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Introduction

In karmic traditions, death and life-giving waters are
intimately connected in the constitution of humans,
societies, and cosmos. Water is a medium which
transforms death into life, creates food for society
through successful crops, and links this world with the
heavenly Other-world. Water is the very essence of life.
The life-giving waters are of particular concern when a
society is re-created, and death rituals emphasise the
forthcoming life of both the deceased but also society
and cosmos in general. The individual death is a part of
the hydrological cycle, and death is related to three types
of cycles: firstly, the cycle of the personal life such as
birth, marriage, and rebirth; secondly, the cycle of the
year, especially in regard of the seasons and harvests,
and thirdly, the cosmological cycles. Water is the most
important life-giving element in these cycles, but not all
types of water are equally important. The life-giving
waters are for the welfare of society, and karma and
soteriology are hence interwoven in the ways the
deceased becomes a part of the hydrological cycle.

Tilley 1996:5). A material culture study is neither
archaeology nor anthropology but both. All types of
materiality contain both aspects of the past and the
present, and it is not expedient to distinguish
systematically between a natural world and an
artefactual one (Miller 1994:398). The main
characteristic of materiality is its physicality, and “to
study material culture is to consider the implications of
the materiality of form for the cultural process”
(ibid:400). Therefore, material culture studies have the
advantage of both emphasising the past and the present,
the continuity and transformations of traditions, and this
approach enables one to juxtapose between different
problems and time scales searching for the role of water
in the development of religions.
Empirically, I will present, on the one hand, a
comparative ethnography of different ways people
understand and act upon death of relatives and members
of society according to social, cultural, economic,
ecological, and religious variables. Then I will analyse
archaeological materials as a means for probing deeper
into the world of waters, and by combining these
empirical approaches enable a discussion of death and
life-giving waters in the past and the present. Common
for all the investigated groups and peoples are the belief
in reincarnation and the doctrine of karma. Using the
philosophical-religious system as a point of departure
enables an analysis of variables that structure the lifegiving processes associated with death and funerals. The
major challenge is, therefore, to distinguish the
interrelatedness of relevant variables when explaining
why and how people with the same religious world-view
act upon and solve the same problem in various ways.
Consequently, a broad empirical and comparative
approach is the basis for theoretical elaborations.

The relation between water and death is essentially the
way societies spatially structure and organise the
interaction with their gods in the cosmogonic process
where funerals represent the most dangerous, but also
the most important, rites in a society. The water-worlds
are an intrinsic part of the constitution and the
development of the Indian religions. The pervasive role
of water-worlds in society and cosmos is, however,
rarely investigated despite its structuring function, which
unites micro- and macro cosmos, creates life, and
legitimises social hierarchies. Cremation, caste, and
cosmogony are three interwoven and fundamental
variables in the worlds of life-giving waters.
Therefore, my aim is to develop a synthetic perspective
for enhancing the understanding of the roles death and
life-giving waters have in the constitution of society and
cosmos in karmic traditions through a material culture
study of death and funeral practices as cultural, ritual,
and religious processes in parts of Nepal, Bangladesh,
India, and the Indus valley (fig. 1.1).

Theoretically, my aim is to challenge the Cartesian
dualism and its subsequent scientific dualism of nature
and culture. Firstly, the traditional separation between
mind and matter cannot be upheld. The flesh of the body
is a bio-moral substance which encompasses both
morality and materiality, and therefore the mode of
destruction of this embodied matter in funerals is of
uttermost importance in the reconstruction of society and
cosmos. Secondly, since Émile Durkheim (1858-1917)
there has been a dictum in social and human sciences
that social facts can only be explained by other social
variables (Durkheim 1966). C. P. Snow designated the
scientific divide as the “two cultures” – a universe of
humanities as opposed to the natural sciences (Snow
1966), and within post-modernism the dogma of mind’s
superiority over matter has been forced to its extreme;
there is nothing but language. When social scientists
have acknowledged nature as a relevant aspect in social

Disciplinary, this is a material culture study concerned
with all aspects of the relationship between the material
and the social. Material culture studies strive to
overcome the logistical constraints of any discipline. The
aim is to model the complex nature of the interaction
between social strategies, artefactual variability, and
material culture (Miller 1985:4) “The study of material
culture may be most broadly defined as the investigation
of the relationship between people and things
irrespective of time and space. The perspective adopted
may be global or local, concerned with the past or
present, or the mediation between the two” (Miller &
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constructions, it has often been approached as a unified
entity – as one thing – The Nature. I aim to illuminate
the interrelatedness of culture and nature not as opposing
categories but by emphasising that there is neither
culture nor nature as such, but different interacting
spheres of humans and materiality. Bodily fluid matters
in particular and water in general dissolve and transcend
the traditional dichotomy of mind and matter on the one
hand, and nature and culture on the other hand.

Huntington’s (eds.) Celebrations of Death (1993[1979]),
Maurice Bloch and Jonathan Parry’s (eds.) Death &
Regeneration of Life (1987[1982]), for Hindu death
rituals in particular, Jonathan Parry’s Death in Banaras
(1994), and the recent The Archaeology of Death and
Burial by Mike Parker Pearson (1999) and The Buried
Soul by Timothy Taylor (2002). Apart from these
studies, mortuary rituals are often touched upon in
ethnographies, although little emphasis has been put on
this transformation as the mould by which society and
cosmos are created. Most ethnographic studies are
concerned with spiritual and ancestral aspects of death,
and not the actual funerals involving corpses. Therefore,
I have conducted fieldworks on cemeteries emphasising
on what the descendants actually do with their deceased.

Perceptionally, a water perspective will be developed
and used not only as an interpretative framework, but
more importantly, as an approach which illuminates one
of the most structuring, although often neglected,
variables in society. Fresh water represents deep
ontological relations, and the water-worlds in a society
create opportunities for all kinds of constructions (Tvedt
1997). Fresh water has a unique character of universality
both in society and nature, but it is always used in a
particular way in the specific constitutions of society and
cosmos. The hydrological cycle links all places and
spheres together, and water transcends the common
categories by which we conceptualise the world.
Moreover, the physical character of water combined
with its role as an historical agent enables the medium to
link the past with the present and the future (Tvedt
2002:166-168). The water perspective developed
through contemporary ethnography is not an analogy for
culture-historical interpretations of the past, but a
premise for an understanding of both the past and its
development and continuity up to the present. Hence, a
material culture study emphasising and combining both
contemporary contexts and culture-historical settings
through a water-perspective may illuminate historical
specific and structural processes on the Indian subcontinent.

Methodologically, most studies of death are either
particular case studies from which universal statements
are made, or comparisons of death rituals across time
and space from which generalisations are concluded.
Both these approaches reveal insights into the nature of
death, but I believe it is possible to gain more knowledge
by combining the particular and the general approaches
in a comparative study of different karmic traditions.
This strategy has several advantages. There are cultural
and religious similarities between all the groups which
are investigated, and therefore, the similarities in the
mortuary rituals highlight the structuring role of death in
society, and the differences put the emphasis on the
actors’ own reasons for the performances of the rites. A
comparison of various karmic traditions explores how
and why cultural differences are rooted in structural
similarities, and hence, it is possible to conceptualise and
separate the structuring variables which create social
change and constitute cosmos.
Geographically, the areas of investigation are parts of
Nepal, India and Bangladesh, together with
archaeological materials from the Indus valley in present
day Pakistan. The selected case studies represent a wide
range of ecological zones, water-environments, religious
practices, particular cultural developments, and time
dimensions. The geographical distribution strengthen the
methodological comparative approach which illuminates
that despite cultural differences in time and space, there
are structural similarities in the ways the life-giving
waters constitute society and cosmos. On the other hand,
the differences in practices and beliefs are also
highlighted and illuminated through an emphasis on
structural aspects, which enables an analysis of the
specific and historical origins of ideas and solutions to
particular problems. Hence, the geographical distribution
and variation in case studies open up for a combined
discussion of both the general and the particular.

