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Why did Hariti become a kitchen god?

Haritt was among the most popular deities of Buddhism in the first few centuries of the
Common Era. Artwork of her and consort Pafncika is abundant. In most traditions, Haritl/
Paficika are said to have bred 500 powerful children. By the 7"-century CE, HaritT is also
paired with Jambhala (Pafcika’s double) and with Mahakala (aka Daikokuten). The latter
pair was installed in India’s monastery kitchens to ensure the food supply. Why Hariti?

HaritT is a composite deity of Buddhist origin, but she actually represents an amalgamation
of thousands of village goddesses from India’s local traditions. In nearly all cases, these
village goddesses were goddesses of fertility, motherhood/children and of smallpox. They
guarded the borders of the village from disease, pestilence and even human enemies —
just like a mother protects her own children. In many cases, these village goddesses were
simply referred to affectionately as “mother.”

HaritT's evil child-eating ways may be read as a direct reference to her role as the smallpox
deity. Until the discovery of vaccinations, smallpox was the most serious of deadly
diseases. Children were the first victims of the disease, and thus the people considered
the goddess as a terrible mother, the devourer of their children. At the same time, ample
evidence shows that many of these goddesses were the spirits of women who died during
their pregnancies or when delivering their children. People began to approach these
goddesses with offerings and prayers as a means to protect their own children. It is
interesting to note that, in the Taisho canon, #1451, the pregnant Haritr is urged to dance
at a local feast and loses her pregnancy as a result. Out of revenge, she vows to eat the
children of the village in her next rebirth.

Jumping forward...... to cure Haritt of her evil child-eating ways, the Buddha hides her
youngest and most favored child. After looking high and low for her lost child, without
success, Haritl turns to the Buddha in despair and agony, and finally awakens to the pain
and suffering she has caused countless parents and children. She repents her sins,
embraces Buddha’s teachings, and transforms herself into a protector of children.

However, asks Haritl: “How shall my five hundred children subsist hereafter?” The Buddha
replied: “In every monastery, where my devotees dwell, thy family shall partake of
sufficient food, offered by them [the monks] every day.” For this reason, says Yijing in his
7th-century text [T2125.54.0209 b21]: “The image of Haritl is found either in the porch or in
a corner of the dining-hall of all Indian monasteries depicting her as holding a babe in her
arms, and round her knees three or five children. *

Yijing’s relevant passage [English trans.] is shown on the next seven pages. Also see:

e Hariti: Village Origins, Buddhist Elaborations, and Saivite Accommodations, by
Sree Padma. Asian and African Area Studies, 11 (1): 1-17, 2011.

e Praying for Heirs: The Diffusion and Transformation of Haritl in East and Southeast
Asia, by Yuan Quan. Chinese Society of History Studies H[s] 5 £ Oct. 2011,
vol., no.74, pp. 117-205 (89 pages).
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