groaning under the weight of its thou-
sands of nails” (p. 215). Caldwell goes on to interpret such possession states,
much like Obeyesekere and Castillo before her,*? as symptomatic responses
to the extreme repression of sexual and aggressive emotions that Kerala
women must endure for most of their lives. Indeed, what Caldwell found in
her interviewing was that women who suffered from “fits,” “voices” and more
serious disorders usually did so at times of sexual deprivation or emotional
stress—that is, before or immediately after marriage, during pregnancy, or
while suffering the extended absence of a husband—but seldom within a
stable and complete nuclear household (p. 217). .

Caldwell rejects the traditional Freudian reading of such states as stem-
ming back to the incestuous wishes of the woman—effectively blaming the
woman for her own trauma—and opts instead, with Castillo, to read them
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(and their common link to sexual dysfunction [Caldwell, p. 228]) as trau-
matic responses to actual sexual abuse. And indeed, as both Sered and Obe-
yesekere have suggested,* female possession states often look remarkably
like sexual states, with a woman orgasmically shaking from being entered or
penetrated by a male ancestral spirit. Kerala’s traditional practice of adult-
child marriage pairings, cultural restrictions on sexual access that lead to
considerable frustration among both sexes, intimate familial sleeping ar-
rangements, and a tropical climate demanding little clothing may all fur-
ther undergird and support such possession states as culturally syntonic ex-
pressions of sexual trauma (p. 229) and religious healing (p. 224). The
same may, moreover, be equally true with male spirit possession: “If the fe-
male’s possession by aggressive male demons reenacts actual memories of
childhood rape, then the male’s possession by Kali could likewise recall ei-
ther a sexual seduction by an aggressive maternal figure or threatening
homosexual contacts in childhood” (p. 251). Unfortunately, only the latter,
male possession, is valued and legitimated by the culture as divine. Such rit-
uals may, moreover, supply an outlet, even provide transforming spiritual
experiences, but “they do not change the fundamental social causes of
trauma, which remain hidden and flourish in secret” (p. 236).

Such a psychoanalytic model explains why only certain individuals are at-
tracted to Kili figures and why others—no doubt the vast majority of any
culture, including Kerala—are left appalled, amused, baffled, or com-
pletely uninterested by her myths and rituals. As Obeyesekere has argued
with his notion of the “personal symbol,” there must be some resonance,
some “fit” between personal idiosyncratic psychological experience and the
cultural myth or ritual for the latter to “take.” We thus cannot and must not
confuse the public meaning of a cultural symbol, whose meanings are usually
stylized, “safe,” and publicly known (such as the mutiyéttu ritual or the Kali
Puja festival), with the intensely personal and somatic expressions of the per-
sonal symbol or somatized symptom, whose meanings have ideational value
only to the individual experiencing it.* One might speculate, then, that in-
dividuals who have suffered sexual trauma might be particularly attracted to
a Kali-like goddess and become adept in her mythology, ritual, or posses-
sion states. It may also, I might add, tell us something about those scholars
who give academic and intellectual devotion to her. Caldwell, for example,
has spoken intimately and passionately to this provocative truth—in her
case, and in her own words, a personal history of sexual abuse inflicted by
males (her uncle and former husband) lie behind her research as the mo-
tivating and inspirational sources of her work. Inspired by her reflexive
transparency, I too have written confessionally of a near-deadly anorexic
adolescence and a painful crisis of religio-sexual orientation as the catalyz-
ing process behind both my mystical life and my Kali studies.* In the end,
it was sexual suffering and physical violence that revealed to both of us the
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terrifying and liberating truths of the Goddess and her ritually possessed
devotees.