Thematically, death is crucial in the formation,
manifestation, and elaboration of social structures and
hierarchies. The death of a member of a society threatens
any society and the descendants’ performance of the
burial rite includes a concern for the spiritual world and
the ancestors as well as the society in general. Hegel
wrote once that history is the record of “what man does
with death” (Whaley 1981:1) because “the dead did not
bury themselves” (Bradley 1989). Death lies at the
bottom of all facets of humanity, and hence, it is a
crucial factor in the development of societies (Parker
Pearson 2001:203). The stability of society and cosmos
is not only threatened during death but more positively,
death is a means by which it is possible to encapsulate
and to grasp the dynamics that constitute both society
and cosmos. Death triggers reconstitutions of society and
cosmos that invoke both the descendants and the
divinities. But despite the significance of death, its
pervasive role in the constitution of society is often
neglected, with some exceptions however. The most
notable works on death are Robert Hertz’ Death and the
Right Hand (1960), Peter Metcalf and Richard

Therefore, based on these fieldworks, my aim is to
contribute with new empirical data and theoretical
approaches to the debate of social structures and changes
by including the life-giving water as a bridge between
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nature and culture when death both challenges and
creates society and cosmos. Death is intensified life and
water is what intensifies it.

water may cleanse away pollution but also transfer it
onto other beings. The most potent type of materiality –
the human flesh – is invested with cosmology, and
corpses are normally perceived as highly polluted. In a
cosmogonic perspective emphasising the life-giving
waters, this process is inverted, and funerals are seen as
a purifying process creating the life-giving and vital
forces which are transformed into water for the welfare
of society. This is the ultimate outcome of karma,
whereby both the deceased and the society prosper from
an individual death.

Structurally, the dissertation consists of four parts. In
Part 1: Cremating Death – Creating Life I start
analysing karma, which is the underlying premise for the
comparison of the different practices and beliefs. Then I
turn to the cremations of the kings after the Royal Palace
massacre in Nepal in 2001, which highlight
constructions of castes and Brahmans’ perceptions of
purity and impurity. These hierarchies are contrasted by
the Aghoris’ polluting practices and penances, and based
on Hocart’s interpretation of caste, the empirical
evidence is analysed in a cosmogonic perspective. This
theoretical approach together with new, empirical data
enables other interpretations of castes which synthesise
former controversial and ambiguous topics in the debate.

In Part 4: Archaeology of Water-Worlds I move from
the present to the past aiming to trace parts of the
development of the religions on the Indian subcontinent
by an emphasis on the life-giving waters as the
structuring variable by which society is organised
around. The analysis starts in Nepal and moves to the
origin of karma as a doctrine by tracing connections
between ancient Greece and India. Through a journey
into Zoroastrianism, the analysis ends in the Indus valley
with particularly a discussion of religious syncretism at
Taxila in today’s Pakistan. Crucial in the discussion is
the ways water has been a medium through which
different interpretations have structured and enabled a
discourse or a horizon of mutual interrelatedness and
exchange of ideas despite the differences in beliefs and
practices. The life-giving water is one of the core
symbols which unite the various religious practices on
the Indian continent, and hence it has been an historical
agency in the development of caste and cosmos.

In Part 2: The Sisters Kali and Ganga I analyse lowcastes in Bangladesh. There are two types of Mother
Goddesses in Hindu Bangladesh – one gives life and the
other takes life. Kali is traditionally seen as the Goddess
of Death and destruction, and Ganga as the almighty
life-giving Mother of the World. Kali is either seen as
the mother of Ganga or as the superior sister. The annual
floods in Bangladesh are a re-occurring problem, which
is incorporated into the low-religion of common people.
Each year the river kills people and destroys land, but
the river and floods are also pre-requisites for a
successful harvest and further life. The uncertainty of the
environment is incorporated into the goddesses of life
and death; too much water or too little water are seen
as wrong waters for life. In Bangladesh there are few
Brahmans due to historical reasons, but the low-castes
nevertheless maintain notions of castes. A discussion of
castes without incorporating low-caste perceptions is
insufficient, and this part stresses the low religion and
the practices as performed and perceived by the lowcastes in the water-world of Kali and Ganga.

Finally, by combining both the empirical data and
theoretical approaches regarding both the present and the
past, a synthesis of death and life-giving waters is
presented in the conclusion, which puts emphasis on
water as a perspective that opens up new fields of
inquiry and gives other answers to the complex,
empirical world. Such an emphasis on the water-worlds
exemplifies various uses and meanings of water, how
rivers and rain have influenced religions, and how
concepts or particular constructions of nature have had
impact on the development of social organisations and
ritual practices. Water as an element in nature has rarely
been incorporated and analysed as an agent in the
construction of society and religion, and the materiality
and spatiality of the water-worlds are entry points into
the constitutive structures and mechanisms at work in
history (Tvedt 2004:3-7). Hence, a broad material
culture study is analytically an approach to encompass
these natural and cultural worlds because it combines
and unites the past and the present, mind and matter,
structure and agency, and the general and the specific.

In Part 3: Reality, Materiality, and Spirituality I
investigate different types of materiality and the
interrelatedness between mind and matter. The
environment and the presence or absence of water in the
form of river and rain are crucial in the religious
incorporation of the life-giving waters in the body of
myths. The hydrological cycle is also metaphorically
linking micro- and macro cosmos. Holy rivers in
particular are uttermost divine revelations for Hindus,
but as shown in Nepal, if a river becomes highly
polluted, then religion and rituals, society and cosmos,
are threatened. Death and corpses are normally
conceived as contaminated and dangerous matters, and
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Part 1:
Cremating Death – Creating Life
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Chapter 1:
Cremations, kings, and katto

Karma – ethicised rebirth eschatology

reincarnation on earth is nothing but a dim reflection of
the otherworldly penalties or rewards, but there are
difficulties with such an interpretation of karma.

Karma lies at the bottom as a structuring principle
throughout this work, and I will therefore start with an
introduction of transformations of death. From a
cosmological perspective the meaning of death is
obvious: the liberation from all kinds of material
bondages including the body and this world. Materiality
is a prison which encapsulates the soul in non-permanent
states of beings. The aim is salvation and release from
samsara – the round of birth and death. This ultimate
goal has major implications for the lived life. According
to orthodox and scriptural Hinduism and Buddhism, an
individual soul may take 8,4 million materialised bodies
(according to some texts, sages, and seers there are
840.000 incarnations) before it eventually may attain
liberation – Nirvana.

Gananath Obeyesekere has in Imagining Karma (2002)
developed a new theory on the rise of rebirth
eschatology in India. He argues that one has to
distinguish between karma and rebirth although these
concepts are interrelated and often confused. Karma is
the law of ethical recompense that governs existence, or
samsara; and hence closely related to rebirth. However,
rebirth eschatologies can exist without karma, and
rebirth is not simply a by-product of karma as many
Indologists argue (Obeyesekere 2002:2). In rebirth
theory the dead returns back to the world he or she left
whether or not there has been an intermediate sojourn in
another existence or afterworld. The dead has only
temporarily left the mortal body, and although the world
of deceased ancestors can exist without rebirth, most
often rebirth theories are strongly associated with them
(ibid:15). Thus, “if the soul of a dead ancestor is brought
back after death into the world of human association and
this process is continued, one has a rebirth eschatology”
(ibid:19). This is not karma, however, because karma is
dependent upon ethicisation, which is a process by
which “a morally right or wrong action becomes a
religiously right or wrong action that in turn affects a
person’s destiny after death” (ibid:75). Ethicisation is the
conversion of a moral code into a religious code. What
characterises karmic eschatology, as opposed to rebirth
eschatology, is a special kind of rewards or punishments;
“ethicisation deals with a thoroughgoing religious
evaluation of morality that entails delayed punishments
and rewards quite unlike the immediate or this-worldly
compensations meted out by deities or ancestors” (ibid).

