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Abstract: The paper aims to draw parallels between the female protagonist of the novel Calling Sehmat 
by Harinder Sikka and the Supreme Being Goddess of Hinduism, Adi Parashakti and her various 
incarnations namely Saraswati, Lakshmi and Parvati. The paper focuses on the different shades of a 
woman which is believed to be similar to the various forms of the goddess depicted during the festival of 
Navratri, which means nine nights. There are four seasonal Navratri which are held at various stages of 
the year, but the most predominant of them is the Sharda Navratri which is also known as Durga Puja. 
In Navratri, the festival’s nine nights are dedicated to different aspects of the divine feminine principle. 
The paper focuses on the Sharda Navratri and aims to show how the female protagonist, Sehmat, 
displays similar aspects of femininity throughout the novel. 
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Abstract:Harinder Sikka’s debut novel, Calling Sehmat, depicts the true tale of an Indian spy who played 
an integral part in the victory of the country during the 1971 Indo-Pak Naval war. Sikka is a former 
Indian Navy officer. It was during his disillusionment with patriotism, in the thick of the Kargil conflict, 
that he stumbled upon the existence of the female spy. He named her Sehmat Khan, to allow her to 
remain in anonymity, and to share her unusual life with readers.  
 
The protagonist, Sehmat Khan, was an Indian-Kashmiri woman who married a Pakistani officer as 
instructed by her father, preceding the Indo- Pakistan war in 1971, to carry out an undercover operation 
within the Pakistani army household. The novel opens with the news of Sehmat’s death, long years after 
she has completed her mission and returned to the safety of her homeland. Her son Samar enters the 
room where her body is laid. Her body is covered with the Indian flag, which is meant to be protecting 
her against the rays of the sun [1]. This sets the tone of the novel. After touching upon her college days, 
the story focuses on her training as an Indian spy, and then zeroes in on the naval warfare during the 
1971 war. On her own, Sehmat carefully devised methods to get closer to the military in Pakistan, and 
saved millions of lives of Indian soldiers, by informing them about enemy positions, troop movements 
and strike blueprints across the border [2]. 
 
Calling Sehmat has been made into a major motion film, Raazi, directed by Meghna Gulzar and starring 
Alia Bhatt as Sehmat. On a surface level, Meghna Gulzar portrays three shades of Sehmat: a daughter, a 
wife and a spy. But Sehmat in the novel displays different aspects of femininity which can be drawn out 
to be similar to those of divine feminine principles of the Supreme Being Goddess of Hinduism, Adi 
Parashakti. The aim of this paper is to find out the similarities between Sehmat’s nature and the various 
incarnations and avatars of Adi Parashakti. The divinity and the incarnations of the Supreme Being 
Goddess are found in Puranas. 
 
The Puranas are ancient Hindu religious texts which glorify various deities and narrate about the history 
of the Universe from creation to destruction and the genealogies of kings, heroes, sages, and demigods. 
The Puranas were narrated orally before being written down. Vyasa, the narrator of the Mahabharata, is 
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traditionally considered the compiler of the Puranas. According to Gavin Flood, the Puranic corpus is a 
complex body of materials that advance the views of various competing cults: 
Although these texts are related to each other, and material in one is found in another, they nevertheless 

each present a view of ordering of the world from a particular perspective. They must not be seen as 

random collections of old tales, but as highly selective and crafted expositions and presentations of 
worldviews and soteriologies, compiled by particular groups of Brahmins to propagate a particular vision, 

whether it be focused on Viṣṇu, Śiva, or Devī, or, indeed, any number of deities [3]. 
 
One of the major Puranas is the Devi Bhagavatha Purana. It celebrates the divine feminine as the origin 
of all existence, the creator, the preserver and the destroyer of everything, as well as the one who 
empowers spiritual liberation [4].It states that Adi Parashakti, the Supreme Being Goddess, is the 
original creator, observer and destroyer of the whole universe: 
I alone existed in the beginning; there was nothing else at all, O Mountain King. My true Self is known as 

pure consciousness, the highest intelligence, the one supreme Brahman [5]. 
 