WHY THE TANTRIKA IS A HERO

So why is the Tantrika a hero? To begin to frame an answer to our ques-
tion, let us first summarize what we have learned about the psychoanalytic

perspective on the Goddess. Here we can do no better than quote Steve
Derne’s useful summary:

Psychoanalytically oriented scholars . . . convincingly argue that the particular
childhood experience of caste Hindus cause the child to perceive the mother
as both loving and hating, nurturing and destroying, and that this is the psy-
chological root of the salience of the symbol of the fierce goddess. The young
wife’s isolated, subservient role in the Jjoint family is such that she may i) in-
dulge her infant son, ii) form erotic attachments to the child, and iii) un-
knowingly display repressed rage toward the infant. Thus, the structural posi-
don of the young Hindu wife . . . creates a psychological disposition in her
sons to perceive women as demanding, capricious, uncontrollable and terri-
fying—a perception that is projected on images of the fierce goddess. ¥

Certainly, the particular manners in which this model has been applied to
specific case studies can and should be debated. We are dealing here, after
all, with a hermeneutical art and a set of multivocal symbols and acts, not a
hard science. Still, one thing seems unmistakably clear “after psychoanaly-
sis,” that the salience of Hindu goddesses is deeply rooted in, if never fully
explained by, the psychosexual experiences of infancy and childhood
within the Indian family. If the model seems extreme and excessive in places
—and it no doubt does—we must remember that it is trying to explain
some extreme and excessive mythological, ritual, and textual material; the
method mirrors and reflects that which it is trying to understand. How, for
example, can one possibly understand a mother goddess whose myths are
filled with violence and sexuality without addressing explicitly the themes of
mothers, violence, and sexuality? Is there any way to understand a goddess
with fetus-earrings and a garland of decapitated heads having sex with a
husband likened to a corpse in a cremation ground without being excessive?
I do not see how.

Bug, strikingly, all of these phenomena make good sense once we under-
stand them as psychological responses to the sexually powerful, emotionally
blissful, and fearfully engulfing presence of the mother-figure, who has her-
self been constructed and formed by the broader culture and its construc-
tion of gender, mothers, fathers, power, and subjectivity. Indeed, in such a
context {and South Asia is by no means alone here), we would expect them.

So, too, with the Tantrika’s heroism. Certainly, such a heroism is muli-
valent. His confrontation with death, his handling of potentially dangerous
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forces, and his transgression of powerful cultural taboos render any exclu-
sivistic approach to the virg, including a psychoanalytic one, simplistic at
best. Take, for example, the problem of his antinomianism, that is, the Tan-
trika’s intentional and ritualized deconstruction of cultural taboos and pu-
rity codes, most famously summarized in the ritual of the Five M’s. Certainly,
the psychological and religious power of such acts cannot be explained
without first contextualizing them within the sociological framework in
which they were first conceived and practiced as taboo. To put it differently,
transgression requires something to transgress. Tantric transgression is only
“Tantric” and “transgressive” within a Brahmanical value system that de-
fines the substances and acts as highly polluting, impure, and dangerous.
Tantrism, in other words, is dialectically related to, even dependent upon,
Brahmanical orthodoxy.

Certainly, these sociological and culwral factors go a long way in ex-
plaining why the Tantrika is a hero. But we can add more richness and
depth to our explanation by listening to psychoanalysis and looking again
at the hero. In this new light, the Tantrika’s courage appears as a brave re-
fusal, against considerable psychological odds, to renounce his adult het-
erosexuality before the mother and her individuality-denying, if sexually
blissful and loving, presence. He is a hero precisely to the extent that he re-
fuses absorption, decapitation, castration (as a threat or a wish), or infantil-
ization before the (mother) Goddess and insists instead on his own phallic
adult identity. Quite unlike the cultural models of Ganesa or Skanda,* both
of whom renounce their adult sexuality before the mother, or the counter-
model of the demon Mahisa, whose bold phallicism is punished with death
at the hands of a similar goddess,*® the Tantrika boldly asserts his phallicism
and literally has sex with the mother Goddess in the form of his ritual con-
sort. He has become his father Siva, the paradigmatic Tantric hero. Little
wonder that such heterodox traditions lead a marginal, if nevertheless in-
fluential, life on the edges of Brahmanical society. They both deconstruct
the Brahmanical values of society in their antinomian rituals and deny the
oedipal norm in their central act of ritual intercourse with the mother
(goddess). ]