The purpose of religion according to ancient seers and
sages is to realise the divinity in man; that means selfrealisation. This is done by controlling the body, its
bodily functions, or the lower instincts associated with
the materialised and gross body, and thereby freeing the
soul from the bonds that lead to countless numbers of
rebirths (Datar 1961:2). In other words, the soul is
eternal but lives on in this world in various materialised
bodies. Liberation is only possible through a human
body, in fact, liberation is not possible for everybody and
all humans, but it is only possible for humans (Babb
1996:47). The soul is on a continuous pilgrimage
through various bodies. The soul takes numerous births
as two to four-sensed bodies, although it can regress and
even become a one-sensed category again, and stay in
lower realms or even hell. Eventually the soul may attain
a five-sensed body, and finally; the human form. The
human condition is very valuable and should not be
wasted. According to some ascetics, it is possible that
human births are repeated, and at least in theory up to
seven to eight times in a row. This is, however, very
difficult, and demands an immense amount of merit.
Sins are so easy to commit, and the human condition so
rare and difficult to obtain (ibid:50).

Thus, when ethicisation is systematically introduced into
a rebirth eschatology, it will logically transform itself
into a karmic eschatology. This happens in two
processes. When the otherworld is transformed into a
world of retribution and reward, there cannot be a single
place for those who have done good or bad.
Consequently, the otherworld must split, at least, into a
world of retribution (“hell”) and a world of reward
(“heaven”). A kind of heaven and hell has to be invented
in an ethicisised eschatology, which Obeyesekere calls
“ethicisation step 1”. Thus, it is possible to have a
system of punishments and rewards in an otherworld and
leave it like that, as in Christianity. But in a rebirth
eschatology the soul’s stay in an otherworldly existence
is per definition temporary or it might be completely
bypassed. Hence, the critical “ethicisation step 2”
requires that the next rebirth is also systematically

It is generally believed that the dead exhausts most of his
karmas by staying in heaven or hell, and thereafter the
humans are returned to earth. When he or she becomes
reborn again there are still some parts of unexhausted
karma. The sinner, after having undergone punishment
in hell, is reborn on earth with some of his sins still
unconsumed. “Thus, after death the pious enjoys the
pleasures of heaven till his merits last and with a little of
his religious merit still with him he is born as a man with
noble qualities” (Merh 1996:214-215). Hence, the
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ethically conditioned (fig 1.2). This conditioning must
include the person’s actions in a preceding life. The
principle of reward and punishment cannot only include
the otherworld, but the forthcoming rebirth as well
(ibid:78-80). “If ethicisation is carried out to embrace the
whole eschatological sphere constituting the otherworld
(or – worlds), as well as the human world into which one
is reborn, and if this is followed through into finite and
infinite rebirth cycles, then one will have created a
theory like that of karma” (ibid:82).

world (Reichenbach 1990:13-22). The law of karma is
related to causation, but not strictly for many reasons: 1)
Causality produces consequences regardless of agents
whereas the law of karma is concerned with the doer of
the actions, 2) causality is not dependent upon the
intention of the actor but only his actual acts whereas the
law of karma is dependent upon both, 3) the law of
karma produces same effects – good actions causes good
consequences and so forth, 4) causality is irrespective of
moral issues whereas the law of karma is solely
concerned with this, and 5) causality causes immediate
or direct consequences whereas the karmic consequences
might be manifested in the next life or in even more
remote futures (ibid:24-25).

A rebirth eschatology does not concern itself with
“salvation”. In theory, it is possible to have a karma
theory without salvation. Consequently, nirvana is
sought outside samsara or the cycle of rebirths: it must
result in the cessation of rebirth. There is no way to
achieve nirvana without transcending or abolishing
samsara (ibid:127-128). Another problem is when and
where the punishments take place. In every society
people are punished on earth for their bad deeds. In a
society with ethicisation step 1 they continue to be
punished or rewarded in some heaven or hell. But if they
have been punished and rewarded, then there should be
no reason for them to suffer in another reincarnation
(ethicisation step 2) (ibid:236). The solutions to this
dilemma are at least twofold. Firstly, I cannot be
punished for the wrong I do now at the very same
existence without turning a karmic eschatology back into
a rebirth eschatology. Hence, “an impersonal ethical law
that punishes or rewards me straight away for what I
have done empties heavens and hells and good and bad
rebirths of any ethical significance” (ibid:82), and
therefore, immediate punishments are rare in Indian
religions. Secondly, any rewards or punishments are not
completed or totally fulfilled in the first or forthcoming
reincarnation. There will always be some karmic
“remains”, and introducing aporias solves this problem.

Karma is not a mere abstraction, but a substance that can
only be transmitted through bodily substances (Daniel,
S. 1983:28). Although a person will be punished for his
own sins and rewarded for good merits, he will also be
rewarded or punished for acts committed by his
ancestors and living kinsmen over which he has no
control (ibid:30). The problem then is that the
transference of both merit and demerit contradicts the
notion of justice; the possibility for getting others to
suffer for our bad deeds requires some theistic
administrator who “keeps the record” (Reichenbach
1990:155) in accordance with his own divine plan. “The
goal of human striving is to achieve liberation from the
constant round of rebirths which is driven by karma”,
Reichenbach argues, but “the cycle can be broken and
liberation achieved only when our karma is exhausted
and there is nothing more to cause subsequent rebirths.
This means that the ideal karmic state occurs when the
sum total of karmic residues is zero” (ibid:177).
The law of karma is a metaphysical doctrine describing
the nature of reality. According to Weber, “the karma
doctrine transformed the world into a strictly rational,
ethically-determined cosmos; it represents the most
consistent theodicy ever produced by history” (Weber
1958:121). The doctrine of karma is the result of the
process of ethicisation, as indicated, but also of a process
of rationalisation. Rationalisation is a process through
which cultures define their religious life-world, and it
comprises two major facets; 1) an intellectual
clarification, specification, and systematisation of ideas,
and 2) normative controls of sanctions whereby humans
are subject to a “hierarchy of controls” (Parsons
1964:xxxii). In Weber’s thought there is a basic duality
between magic and ethic or emotional and rational-social
(ibid:xxxvii). The ritual significance of caste
observances, or in other words, the social
sacramentalism in Indian religions must also be
emphasised (ibid:liii). “Hinduism is unusually tolerant of
doctrine (mata) while placing the greatest emphasis on
ritual duties (dharma). Nevertheless, Hinduism has
certain dogmas…if by dogma one means creedal truths
whose denial is considered heretical and places the
group if not the individual outside the Hindu
community” (Weber 1958:117-118).

Obeyesekere has observed that there is a “psychological
uncertainty” about one’s previous karma (Obeyesekere
1968:21), because the theory supposes that “one’s past is
part of one’s present and that one’s present and past
together will be one’s future, and…these transformations
and transportations…of past into present and present into
future
are
carried
out
by
the
cultural
mechanism…establishing the dictum that “a person is
what he does and he does what he is” (Daniel
1983:111)”.
Thus, the law of karma is embedded in five main
philosophical and religious doctrines: 1) All actions
which are morally accountable made out of desire for
their fruits have consequences, 2) the consequences of
these actions are according to the character of the actions
– good actions have good consequences whereas wrong
actions cause bad consequences, 3) depending upon the
consequences, some are manifested in this life or
immediately, some in the next life and some in more
remote futures, 4) the effects of these karmic actions can
be accumulated, and 5) humans can be reborn into this
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Fig. 1.2. Karmic eschatology (ethicized rebirth eschatology). Salvation is
impossible in this scheme, and nirvana occurs outside the rebirth cycle

Ethicization step 1
Heaven (+)
Hell (-)

Other World
Conditionality
of reward

Birth
(dislocation)

(temporary, ”becoming”)

Conditionality
of reward

Death

This World

(temporary, ”becoming”)

Ethicization step 2
good rebirth (+)
bad rebirth (-)