Adi Parashakti means "The Eternally Limitless Power". She is the power beyond this universe. She is the 
active energy that can both create and destroy the entire universe. Adi Parashakti is worshiped as the 
Mother Goddess. In the beginning of the novel we see Sehmat’s son remembering how proud his mother 
had been when she had first seen him in his military uniform: “Respect this uniform, son. And your soul 
will respect you. Don’t be afraid to encounter risks. It is by taking chances that you will learn to be brave. 
You have a duty towards your nation and you must never weigh it with the materialistic pittance that you 

may sometimes receive in return. There is no greater reward than to live and die for your country, knowing 

that you have done your part” [6]. 
 
Adi Parashakti was the same in all places: she was the life-bestower, nourisher, lover and comforter. 
Sehmat possessed similar traits, as seen in the emotions of the natives: Sehmat was their messiah who’d 
always had their back and had transformed their lives as well as Maler Kotla [7]. 
 
The Supreme Being Goddess took various incarnations over a period of time for upholding Dharma, 
collectively called the Tridevi: The Goddess declares, “Whenever there is a decline in righteousness, O 
Mountain, And a rising up of unrighteousness, then I assume various guises” [8].Born to a Kashmiri 
Muslim father and a Hindu mother, Sehmat was taught from the very beginning that love and 
dedication to the country is the highest form of worship. This patriotism laid the foundation of the 
transformation of Sehmat, from being a naïve teenager to a trained espionage when the country was in 
great peril. Her love for country was blended with the love for the people living in a society that she 
lived in. That was the reason she was addressed with reverence as ‘messiah’. The incarnations of Mother 
Goddess were Saraswati, Lakshmi and Parvati, who were also the consorts of the Trimurticomprising 
Brahma (creator), Vishnu (preserver) and Shiva (destroyer).  
 
Saraswati, the first incarnation of the Goddess Adi Parashakti, is the goddess of wisdom, creation, 
learning and art. She is the embodiment of hard work, spirituality and devotion. Sehmat could be 
related to Saraswati in possessing a wisdom that enabled her to take appropriate and timely decisions 
needed for women empowerment and for the betterment of the nation she belonged to. Sehmat is 
introduced as an introvert girl who is humble and caring in nature and is passionate about dance. Dance 
was like a daily prayer for her that made her feel complete [9].When issues pertaining to women’s rights 
were discussed, she would don the mantle of an activist. When she agreed to become a spy for her 
motherland, she displayed an amazing and uncanny knack for espionage techniques and worked extra 
hard during her training period. By the time her training came to an end, she had become an expert on 
numerous spying techniques. What mattered to her was only her mission, to make her father and the 
country proud. 
 
Lakshmi, the second incarnation, is the goddess of good fortune and preservation. As Bhoodevi, the 
earth-goddess, she nurtures life; as Shreedevi, the goddess of fortune, she bestows power, pleasure and 
prosperity on those who deserve her grace [10]. Sehmat was a mother-like figure to the natives of her 
residing place, Maler Kotla. She was adored by the women for the manner in which she had fought for 
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their rights and helped them gain their self-esteem. The men too held her in great awe for her far-
reaching influence. The Sarpanch, village head, almost feared her because beneath her extremely helpful 
and meek exterior, he had witnessed her steely resolve, her uncanny intelligence. He was often surprised 
by the innovative methods with which she solved many of the village issues. She was an integral part of 
the village panchayat’s think tank, someone who had ready solutions to all their problems [11]. For the 
villagers, Sehmat was their saviour. She had descended from the heavens to give them respite from the 
terrors and chaos they had lived in. 
 