And at what is Kali’s sword aimed? If we are to respect the images and
myths, we must answer: directly at the male head. And how are we to inter-
pret this threatened head? Psychoanalytically inclined Indologists have tra-
ditionally read decapitation as a symbolic form of castration, and with good -
reason (if through a remarkably poorly chosen term).5! After all, in Tantric
symbolism, the head is the storehouse of semen, the ascetic is literally “he
whose semen is turned up” (iurdhvaretas), and the rising of the kundalinien-
ergy isimagined as an “upward displacement” from the genital region to the
top of the skull, where it bursts out into a kind of mystical orgasm. Hugh Ur~
ban can thus rightly note that “[lJong before Freud developed the idea of
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sublimation and upward displacement . . . Indians had been aware of the
symbolic relationship between the genitals and the head, as well as between
castration and beheading.”*2 Along similar lines, Serena Nanda has pointed
out in her study of Hijra emasculation that the mother goddess as “castra-
tor” of her human lover or devotee is a common theme in Hindu mythol-
0gy and ritual. 5 In one striking myth, for example, after the Goddess has
slain the buffalo demon Mahisa by decapitating him, she finds a lingam on
the severed neck in place of the now missing head: Mahisa’s head and Siva’s
phallus are thus symbolically equated in the myth itself.>* Even more strik-
ingly, we know that Hijras often become possessed by a goddess trance before
they undergo the surgery that will literally take away their male genitals,®
certainly one of the more dramatic confirmations of the general psychoana-
lytic perspective.’ To read decapitation as symbolic castration / penectomy,
then, need not be construed as a wild Freudian speculation imposed from
without; quite the contrary, such a hermeneutic can be practiced in a way
remarkably consistent with the culture’s own symbolism. If anything, such
a psychoanalytic hermeneutic honors that symbolism by taking it seriously.
Such a hermeneutic can certainly help us understand—if never fully ex-
plain—why the male sense of Kali is often filled with a certain anxiety and
dread: the Goddess cuts off, takes away, and absorbs his masculine identity
back into herself; indeed, she boldly wears a whole host of such male heads
as her decorative garland.5”

And we need not read such conclusions negatively. Girindrasekhar Bose,
for example, long ago transformed the European “castration threat” into an
Indian “castration wish,” arguing that Indian men are more balanced in
their gender identities and so often wish to become female.%® It is also worth
noting that the “French Freud,” Jacques Lacan, felt that to be a truly great
male mystic it is necessary to surrender one’s maleness and experience “a
Jouissance that is beyond,” that is, a polymorphous pleasure that is con-
nected to being and that is beyond the phallic function.®® In older and less
precise psychoanalytic terms, that is, in the words of Jesus, one must castrate
oneself “for the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 19:11-12).

What is so remarkable about South Asian Tantra, particularly in its left-
handed or “hard-core” models,%is that, againstso many other mystico-erotic
traditions in the world, it so often refuses this kind of mystical removal of
the phallus/head and opts instead for an explicitly phallic affirmation.
To the extent that he is a “hero,” a vira, a man (Latin vir), the Tantrika en-
gages the divine, not as a woman or through a feminine jouissance or a bull-
ish death, but through an explicitly phallic, adult (hetero)sexual act. He has
sex with the sword-wielding, head-wearing Goddess and comes back alive,
with his head. From the perspective of comparative mysticism, this kind of
assertive heterosexuality is both remarkable and rare:

. “heroic” seems an ex-
actly right and perfectly accurate descriptor.
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Psychoanalysis can also help us to understand Tantra’s normative objec-
tification of women. It is well known that Tantric texts and rituals often call
for a low-caste or sexually illicit woman (that is, a “harlot” figure) for its cen-
tral maithuna ritual. However troubling this may be to contemporary hu-
manists or feminists (and it is troubling to me as well),*! such a “splitting”
makes psychological sense for the Tantrika, as it allows him to have sex with
a woman without making the incestuous connection between “woman” and
“mother” that is so often made elsewhere in the culture and its salient
myths. Indeed, the move accomplishes two important psycho-religious tasks
at once: the woman is both socially dangerous (hence any contact, and es-
pecially sexual contact, with her is transgressive and so potendally liberat-
ing) and obviously not the Tantrika’s mother (who can thus remain ideal-
ized as pure and nonsexual). The Tantrika phallicism thus preserves itself
from the unconscious fear of incest and, at the same time, appropriates to
itself through a transgressive act new dangerous energies and powers.