Source: Obeyesekere 2002, 79.
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The pervasiveness of karma linking micro- and
macrocosm together must be stressed. In other words,
humans are at least partly responsible for the creation of
the world. The gods alone do not create new beings,
neither in the form of humans and animals nor ghosts;
the process of incarnating a soul into a new body is the
result of a complex interrelation between humans and
gods whereby each group of beings observe their strict
roles and functions. Thus, the creation of humans or any
other being is a process by which all the forces of the
universe partake, and consequently it is also a recreation
of cosmos – cosmogony. The karmic importance of this
understanding implies that a failure in participating in
the cosmological co-operation and process will
inevitably affect the universe as a whole. Participation in
funerals and observing the prescribed rites and taboos
are therefore of the uttermost importance for the
deceased, the individual, and cosmos in general. This is
a part of a person’s dharma, which might be described as
moral action and religious duty, or the duty of the
Householder. Although karmic consequences are
determined and religiously prescribed, performances of
rituals are done to change one’s life path and bettering
both this and future lives; hence it is possible to alter
one’s destiny (Wadley 1983:147). Therefore, karma is
not deterministic because the possibility to commit sins,
which deviates from the gods’ will, is a sign of free will
(Hertz 1996).
Different theories about karma do not necessarily
contradict each other because they do not always belong
to the same level of analysis (Hiebert 1983:122). Even
though karma is important in order to understand and
explain human fortunes, it is not the only or most
important way as far as everyday misfortunes are
concerned. Despite the ethicisation and rationalisation of
the rebirth doctrine, the logic of karma is not
straightforward. A difference between Hindu and
Buddhist hermeneutics is also found in the religious
texts. The Buddhist texts are more consistent through
time and space in their interpretation of the fundamental
dogmas whereas the Hindu texts are less consistent, and
therefore karmic ideas are more rational in Buddhism
than in Hinduism (Keyes 1983:12). Moreover, the
Tibetan Buddhists seem to concentrate more upon
karmic prospects than retrospects (Lichter & Epstein
1983). Buddhists see karma more as an impersonal force
than practising Hindus who believe that God has
“written” a person’s karmic destiny on one’s forehead at
birth (Keyes 1983:15). Karma in Buddhism has to be
understood in the light of the Noble Truths, and
especially that all is suffering. Even though Buddhists
believe in the good life and strive towards
improvements, all these goods are impermanent, and the
impermanence will eventually causes unhappiness
(Lichter & Epstein 1983: 225). Unhappiness and
suffering are consequences of actions. Today’s
occupation may therefore be an indication of future lives
because one will become what one does today. Tibetan

Buddhists assume that blacksmiths and butchers in
particular are in a downward spiral regarding rebirth.
Due to previous sins they have already attained a low
birth; a birth which inevitably fosters further demerit
because the butcher kills and the blacksmith makes the
tools that kills (Mumford 1989:203). However, despite
scholarly and priestly interpretation of reincarnation,
there are a lot of uncertainties and ambiguities among
common people. When and how many times a person
will be incarnated is a matter of controversy, and most
people believe that good people go to heaven and bad
people to hell, and they think and hope they will go to
heaven.
Finally, the law of karma is not a closed system. More
precisely, a person’s karma is dependent upon other
people’s karma. The deceased’s destiny and further
rebirth is only partly dependent upon his own karma.
Previous deeds and acts are the point of departure for the
further incarnation, but the descendant’s performance of
the death rituals and the subsequent ancestral rites are of
the uttermost importance. The bardo in the Tibetan Book
of the Dead is the intermediate period by which the soul
is guided through the liminal phase, where it might be
led astray unless it is supervised by lamas. Funerals are
structured around men, and the importance of having a
son cannot be emphasised enough. The role of the sons
is explicitly stated in Hindu texts. In the Garuda Puranas
it is stressed; “There is no salvation for a man without a
son. He can never attain heaven without a son” (Garuda
Purana II, II.13.18 & III, II.29.4). “A man is released
from his debt to the manes on seeing his son’s face. A
man is released from three types of debts (to the sages,
gods and manes) on seeing his grandson. On seeing his
son, grandson, and great grandson he attains eternal or
celestial worlds” (Garuda Purana III, II.25.33-34). “Even
a man having sons, dying without the performance of
these rites, does not attain salvation. A man without son
by doing these rites beforehand shall have a happy
journey on the Great Highway” (Garuda Purana II,
II.14.14). The role and functions of ritual specialists and
relatives have to be emphasised in karmic traditions.
Death is life and life is death, a circle which stresses the
life-giving processes and principles governing the
transformations and changes from one sphere to another.

Pashupatinath: Cremation as cosmogony
The Pashupatinath temple is the holiest place in Nepal
for Shiva devotees. According to some Hindus, in the
whole world because Shiva’s head was born at this
place, and it is still present as the linga in the main
temple. Other parts of Shiva were born at various places,
but the head is the god’s most auspicious and vital
cosmogonic part, and hence, Pashupatinath is the most
sacred place for Shiva devotees. The river Bagmati is
mythological appearing from Shiva’s head, uniting life,
death, and water (fig. 1.3). Thus, this is the most
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preferable and auspicious place to die and to be cremated
for a Hindu in Nepal. In year 2000 there were 4575
people cremated at Pashupatinath, in 2001 there were
4909 people cremated at these ghats, and in 2002 there
were 6185 bodies burnt along Bagmati River in front of
the temple. Cremation is generally perceived as the most
auspicious funeral practice. The same laws govern the
body and the cosmos, and the difference between microand macro-cosmos is basically a matter of scale, not of
nature: Cremation is cosmogony.
Cosmogony is the re-creation of the world. “The sacred
reveals absolute reality and at the same time makes
orientation possible; hence it founds the world in the
sense that it fixes the limits and establishes the order of
the world” (Eliade 1987:30). Rites are reproductions of
the original creation but on a microcosmic scale. The
creation of this world has the creation of the universe as
its paradigmatic model (ibid:30-31). The consecration of
a place is a repetition of the cosmogony (ibid:32).
Therefore, holy sites are perceived as the centres of the
world and temples as links between earth and heaven,
but also connecting the lower realms to this world
(ibid:39). “The world becomes apprehensible as world,
as cosmos, in the measure in which it reveals itself as a
sacred world” (ibid:64). Almost all rituals invoke the
mythological beginning and then come the cosmogony
(ibid:83). “Life is not possible without an opening
towards the transcendent…humans cannot live in chaos”
(ibid:34). Consequently, “there is a continuity between
the worlds of the living and the supernatural, and death
mediates the two” (Adhikary 1995:93). The creation is a
sacrifice whereby Purusha is both the subject and object
of the sacrifice. A sacrifice is a pro-creation, and the
Hindu cremation is also based on this principle (Ghimre
& Ghimre 1998:7). Corpses are vehicles that can be used
to move from this world to the other world. The recent
dead clings to this world although the spirit is being
transformed into other spheres. Hence, the dead is truly a
liminal being, and as such highly polluted (Kinsley
1997:237-238).
Deopatan, where Pashupatinath is located, is a city of
gods, and there are some 700 sacred sites in this area, of
which the lingas comprise the majority. Today the
Pashupatinath area occupies about 264 hectares and
there are about 235 temples of various architectural
styles and dates. There are two Buddhists vihars, one big
stupa, eight monasteries, and several living and
accommodation areas as well as residences for sick and
dying people (Michaels & Tandan 1994). At
Pashupatinath there are two cremation areas; Arya Ghat
and Ram Ghat, which will be discussed in detail later.
Arya Ghat is located next to the spot where the waters
offered to the Shiva linga in the temple drain into
Bagmati. This pond is called Brahmanal, and has
important functions in the last rites. The water in the
Brahmanal pond is channelled from the main linga in the
Pashupatinath temple. Below the Brahmanal pond is a
tilted stone slab called Tarkeshowe Mahadev, which the