Parvati, the third and absolute incarnation, is the goddess of spiritual fulfillment as well as presiding 
over the destruction of the universe. She gives salvation to mankind. As Sehmat’s warmth and innocence 
helps her blend into the Pakistani family where she got married to, seamlessly, she begins assimilating 
valuable information and sending it to India. Sehmat eventually stumbles upon plans that mention the 
sinking of the INS Vikrant, a vessel that is the pride of the Indian Navy. Her indispensable information 
was relied to the Indian network at the cost of the lives of the family of her sham marriage. From a girl 
who couldn’t hurt a fly she becomes a ruthless killer to ensure her safety and that of her motherland. 
Once her mission was completed, she was drowned in guilt for her acts and fell in deep depression. An 
encounter with a fakir helped her to revive to her normal self after a long time. The following 
conversation between Sehmat and the fakir reflects on her guilt and revival: ‘How do I find peace? I have 
sinned, committed unpardonable crimes. It haunts me,’ Sehmat asked, impatience writ large on her 
forehead. Without exchanging any pleasantries, the fakir began softly, ‘Be in touch with your soul if you 
desire peace. […] You had a mission in your own heart. You thus opted to travel in the chosen path. After 

accomplishing your goals, you began to ponder about the right and wrong. The resultant analysis put you 

in deep depression. By His grace, you are back to normal’ [12]. 
 
Sehmat processed the information in her mind. She realized that what had happened with her and those 
connected with her was because of her karma, her actions. They had led her to this state and the 
solution was to seek spiritual answers. She gains spiritual fulfillment which also transformed her from 
espionage to the ‘messiah’ of the natives of Maler Kotla.  
 
Durga is the most splendid manifestation of Adi Parashakti. Pristine and sublime, containing within her 
the power of all the gods combined, she is the invincible power of Nature who triumphs over those who 
seek to subjugate her [13]. The Navratri festival is associated to the prominent battle that took place 
between Durga and demon Mahishasura and celebrates the victory of Good over Evil.In 
the Navratri ("nine nights") festival, the Goddess is worshiped in three forms. During the first three 
nights, Parvati is revered, then Lakshmi on the fourth, fifth and sixth nights, and finally Saraswati until 
the ninth night [14]. These nine days are solely dedicated to Goddess Durga and her nine Avatars. Each 
day is associated to an avatar of the goddess: Shailaputri, Brahmacharini, Chandraghanta, Kushmanda, 
Skandamata, Katyayani, Kaalratri, Mahagauri, and Siddhidatri. Each incarnation depicts certain values 
like vigor, calmness, bravery, endowment of vegetation on Earth, strength of a mother when her child is 
confronted to dangers, courage, rage, intelligence and peace [15].  
 
Sehmat, throughout her journey, displays each of these divine femininities. In the initial stages, Sehmat 
was shown as a passionate dancer. On a competitive event, she performs the role of Meerabai who’d 
devoted all of herself to appease Lord Krishna. She danced with such vivacity that she transcended to a 
phase where she was even unaware of her injured foot. Sehmat’s right foot was soaked in blood, which 
was painting the wooden floor red. Her eyes were shut, oblivious to the commotion she was causing on the 

stage. […] Her concentration was so intense that she had neither felt the pain nor noticed the blood [16]. 
The audience realized that this was divine grace on display and not a competitive dance show [17]. This 
aspect of her is similar to that of Shailaputri, who is the daughter of the Himalayas and is symbolic of 
action and vigor. 
 
The next aspect of Sehmat is that of a lover. When she finds true love in Abinav, a humble boy from an 
influential and wealthy family, she remembers her mother’s words “Love can only happen once and when 

it does, your heart will tell you that it is the one true love. Allow that to happen when it does” [18]. Growing 
up by seeing her parents love, Sehmat had firm belief that love would cross her path someday. And 
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when the destined day happened, her innocent face radiated with an amazing glow. There was a sense of 
deep satisfaction in her body language as she slept in complete peace, perhaps dreaming of Aby. The 

Meerabai in her had found her Krishna at last [19].This bliss and calmness is similar to Brahmacharini, an 
avatar of Parvati worshipped in the form of her unmarried self, Sati. She symbolizes bliss and calm, and 
is worshipped for the endowment and emancipation of peace and prosperity.  
 