Another feature of Kali’s cultus that has puzzled interpreters for years is
also illuminated by the psychoanalytic approach: the fact that, quite despite
all appearances and a long textual history to the contrary, most contempo-
rary devotees approach her as a sweet, consoling mother figure. She is “Kali-
Ma,” “Kali the Mama,” a far cry indeed from the often outrageously sexy,
violent, and macabre figure of Western appropriations (see, for example,
McDermott’s chapter in the present volume). How do we explain both this
indigenous insistence on Kali’s motherly nature and this Western view of
her as a supersexualized goddess? Psychoanalytically speaking, the two very
different cultural appropriations again make good sense, as each speaks to
and answers a particular oedipal and religio-cultural dilemma. In terms of
South Asia, it is incorrect to speak of Kali as simply the “fierce mother,” for
she possesses two radically different sides: a consoling, nurturing, protect-
ing “right” side, and a violent, threatening “left” side. She grants boons and
Qmmmﬁwn:nm. She protects and threatens. What the devotional tradition has
done is to reaffirm the positive, affective aspects of the mother over the sex-
ual, potentially destructive ones, emphasizing the right over the left, if you
will.®* And this resonates with the Brahmanical value system in which the
vast majority of South Asian Hindu children no doubt experience the love
and nurturance of their mothers in memorably positive ways.

But it makes litde oedipal sense within a Western system of individuality,
phallicism, open sexualities, and the search for a feminine divine. Western
religious seekers are generally not looking for a way to sublimate their sex-
ualities within the idealized innocence of devotion and the beauties of a
childlike love. Quite the contrary, much like the left-handed Tantrika and
his consort, they are seeking to affirm their adult sexualities within a reli-
gious model that has a plage for the divine feminine. This is why, I would
suggest, the South Asian Kali traditions so often appear devotional and
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gentle and the Western Kali traditions so sexualized, extreme, and even of-
fensive to Hindus. There is seldom, T would guess, any intended offense.
Each culture is simply responding to a different set of psychological, reli-
gious, and cultural problems.53

Finally and most radically, the psychoanalytic model allows us to answer
the question of why the Tantric traditions insist on linking sexuality with
spirituality. Psychologically speaking, the instinctual powers of sexuality and
affection were originally inseparably joined in the human being’s first and
most important relationship with an Other. Consequently, every quest for
union, every longing for love, every mythology of mysticism is, in some very
real sense, an attempt to recapture a state of being that, by virtue of time and
human maturation, can never be fully realized again— that overwhelmingly
blissful physically delightful merger with a Presence of truly mythological
proportions, the infant’s human mother. Tantric mysticism is thus a nostal-
gic song to the mother, a passionate longing for her body, an always frus-
trated effort to return to her loving embrace, however overwhelming and
frightening that merger might be. It is an attempt to reunite affective and
sexual powers back into a unitive experience of the (m)other.

WHY THE PSYCHOANALYTIC THINKER IS A HERO

With such thoughts, psychoanalytically inclined thinkers bestow dignity and
meaning on those human beings whose sufferings they have encountered
by accident or by plan. Perhaps it is worth listening here to one of Caldwell’s
informants, a male ritual specialist of mutiyettu who spoke eloquently to the
anthropologist about those who understand and those who do not: “No one
thinks about what we suffer. They simply come and watch the performance
and go home. Only we know what it is to live for this art.”% What makes psy-
choanalysis so controversial (and so powerful) is that it listens carefully to
such a confession of suffering, contextualizes it within the webs of myth and
ritual in which it is found, and then interprets its dynamics, often against or
beyond the self-understandings of the sufferer, in sociocultural and psy-
chosexual terms.®® It makes explicit what is only implicit in the religious
phenomenon. In this, it is more radical, more “to the root,” than any pos-
session state or mystical experience.