deceased may lay on with his feet into the river while the
pyre is prepared (fig. 1.4). Tarkeshowe Mahadev is the
god who takes care of the deceased after death and
brings him to heaven; it is the god who cleanses a
person’s sins. The square platforms used for cremations
are called chittas. While the deceased is lying on
Tarkeshowe Mahadev, purification rituals and the last
preparations of the dead take place. The water applied on
the dead is sanctified through the devotees’ offerings of
it to the linga. After the water is given to the linga, it is
returned to Bagmati through the Brahmanal pond, and
thereafter used by the descendants on the corpse.
Therefore, the most preferable place to die is at
Pashupatinath whereby one may lie on Tarkeshowe
Mahadev with the feet into Bagmati. The deceased’s
relatives may also use water from the river itself, which
they offer into the deceased’s mouth, and honouring the
dead by giving their namaste.
A cremation is structured around dagbatti – the lighting
ceremony of the pyre. The deceased’s eldest son carries
the fire three times around the pyre symbolising the holy
trinity of Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva, and the course of
the sun. A little piece of sandalwood is placed below the
mouth of the deceased, symbolising that the total pyre
was built of this valuable wood, and the fire is put either
on the deceased’s mouth or on the sandalwood. The
deceased’s last breath left from the mouth and the pyre is
therefore lit at the mouth from which the next
incarnation will start. The mourners watch the lighting
ceremony, salutes are given at this moment if it is a state
funeral, and women are allowed to partake in the
dagbatti. Immediately after the pyre is lit everyone
leaves the funeral except the closest family and male
relatives. In rare cases even daughters may lit the pyre if
there are no sons to conduct the rite. The dagbatti is the
most important and crucial part of the ritual.
Cremation is cosmogony because all elements are
dissolved and transferred back to their origin from which
they are re-distributed again. This is cosmogony per
definition, and the human flesh is the most potent and
powerful agency in such a re-creation of society, world,
and cosmos. Fire is the prime agent in the
transformation. The Indian fire is not primarily for
cooking or food preparation, but for sacrifices (Frazer
1974), of which cremation is the most important. Fire
descends on earth as a purifier and a destroyer of sin
(Dhasmana 1995:43). In indigenous cosmogony the
elements are linked together by cause and effect
(ibid:50). “Man is a replica of cosmos and is constituted
by the five elements, and the life cycle and mode of
thought are governed by the cosmic laws” (Prasad
1995:99). Therefore, the funeral pyre is not only a means
of disposing of the body, but a cremation is a sensitive
interaction with gods by which the deceased is given to
the divinities. A funeral can be seen as a sacrifice where
the householder sacrifices himself on the funeral pyre in
order not only to be reborn, but also to perpetuate the
regeneration of time and of cosmos, a ritual by which the
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Fig. 1.3. Pashupatinath temple and Bagmati River.

Fig. 1.4. Preparation of corpses at Brahmanal.
12

universe is recreated (Parry 1994:31). Funerals are
procreative and create new life, and essential in this
process is the fact that at death it is men who give birth.
The father pays his debts to the ancestors by giving the
lineage a son, and the son repays his debts to his father
by giving him a new birth. At the moment of the
breaking of the skull and the releasing of ”the vital
breath”, the death pollution begins. The deceased only
dies when he is killed on the pyre, he is not dead before
he is burnt. As long as the soul clings to the body the
corpse is not “dead” because the most vital part of a
human is still present. It is only after the husband’s
cremation a wife becomes a widow. Cremation is a
human sacrifice; the son kills his father, the chief
mourner commits symbolically a homicide. Thus, the
death pollution starts at the moment of death or when the
soul is released from the body. The mourning period is
the repayment of the sin of burning the flesh (ibid:151152).
The funeral is a paradox because although the son
symbolically kills his father on the pyre, both the son
and father are “born” again and raised to a higher level
both socially and religiously. Pragmatically, one may see
both the father and the son as reborn through this
sacrifice; the father in another sphere and preferably in
the heavenly abode, whereas the son takes the father’s
place in the family and society (Parry 1994:181-184).
“Through a son he conquers the worlds, through a son’s
son he obtains immortality, but through his son’s
grandson he gains the world of the sun” (Manu IX, 137).
Finally, the corpse is returned to the river as ashes
(Knipe 1975:135). The ashes are often referred to as
”bones”. Bones are the product of the father’s semen and
thus a source to future fertility, and the cremation
destroys what one has to get rid of; sin and female flesh
(Parry 1994:188). When the body is burnt and the ashes
are immersed into Bagmati, this is a symbolic copulation
of the male semen (ashes) into the female water (the
river). Hence, reincarnation of the soul is like a seed
which is planted. A new plant needs a seed from its
parents in order to be born, and the old soul is
transferred and replanted when a new human is born.
The cosmological reproduction is parallel to the
biological reproduction – a cosmogonic process uniting
micro- and macro cosmos.

Funeral priests and the cost of death
There are two types of priests at Pashupatinath working
with death; Upadhyay Brahmans and Jaisi Brahmans.
The Upadhyay Brahmans are purer and ranked higher
than the Jaisi Brahmans. In Varanasi there is a particular
group of low-castes who cremate the dead people. At
Pashupatinath this occupation as undertaker is also
conducted by a group of Brahman priests. Jonathan
Parry uses the term Funeral priest for those who mourn
the deceased after the funeral (e.g. Parry 1994). I will

follow this nomenclature but add another category; the
Cremation priest (figs. 1.5 & 1.6). The Upadhyay
Brahmans are those who may perform mourning rituals,
but they may also cremate. It is, nevertheless, mainly the
Jaisi priests who cremate, and these Brahmans cannot
perform the mourning rituals or the kirhya. Both these
groups of Brahmans may marry each other’s lineage.
There are 21 Brahman priests working as Cremation
priests employed solely with cremation, but at the temple
area they may engage in small business enterprises as
secondary work, such as selling cigarettes and
refreshments. There are between 10-15 Upadhyay
Brahman Funeral priests who observe death pollution
and morn the dead. Being an Upadhyay Brahman
conducing mourning rituals is more lucrative than being
a Cremation priest only. The ritual posts whereby a
priest may mourn the dead are popular to attain, but it is
only old Brahmans who may employ these ritual
positions. If the priest’s parents are alive, then the son
cannot take this type of ritual commitment, and only
when both the priest’s father and mother are dead,
cremated and mourned, the Funeral priest may mourn
other people’s sins and observe their death pollution.
Both the Upadhyay and Jaisi are Brahmans and they are
generally called Ghati Bahuns.
There are approximately 20 other people working with
the preparation of the pyres, engaged in selling and
bringing wood to the cremation platforms. These are
divided into two shifts – 11 assistants work during the
day shift and 9 assistants work at the night shift. These
workers come from different ethnic groups, including
Tibetan people and Sherpas. Then there are some people
engaged in different businesses such as selling hay to the
pyre, butter ghee to the lightening ceremony, and
bamboo sticks which are used in the cremation for
controlling and re-arranging the pyre during the
cremation. The Cremation priests work according to a
shift-rotation system. The 21 priests who cremate at a
regular basis at Pashupatinath are numbered from one to
twenty-one. Thus, according to which number the priests
have they will do the next cremation if it is their turn. If
priest number one conducted a cremation, then priest
number two will cremate the next, and so on. If
someone is sick or absent, then they just continue to the
next number, so every priest cremates the same number
of dead bodies each day, and consequently they earn the
same amount of money.
The profession is based on transmitted knowledge and
practice, and not on scriptures. The priests learn by
tradition, and the knowledge is passed on from the
grandfather to the father who passes the knowledge on to
the son, or from the local community to the novice. As
such they are trained as priests although not educated in
Sanskrit schools. Those who start cremating aiming to
become a Cremation priest must have attended the
bartamande ceremony. The novices used to be initiated
when they were 12-13 years old and then they could start
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Fig. 1.5. Cremation priest lighting the pyre.