The Chandraghanta avatar of Goddess Durga is the embodiment of beauty and is symbolic of bravery. In 
this avatar, Parvati adorns her forehead with half moon after her marriage to Shiva. Sehmat was brave 
enough to sacrifice her love and enter into a sham of a marriage to serve for her country’s protection. 
When Abinav was not convinced of her decision she said, ‘My father has sacrificed himself for our nation, 
Aby, and the least I can do is give him peace as he approaches the last phase of his life. Besides, it would be 

an honour to be able to serve our motherland’ [20]. Her beauty lies in her selflessness. She prioritized the 
wishes of her father and the welfare of her country above her life and personal interests. Sehmat was to 
be married to the son of a Pakistani Brigadier Sheikh Sayeed, in a bold move to understand the 
operation being carried out against India. Afterthe wedding ceremonies, Sehmat settled into the new 

environment quickly. It was important for her to overcome her past and focus on her assignment [21]. 
 
The Kushmanda avatar is believed to be the creative power of the universe and is associated with the 
endowment of vegetation on earth. Sehmat was instrumental in promoting her husband Captain Iqbal 
Sayeed and her father-in-law Brigadier Sheikh Sayeed in their ranks, through sheer planning and 
meticulous execution. Though she performed these tasks for the success of her mission, she had won the 
hearts of the Sayeeds with her charm, love, openness and friendly behavior. After two years into the 
marriage the whole household was dependent on her. While Iqbal grew from strength to strength, he also 
became completely dependent on Sehmat for his day-to-day functioning. The father-in-law too found 

Sehmat indispensable and earned many brownie points from divisional headquarters by sharing 

operational details with his daughter-in-law [22]. 
 
Though she was acquainting herself with the traditions, customs and the members of her new 
household and was helping them in their business and military offices, Sehmat installed listening 
devices in safe locations at every given opportunity, which were controlled by her from the safety of her 
bathroom through a portable unit. The bathroom soon doubled up as an operations room from where she 
could send an SOS message or even make an emergency call. Using microscopic headphones, she also 

became a mute listener to the meetings that the Brigadier held at the haveli with his deputies [23]. 
Unmindful of the aftermath if discovered of her secrecy she boldly engaged in pursuing her goal. Like 
the Skandamata avatar of Goddess Durga which symbolizes the transforming strength of a mother when 
her child is confronted to dangers, Sehmat eliminated the only witness to her act of espionage when she 
felt that her mission to save her motherland might get exposed. Here Sehmat acts as the mother of her 
country whose protection is of utmost importance to her, even more than her conscious: Her eyes were 
moist, but she knew she would have to destroy the evidence together with the witness if she was to serve 

her country for more time. ‘I am sorry, Abdul, but you have to go. My country comes first,’ she murmured 
before pressing her right foot on the gas pedal [24]. 
 
The Katyayani avatar is a warrior goddess and is symbolic of exhibiting courage. While collecting vital 
information Sehmat learnt about an attempt and a conspiracy to sink a key Indian naval target using 
a submarine. At great risk to herself, she promptly manages to relay this information to her handlers 
who realize that the target in question was INS Vikrant which at that point was anchored in the Bay of 
Bengal as a part of India's naval strategy for the looming war. They are able to provide an early warning 
to the Indian Navy which proves vital towards India's war effort. The courage showed by Sehmat 
impressed even the head of RAW, Mir, who had trained her: Mir was amazed at Sehmat’s performance. 
She had surpassed his expectations and had complete control over the situation. There was no fear in her 

voice; she was full of confidence and was calling the shots [25]. 
 
Another divine aspect of femininity is rage. Kaalratri means dark night. On this day, the deity helps her 
devotees to be courageous. The death of Abdul had triggered a chain reaction. Her brother-in-law, 
Major Mehboob, wanted to unravel the truth behind Abdul’s death and Sehmat realized that to protect 
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her country’s fate, she would have to kill yet again. She had no personal vengeance against the Sayeed 
family nor was she a psychopath. For her, nothing and no one comes above the welfare of her country, 
not even her life. The dangers looming around the corner for her country were all that mattered to her. 
Even though she had eradicated her threats incognito, when her cover was blown apart she faced them 
without fear. The sheepish grin on his face told Sehmat everything she wanted to know. She knew that her 
game was up. Her mind was now working on her escape route, if at all it was still open. She picked up 

Iqbal’s wallet from the writing table and hurriedly went through the contents. While stuffing the currency 
notes back, she noticed a small paper between the crisp notes. She pulled it out and read its contents. The 

seriousness on her face gave way to a strange expression and then she broke into a thin, ruthless smile. […] 
A disheveled Iqbal stood at the door, his eyes suddenly filled with shock and horror. Facing him was 

Sehmat, holding his revolver in her hand, its muzzle pointing towards his forehead [26]. 
 