And this is precisely where the tradition becomes a kind of mystical tra-
dition in its own right, working through “the secret” (to mustikon}, abreact-
ing it in thought, writing it out on the page for the public. Little wonder that
the tradition has always been infused with a genuine mystical sensibility: from
Romain Rolland’s “oceanic experiences,” shared with a sympathetic but am-
biguous Freud, to Jung’s critical dialogue with kundalini yoga and his con-
viction, in J. J. Clarke’s words, that “psychoanalysis constitutes the first glim-
merings of a modern Western form of [Tantric] yoga,”s6 through Sudhir
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Kakar’s self-described “liberal-rationalist” Hinduism “with a streak of agnos-
tic mysticism” and Alan Roland’s early formative experiences with the fomﬁ-
ern Hindu tradition of Vedanta embodied in the person of Wma.bmwdmrbm
and the writings of Swami Vivekananda® to Sarah Caldwell’s Ewm.ﬁ_oo,mo.x.cm_
hermeneutical experiences of Bhagavati-Kali, the m&\nvom:m_v&n. Qm..nrcou
has functioned as its own kind of Kili-art, a culturally specific Bo@ﬁ_no: on
sexuality, violence and suffering with its own discursive .E_mm» ritual tech-
niques and esoteric communities—a psychoanalytic poetics of the goddess.
Within this same hermeneutical mystical vein, perhaps we could nnwa the
twentieth-century’s psychoanalytic Kali as a kind of navw&na H.rmolNEm\, as
a century-long ritual gazing upon an iconography 2:.7 which, as Lévi-
Strauss might say, it is good to think. Surely such a vertiginous Sowﬁrm has
not left us unchanged, for to think so long and deep about a m:EmQ is to
become it in some sense. But “[wjhy would one wish to identify with, to ac-
tually become (in the logic of Tantra), a goddess such as N.w: - ?.ro_aaam-
matically embodies marginal, polluting, or socially subversive Acw.__cmm.u.. Da-
vid Kinsley asks us. The same could be asked of psychoanalysis itself: “Why
would one wish to identify with, to actually become, a form of thought that
dwells so obsessively, so obscenely, on sexual organs and acts, human ag-
gression and ambivalence, and the deepest, darkest mmwnmﬁm A.um the human
psyche?” The answer, I think, is the same for both questions: E.Oﬁ@n to be
transformed, to lose one’s egoic head and its hardened categories in an ex-
hilarating experience of freedom and depth beyond the surface conscious-
ness we mistakenly take as all we are. o
For those of us still identified primarily with modern forms of individu-
ality and consciousness, perhaps all we can finally do is wm_n:oimoamo the
psychological, erotic, and even ontological depths of the Goddess s mow.Em as
we nevertheless choose to live our lives well outside the fearful, if E_mmm&,
continuity of her embrace. But even this realization is :mmwm. a »,oi.s of wis-
dom, a deep and honorable sense of respect for both the vdawq&&.gﬁrm
of the Goddess and the integrity of the adult human worlds in which we
must live now. There are many ways to be a hero, and it sometimes helps to
keep one’s head, especially after one has lost it.
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CHAPTER 10

Doing the Mother’s Caribbean Work
On Shakd and Society in Contemporary Trinidad

Keith E. McNeal

MOTHER KALI’S SECOND EXILE: DISCREDITED
AT THE CENTER, RESURGENT ON THE MARGINS
To many diasporic Indians of the nineteenth-century OB.EU@ET it HMM&
have been painfully obvious that the world had progressed deeply into 2 i-
yug—that cosmic multimillion-year period when the 204.,5 falls into de-
cline and evil rules the day. At least this is how many of Kali’s contemporary
devotees in Trinidad see the matter. They are aware of the cruel hardships
their ancestors endured in coming to the New World, m.EQ of the courage
that survival through those times necessitated. >=a 5@.: own mxwm:mbﬂhmm
vividly suggest that the worldly degeneration of Eaﬁm is here to stay. :w
it is clear to them that one should seek the protection m.:a blessings o
Mother Kali, for it is her mysterious shakti, or power, that liberates us from
ing in this turbulent age.

msm%w”mhzsmnmoua is mnam__w not so obvious to many in contemporary post-
colonial Trinidad. Indeed, something peculiar has rwv@ocwm to Mother
Kali in the Caribbean regions of the vast Hindu diaspora. Put simply, mvm%wm :
fallen from grace; her worship is nB,UE%mm&.:m to many nm%nnﬂmv_w E:um %wm 5
Not only was she brought by her spiritual children to Sm:.mnn the wilds o 4 e
New World, far away from the homeland of Mother India; g:. she rmm m%
been exiled yet again, this time within the cauldron of the Caribbean itself.

She has become highly Bu,m.mmnmenn_ over the past hundred years in Trini-
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