Fig. 1.6. Cremation priest cremating the deceased.
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to cremate, but nowadays the ritual is normally
performed when the initiate is between 17-18 years old.
They are not allowed to marry before they have been
initiated into the bartamande ritual, and some do both the
bartamande ritual and the marriage on the same day.
There is also a Chhetri working as a Cremation priest at
Pashupatinath, and there is one Magar priest who
cremates only matwalis. The experienced priests may
cremate a person within two-three hours, but those
without experience and a proper cremation practice, or
the deceased’s sons when they cremate themselves, may
use five hours or more. It is preferable to be cremated
fast, because it is an unfavourable condition for the
deceased when the flesh lingers to the body. After the
priests have finished their work and completed the
cremation, they purify themselves either in one of the
arranged taps on the ghats or in the Bagmati River.
Being employed as an undertaker is popular despite the
pollution involved. Even poor people together with
Brahmans have moved to Pashupatinath and started
working as Cremation priests. Among Brahmans, the
Funeral priests are seen as lower and more impure than
other Brahman priests, and the Cremation priest is
ranked lower than the Funeral priest. All actors involved
with death are concerned about the different degrees of
impurity. Despite the acknowledgement that there is no
caste system after the introduction of democracy, there is
reluctance among some of the Cremation priests to
cremate low-castes. Still, the majority of the Brahman
Cremation priests cremate low-castes, although this is
not fully accepted. If people know that a Brahman priest
cremates whoever irrespective of caste, then the rumours
and the gossip may harm the priest’s reputation and
career. Nevertheless, today most of the priests at
Pashupatinath cremate irrespective of the deceased’s
caste belonging, and Brahman Funeral priests may also
be employed for the mourning period of low castes if the
descendants pay enough. Before democracy it was a
social scandal if a Funeral priest conducted sraddha for a
dom unaware of the caste status of the mourner, and
therefore, occasionally low-castes pretended to belong to
another and higher caste group. Nowadays, low-castes
demand Brahmans for their rituals including both the
actual cremation and the mourning rituals, and the
priests have hesitantly accepted the changes. There are
certain possibilities for negotiations and practical
trespassing regarding the strict notions of purity and
impurity. It is not only the low-castes who have cheated
the priests and bypassed the caste-structures. Some
descendants demand the purest Upadhyay Brahmans to
perform their funeral, but the Jaisi Brahmans may
sometimes present and introduce themselves to the
mourners as Upadhyay Brahmins and conduct the
rituals.
Despite the money involved in cremations, at
Pashupatinath the business of death has not taken such
corrupt proportions as it has in Varanasi (see Parry

1994). There is an official Ghat management and service
committee at Arya Ghat Pashupati which has fixed the
prices and the services. The service fee description
charts are posted at the ghat area (figs 1.7 & 1.8.).1 The
funeral office charges 10 % tax of all services that are
conducted at the ghats at Pashupatinath. Employing a
Cremation priest costs 500 Rs; the office takes 10 % tax
(50 Rs) and the priest earns 450 Rs per cremation. The
rent for using Arya Ghat is 60 Rs more expensive than
Ram Ghat. The minimum fare of expenses for a
cremation is approximately 1300 Rs. The Upadhyay
priests observing death pollution for the family charge
5000 Rs per mourning period. The main ritual function
of the priest is to prey for the deceased’s soul, and to
install the soul into another body. During the 13 days
mourning period after a cremation the priests observe the
same taboos and rituals as if they were observing the
death pollution for their own father. The total sum for a
cremation including the mourning period is therefore
seldom less than 6300 Rs, and the family has to give in
addition 1500 Rs before Dassain to the funeral office.
The latter money is given to the priest who conducted
the mourning ritual minus the tax charged by the funeral
office. The pyre for a normal cremation consists of some
300 kg wood but up to 500 kg might be used. If the
relatives want to save money, they may cremate
themselves, and therefore it is possible to reduce the
expenses by conducting a simple cremation. Thus, what
characterises Pashupatinath compared to Varanasi
regarding the business of death is the structured and
organised system which aims to give equal opportunities
for all. If the deceased has no family, or if the family
cannot afford an expensive cremation, then the
Pashupatinath Area Development Trust aims to cremate
the dead on their expenses.

The death and the funerals of the royal members
Death does not only challenge and threaten society and
cosmos, but social structures have to be re-created when
people in high positions die. The most important person
in a societal and cosmological perspective is the king.
The king is Vishnu on earth, and the Nepali kingdom is a
divine kingdom. Royal funerals encompass the whole
society, and hence, the constructions of castes and
cosmos become transparent during these rituals.
Moreover, the roles of the Funeral priests in these rituals
in particular challenge common assumptions of the caste
system as an organisation based upon purity and
impurity.
Year 2001 was a tragic year for Nepal and the royal
family. Ten royal members died at the Narayanhity
Palace massacre on June 1st 2001. What actually
happened is difficult to say and the truth may or may not
have been revealed.
1
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1 US$ = ca. 75 Rs.

Fig. 1.7. Ghat management and service committee
Arya Ghat Pashupati, service fee description chart.
Description of work

1.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

Cutting and
spreading the grass
on cremation
platform
Digging a burial for a
child (up to 10 years)
Digging a burial for
an adult (above 10
years)
Digging a burial
including a coffin
Bringing wood and
building the pyre on
cremation platform
Cremation per
person
Cremation of child
(up to 10 years)
Carrying the
deceased on bamboo
stretcher from the
close vicinity
including cremation
Carrying the
deceased by car from
the close vicinity
including cremation
Carrying the
deceased by car from
a distance less than
5 kilometres
including cremation
Carrying the
deceased by car from
a distance more than
5 kilometres
including cremation
Kriya. Funeral priest
conducting mourning
rituals for five days
only starting at the
eighth day
Kriya. Funeral priest
conducting mourning
rituals for thirteen
days.

Rate in
Nepali
Rupees

Labour
charges

60/-

Fee
which
goes to
PADT
6/-

250/-

25/-

225/-

500/-

50/-

450/-

600/-

60/-

100/-

Fig. 1.8. Statement of the prices which have been
fixed by the Ghat management and service
committee.

1.

Wood, per kg

2.

Small pieces of wood for lightening,
per bundle

70/-

3.

Rice straw, per bundle

10/-

4.

Bamboo, per pole

40/-

5.

Ghee (unfrozen), per kg

70/-

540/-

6.

Ghee Nepali, per kg

250/-

10/-

90/-

7.

Sandal wood, per kg

1000/-

8.

Camphor, per box

25/-

500/-

50/-

450/-

250/-

25/-

225/-

9.

