# Durga Puja: History, Rituals, and Cultural Significance

## Introduction Durga Puja is one of the most significant religious and cultural festivals celebrated in
India, particularly in the state of West Bengal, as well as in Assam, Odisha, Tripura, Bihar, and
Jharkhand. It is also observed by Bengali communities worldwide. The festival is dedicated to
Goddess Durga, who symbolizes the victory of good over evil. It usually takes place in the Hindu
month of Ashwin (September—October) and continues for several days, culminating in
Vijayadashami or Dussehra.

## Historical Background The origins of Durga Puja can be traced back to ancient times.
References to Goddess Durga are found in the Devi Mahatmya and Markandeya Purana, which
describe her as the warrior goddess who defeated the demon Mahishasura after a fierce battle. The
worship of Durga became popular in Bengal during the medieval period. Historical records suggest
that landlords and kings organized grand community celebrations in the 16th and 17th centuries.
Over time, the festival evolved into a large-scale community event involving people from all walks of
life.

## Duration and Timing of the Festival Durga Puja is celebrated over a period of ten days, though
the last five days are considered the most important. The major days are:

- Mahalaya: Marks the beginning of the festival. It is believed that on this day, Goddess Durga
begins her journey from Mount Kailash to her maternal home. Devotees listen to recitations of the
Chandi Path and special programs are broadcast on radio and television. - Shashthi (Sixth Day):
The formal worship of Durga begins. Idols of the goddess are unveiled in pandals. - Saptami
(Seventh Day): The ritual of Nabapatrika is performed, symbolizing the invocation of the goddess. -
Ashtami (Eighth Day): This is the most significant day, marked by Sandhi Puja. Devotees offer
prayers, flowers, and perform Anjali. Many fast on this day. - Navami (Ninth Day): The worship
continues with rituals emphasizing the goddess’s power and blessings. - Dashami (Tenth Day):
Known as Vijayadashami, this day celebrates Durga’s victory over Mahishasura. Idols are
immersed in rivers or other water bodies in a ritual called Visarjan. Married women perform Sindoor
Khela, applying vermilion on each other as a symbol of strength and prosperity.

## Rituals and Worship The rituals of Durga Puja combine religious devotion with cultural practices.
The idols of Goddess Durga are crafted with intricate artistry, often depicting her with ten arms
carrying different weapons, riding a lion, and slaying Mahishasura. Alongside Durga, idols of her
children—Lakshmi, Saraswati, Kartikeya, and Ganesha—are also worshipped.

Daily rituals include Aarti (offering of lamps), Pushpanjali (offering of flowers), and chanting of
hymns. Devotees gather in large numbers to witness the rituals, listen to devotional songs, and
participate in cultural programs.

## Cultural Significance Durga Puja is not just a religious festival but also a cultural extravaganza.
In West Bengal, especially Kolkata, huge temporary structures called pandals are erected, each
designed with unique themes ranging from traditional temples to modern art installations.
Pandal-hopping is a popular activity where people visit multiple pandals to admire the creativity and
craftsmanship.

The festival is also marked by music, dance, theatre, and food. Traditional dishes such as khichuri,
labra, bhog, and a variety of sweets are distributed as offerings. For many, Durga Puja is a time of
social gatherings, wearing new clothes, and celebrating with family and friends.

## Economic and Social Impact Durga Puja plays a significant role in the economy of regions where
it is celebrated. Artisans, craftsmen, decorators, musicians, caterers, and many others find
employment opportunities during this period. The tourism industry also benefits, as visitors from
across India and abroad come to witness the grandeur of the celebrations. Socially, the festival
fosters unity and collective participation, bringing people together regardless of caste, class, or
background.



## Global Celebrations Bengali diaspora communities in countries such as the United States,
United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, and Singapore also organize Durga Puja events. These
celebrations often take place in community centers or temples, featuring similar rituals, cultural
performances, and traditional food. They serve as an important means for expatriates to stay
connected to their cultural heritage.