Fearlessness and courage makes ones instincts work faster. During her training sessions, Sehmat was 
repeatedly advised that “whenever you suspect that your cover is exposed, assume it is so and act 
accordingly” [27]. Sehmat heeded the advice at the time of grave peril and it was only her sheer brilliance 
which helped her in escaping to her country. When the RAW officials were about to execute their plan 
to rescue Sehmat, they noticed the presence of Pakistan Intelligence officers, which led them to kill 
Sehmat by shooting a poisonous dart on her neck and causing explosion in the shopping arcade where 
Sehmat was asked to meet them. But Sehmat surprised them by appearing in front of their safe-house: 
Sehmat read Mir’s thoughts. ‘Well,’ she explained, ‘I didn’t accompany Iqbal to the plaza. It was Munira 
who went with him. […] When Iqbal and Munira, who was clad in a burka, left the haveli, I followed them 
and saw the explosion from a distance. I saw you escaping in the getaway car soon after the blast. It was 

easy for me to tail your car, but I faced some difficulty once you entered the colony. Thereafter, it was my 
spy instincts, some common sense and a bit of luck that helped me locate your so called safe house. After 

all, I am no less a spy than you, am I? [28]. 
 
Here Sehmat displays the divine aspects of intelligence which is symbolized by the Mahagauri avatar. 
This avatar is also symbolic of tranquility, peace and optimism. After narrating her escapade, Sehmat 
was keen to know her return back to her watan [29]: Tears trickled down from Sehmat’s eyes. She kissed 
the cemented floor and whispered, ‘Oh my dear Motherland, how I missed you. Thank you for having me 
back.’ [30]. After her short period of depression, she emerges out as a gentle and tranquil person who is 
able to face and handle situations with ease and calm: “[...] she was meditating behind closed doors. 

Amazingly, she did not even hear the commotion and appeared calm on learning about the damage caused 

by the goons. In fact, she is practically in-charge at the hospital and is even directing the doctors and 
nurses. She’s in high spirits and in full control” [31]. 
 
The last avatar of the Goddess is Siddhidatri. This avatar is blessed with the wisdom of many siddhis, 
Rishis and Yogis. This avatar is symbolic of spiritual fulfillment. The fakir whom Sehmat met during the 
period of her depression and who helped her in curing her guilt had prophesied to Sehmat’s mother, 
“This place is worthy of becoming a temple. You’ll see your daughter become hale and hearty very soon. 

There will be happiness in your life once again. She has a kind heart” [32]. Sehmat helped the people of 
Maler Kotla in uplifting their lives and that in turn had transformed her status as a divine being. The 
people were addressing her with much reverence as ‘messiah’. Not only while living, even in her death, 
one could trace divinity in her eternal silent composure. She is described as being blissfully calm in death 

[33]. In the words of her son: The room was airy and open though shadowed by the national flag; the 
deathly serenity on her face reflecting the shadows of the fluttering flag [34]. 
 
Literature is like a canvas in a frame work in which writers portray their characters. The image of 
woman is central to the study of literature all over the world [35]. “One is not born, but rather becomes a 
woman” [36].This statement of Simone de Beauvoir holds true for Sehmat. The aim of this paper was to 
show how divine aspects are present even in an ordinary woman. Sehmat has not just been a woman but 
the incarnation of divine Goddess, Adi Parashakti. The deeds, spirit and passion of a woman makes her 
extraordinary. From a tender- hearted teenager to a trained espionage for her country’s welfare, the 
novel not only gives an account of her mission and its success but also throws light on the emotional 
journey of an unsung heroine who saved her country single-handedly. 
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