Ceremonial white cloth (malmal), per
metre

25/-

700/-

70/-

630/-

54/-

700/-

70/-

630/-

800/-

80/-

720/-

1000/-

100/-

900/-

2500/-

250/-

2250/-

5000/-

500/-

4500/-

2,75/-

10. Yellow cloth to cover the dead body
(pitamber), per metre

25/-

11. Ram-nami, yellow cloth with Ram’s
name written on, per metre

150/-

12. Ceremonial white cloth (dhoti
kapanda), per metre
13. Ceremonial white cloth (odh-nee), per
metre

40/150/-

14. Ceremonial white cloth (flaatin), per
metre

50/-

15. Un-husked fried rice (lawa), per maana
(measurement used for weighting
grains)

10/-

16. Threshed un-husked rice paddy
(dhaan), per maana

10/-

17. Red sandal powder (abir), per box

15/-

18. Incense, per box

25/-
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The king, as an incarnation of Vishnu, should not visit a
Vishnu temple, and in particular not The Sleeping
Vishnu in Budhanilkantha. A Vishnu should not face
another Vishnu. It is believed that if he violates this
injunction he will face serious troubles (Shrestha
2001:128). There are rumours that indicate that Crown
prince Dipendra violated this taboo just prior to the
palace massacre because he thought it was superstitious
nonsense. Be that as it may, there are a lot of
uncertainties and unanswered questions regarding the
tragic incident, and I will therefore only briefly refer to
the official version of the tragedy without any further
speculations and comments on what happened.
According to the official story, the Late King Birendra
invited his family to the traditional Friday evening
gathering at the Royal Palace. The Crown Prince
Dipendra Bir Bikram Shah was sanctioned by his mother
Queen Aishwarya the marriage with his beloved.
Heavily intoxicated on a mixture of alcohol and cocaine,
he started shooting with rifles and machineguns, killing
his family before he eventually shot himself. The
royalties were rushed to the military hospital where the
doctors tried to save their lives.
King Birendra died that evening whereas the Crown
Prince was kept alive in a respirator. Due to the death of
King Birendra, Crown Prince Dipendra was declared the
new monarch on June 2nd. Prince Gyanendra was
appointed as the regent of the kingdom at the same time
since King Dipendra lay unconscious at the hospital
surviving only by the aid of a ventilator. King Dipendra
died the next day and Gyanendra was crowned and
became the new king; Nepal experienced three different
kings in three days. Among the killed members of the
royal family were also Queen Aishwarya, Prince
Nirajan, Princesses Shruti, Sharada, Shanti and Jyanti, as
well as King Birendra’s youngest brother, Dhirendra.
Late King Birendra, Queen Aishwarya, Prince Nirajan,
and Princesses Shruti and Jayanti were given state
funerals on June 2nd. This was in accordance with the
Hindu tradition prescribing that the deceased should be
cremated within twenty-four hours after death. The
government declared thirteen days state mourning (or
five days, depending upon the ceremonies and services
that were to be conducted), the flag was flown on halfmast throughout the period of thirteen days, and high
ranking civil service officials and employees in general
were ordered to shave their heads and avoid salt for the
three first days. The funeral procession started around 6
p.m. from the Birendra Military hospital after the
ministers and other governmental officials had paid
homage to the royal members. The procession reached
Arya Ghat at Pashupatinath after passing by, among
other places, Swayambhunath, Thamel, and the Southern
Gate of the Royal Palace. The corpse of the king was
carried first, then the body of the queen, thereafter the

body of the prince and finally the corpses of the
princesses.
A horse cortege escorted King Birendra’s funeral
procession to the front of the House of the Dying at
Pashupatinath. The complete pyre should normally
consist of sandalwood in royal funerals, but Birendra’s
pyre consisted only of some pieces of sandalwood and
the rest was built by normal wood. During Dipendra’s
funeral there were also only some kilos of sandalwood
used, and the majority of the wood stocks were normal
wood. There were standing trees in each corner of the
cremation platform, which is a symbol of wealth and
high status. Deepak Bikram Shah was chosen to light the
pyre – the dagbatti – because a reigning king or someone
whose father is still alive cannot do the lighting of the
pyre. Therefore, the closest relative from the paternal
side is chosen if the deceased’s son cannot do the
dagbatti (Raj 2001:46). Around 9.50 p.m. Deepak
Bikram Shah lit the pyre of the King Birendra at Arya
Ghat. A salute of 56 gunshots was shot in the air as a
tribute to the king, signifying the age of the 56-year old
monarch.
There are different shifts at Pashupatinath among the
Cremation priests. Those who were on duty that day had
the responsibility for the ghat. One of the priests who
cremated Birendra was a young Brahman. Since it was
his shift he got the honour of cremating the king, and the
responsibility was not passed on to some of the elderly
and more experienced priests. King Birendra was
cremated by priests belonging solely to the Upadhyay
Brahmans whereas the group of Cremation priests who
cremated King Dipendra consisted of a mixture from
both types of Brahmans. The other royal family
members were also cremated by a combination of
Upadhyay and Jaisi Cremation priests.
Although Dipendra was a king, his funeral differed from
the one given to Birendra. Birendra was transported to
the cemetery on a bier carried by people on foot whereas
Dipendra arrived by truck, and it seems that Dipendra’s
funeral was deliberately made inauspicious. Being
carried to the cemetery on a truck was an offence
compared to Birendra whose escort was led by a horse.
The Cremation priests were not allowed to take off
Dipendra’s clothes during the funeral. He was wrapped
in plastic from the hospital, probably because nobody
should see the wounds on his body. Being cremated with
clothes on is improper, and the cremation took five hours
compared to Birendra’s cremation, which took three
hours. A Brahman army priest lit the pyre.

Katto and astu – Man is God and God is man
During royal funerals and cremations of kings there are
extraordinary rituals which involve highly inauspicious
and polluting rites that challenge most of the common
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theories of castes as an organisation based on relative
degrees of purity. Before going on to the rituals
conducted during King Birendra’s cremation, I will
briefly introduce some of these features from his
grandfather’s cremation: King Tribhuwan. King
Tribhuwan perceived the Kumari as the virginal origin
of existence or the Virgin Mother (Leuchtag 1958:10).
The Kumari’s blessing has been considered very
auspicious since King Prithvi Narayan Shah conquered
Kathmandu and was blessed by the Kumari. In 1954 she
placed the tika first on the then Crown Prince Mahendra
instead of his father King Tribhuwan. This was
interpreted as a bad omen, and the king died within six
months from that day (Raj 2001:13-14), on March 13,
1955 in Zurich. King Tribhuwan was transported to
Pashupatinath in Nepal where he landed on March 17.
All Nepal mourned their beloved king, and thousands of
men shaved their heads. The country was in a national
grieving period for thirteen days. The funeral ceremony
at the burning ghats of Pasupatinath was spectacular. A
Brahmin Funeral priest cut a piece of flesh from about
the king’s navel. This piece of flesh was weighted with
golden coins and buried on a small island in the centre of
Bagmati. This ritual is called astu. A sliver of bone was
thereafter taken from the king’s forehead and placed in a
golden casket, which the Brahman walked to Redi, a
journey that takes eight days, where he buried the casket
in the middle of the sacred River Gandakhi. It was
believed that the bone would turn to ammonite – an
incarnation of Vishnu – as time passed by. The
Mahabrahman, who had performed the funeral ceremony
was named Sri Krishna Bhatta, and he was exiled to
India. But he was no longer poor because for thirteen
days he lived in the king’s palace, smoked the king’s
cigarettes, slept in the king’s bed and enjoyed all the
dead king’s possessions. The royal kitchens prepared
whatever he desired, but the food was highly impure.
Parts of the meal were deliberately contaminated by a
paste made from the bone of the king’s forehead, which
is called katto. The priest received 200,000 rupees in
gifts for his services and 10,000 rupees in alms.
Moreover, he received two elephants, a richly
caparisoned horse, and some of the king’s personal
belongings. The gifts were the rewards for taking upon
his shoulders the demons released by the king’s death.
He was then expelled from Nepal (Leuchtag 1958:235236). Both the katto- and the astu-rituals were a part of
King Tribhuwan’s funeral.
“Katto” means literally “something not worth eating”
(Shrestha 2001:131). Traditionally it is a part of the dead
body, and in particular the brain, which is eaten. By
eating the “uneatable” the priest becomes declared as an
outcaste, and he is banned and driven out of Kathmandu
valley. During the katto-ritual of King Birendra and
Dipendra, flesh was not consummated officially, but at
the end of the cremation some ashes were collected and
mixed with the royal feast. The katto-ritual insures that
the soul will find peace and not disturb the living. The

katto-ceremony requires a sacrifice by a Brahman, and
the priest takes the burden of the dead man’s soul by
eating a small part of his body, and consequently the
priest breaks his caste rules and violates one of the most
polluting taboos. The ceremony ensures the salvation of
the king’s soul. The katto-priest is seen as a “sin eater”.
The katto- ceremony (Saiyya Daan) is probably related
to the Aghor cult of Shaivaism (which will be elaborated
later). The rite takes place the 11th day after death when
the deceased’s body takes spiritual form. The king is
believed to be an incarnation of Lord Vishnu when he is
alive during his reigns of the kingdom. He is a god on
earth. On the 11th day he will return to Baikuntha – the
heavenly abode of Vishnu. According to tradition, one
does not eat anything where the 11th day mourning take
place, even drinking water is prohibited. Consequently,
the one who consumes a whole meal is highly polluted
and defiled, and the practice of eating pieces of human
flesh of the king is the most inauspicious act of all.
The tradition of katto is centuries old, and during the
Rana regime these rituals were common. In the 18th and
19th centuries when there were numerous petty
kingdoms in Nepal, the kings adopted and followed this
Indian tradition, and they started to give an increasing
number of gifts to the priests to impress each other.
Before 1951 the Rana Prime ministry regime ruled
Nepal. The King was without real power and the Prime
Minister was the most powerful man in the country, and
as such it seems plausible that the ministers performed
divine and royal rituals for themselves. The practice was
so institutionalised during the Rana period that Brahman
priests were also hired to eat katto at the death of
generals and colonels of the Royal Nepal Army.
Donations were given to a number of Brahmans who
conducted ritual functions during the funerals and the
preparations. Other donations were offered to the
Brahmans who carried the corpses of the kings and lit
their funeral pyres. A large amount of gold, silver, and
cash were also given to the priests who ate katto, and
they received the elephants that were used during the
rituals.
The katto-ritual has to be performed due to tradition, and
the common explanation of the ritual is that Man is God
and God is Man. The katto-ceremony has to be
conducted by an Upadhyay Brahman priest. The Jaisi
Brahmans are only capable of taking on their own sins in
death rituals. Upadhyay Brahmans, on the other hand,
are able to take onto themselves other people’s sins and
conduct their mourning rituals. It is therefore only the
latter type of funeral priests who can perform the kattoritual.
After the deaths of King Birendra and King Dipendra, a
lot of poor low-caste people at Pashupatinath wanted to
eat the katto due to the expected amount of money the
priest would receive from the ritual. These low-caste
people were not ritual pure prior to the ritual, which was
a mandatory criteria.
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The katto-ceremony may in principle be held for anyone,
although symbolically, but then there will only be given
a small amount of money to the priests. Babb has noted
such rituals, which seem to be identical to the kattoritual, although on a smaller scale. The Mahabrahman is
“presented with a quantity of khir (boiled rice and milk),
which is sometimes spread in the shape of a human on a
brass platter. This is eaten by the Mahabrahman, who
starts at the feet and ends up at the head. As he eats the
khir he cries out from time to time that he cannot
continue, that the khir has changed into blood. At each
interruption the family of the deceased must give him
some money to induce him to continue”, stressing the
pollution, “which accounts for the low status of the
Mahabrahman in all contexts but that of the funeral. It is
said that in eating the khir the Mahabraman is removing
the last traces of the deceased from this world and he is
providing him with substances for a body in the next –
the same notion that underlies the offering of pinda”
(Babb 1975:96-97).
The katto-ceremony is different from, but nevertheless
related to, the practice of astu. Astu means “the dead
man’s skull bone”, and astu is supposed to consist of a
part of the deceased’s brain. This piece of flesh should
be buried in the riverbed and thereby uniting the
deceased with the element of earth. The astu is,
traditionally, derived from either the brain or the heart.
The preferred part is the part of the skull or brain where
in the “third eye” is located. Similarly, some argue that
the katto-priest is supposed to eat this part of the king’s
brain. Most commonly it is a part of the torso that is
given to the river, despite the belief that the heart and
brain are the best parts of the body for astu. Those who
prefer to bury other parts of the body can do so. If the
astu is carried away and buried in other rivers, then a
piece of the skull is preferred, as with the astu of King
Tribhuwan whose remains were buried in Kaligandhaki
River. In the past it was common among rich people and
those who desired it to carry the astu to Benares and
bury the flesh in the Ganges.
Astu from King Birendra’s pyre was collected and given
to different holy rivers, among them Ganges in Varanasi.
Most of the ashes were given to Bagmati, but small parts
were taken to the other rivers. After Dipendra’s
cremation, astu was taken from the pyre and given to
Bagmati River only. Regardless of from which part of
the body, the astu is nevertheless believed to be the
“third eye” when it is carried away, and those who carry
it should preferably leave the same day or at least the
next day for Kashi. If the flesh is transported to another
river, then the astu is always kept outside the house and
never taken into a household. Moreover, if the ashes of
the deceased are given to another river, it is preferable
that the ashes are immersed within thirteen days. Rich
people still follow this practice, and less wealthy people
may give the ashes to a sacred river, for instance Ganga
in Varanasi, within a year.

The practice of burying astu may today be conducted
among some Brahmans and Chhetris, but not Newars. In
ordinary astu rituals it is a piece of flesh that is buried,
but it may contain some bones. The astu always has to
be buried in water whether this is in the same river as all
the other cremains or in a different river. At
Pashupatinath, it is only a minority of the cremations of
common people that include the astu part. On one
occasion the astu-ritual was performed after all the other
ashes were given to the river. The small parts of burnt
and charcoaled flesh were wrapped in a piece of white
cloth (fig 1.9). The two sons dug a hole in the riverbed
while the cremation platform was washed and cleansed
with water by the Cremation priest (fig. 1.10). An
elderly relative, who also looked through the pyre to see
whether or not there was any more flesh lingering to the
bones, instructed the sons. He also instructed the priests
to search through the ashes and the pyre so he was sure
that all the flesh was burnt. The sons buried the astu in
the middle of the river. Some may also stick a small
bamboo-pole with a white cloth into the riverbed where
the astu is buried, which eventually will dissolve in the
water and thus complete the ritual.
The katto-ceremony is a part of the obsequies by which
the deceased’s soul is sent to heaven. It signifies the
passage of the soul to its heavenly abode. The donation
of gifts to the katto-Brahman is a part of a process by
which the gifts are given to the king since he needs them
in the other world. The priest impersonates the king, and
the priest transfers the spiritual value of the gifts. The
process by which the Brahman priest is fed by katto is
therefore a means of securing the deceased eternal
freedom and liberation from this world. Some people
living in the vicinity of Pashupatinath believed that the
katto-priests ate the kings’ flesh, and in particular the
brains which were the prescribed katto. The diversity of
opinions regarding whether the priest ate real human
flesh or not is crucial in the personal and collective
process of making or maintaining identities and caste
structure. Fundamental for the discussion in the next
chapters is the discrepancy and contest of those who
decide what the relevant identities are supposed to be.
Definitions of who belongs to which ethnic group, jat or
varna, depend upon a combination of internal or external
views. External definitions are embedded within social
relationships between ethnic groups, and thus external
groups may have possibilities to define others as groups
either by power or authority relations (Jenkins
1994:199). In the case of Hindus, these external
categories are produced by people who have the
legitimate authority by virtue of their superior ritual
status (ibid:217), as with the Brahmans’ notion of the
caste system, but as will be shown, being a “Brahman”
might be a highly disputed and ambiguous identity.

19

Fig. 1.9. The sons collected the astu from the pyre and wrapped it in a white cloth.

Fig. 1.10. The sons buried the astu in the riverbed.
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The katto-ceremonies of King Birendra and King
Dipendra
The 75-year old Brahman priest Durga Prasad Sapkota
who hailed from the Kavre district, ate the katto of the
late King Birendra on the 11th day of mourning, Monday
June 11. The elephant was decorated traditionally, and
the Brahman was dressed as the king wearing a goldembroidered Nepali dress. The priest wore a replica of
the crown; he used clothes, shoes and other ornaments
that belonged to the deceased king (fig. 1.11). The meal
was supposed to consist of 84 delicacies, and it included
meat of a male goat, which was sacrificed earlier that
day. Sapkota used about nine minutes to taste all the
different parts of the food that was served to him at the
Kalmochan Ghat at Tripureshwore, where mourners had
observed rituals the last eleven days. He was sitting in a
tented room that was furnished with offerings from the
Royal Palace. The ceremony started around 11.30 a.m.
Sapkota was embarrassed when he dressed up, and
policemen stood in a line in front of the priest to protect
his modesty when he changed into the personal clothes
of the king.
The priest was given the money he asked for, officially,
and he said that it was a great honour for him to do the
ritual. All together the jewellery and the money, which
were given to the priest, amounted approximately 10,000
dollars, including the elephant that he also received.
After he ate the meal he rode the elephant across
Bagmati River to Kupondole and further on to
Jawalakhel in Lalitpur district where he stayed until the
next day. Thereafter he rode on his elephant out of the
Kathmandu valley, from which he was banished (fig.
1.12).
According to tradition he was not supposed to return to
the valley, but some argued that the Nepali society had
changed today so he could return if he wanted. Highranking officers from the army, police, and bureaucrats
witnessed the ritual together with the prime minister and
other politicians including members of the parliament.
The 11th day ceremony was held for Queen Aishwarya
and Prince Nirajan at the ghat the same day, but the
katto-ritual was only held for King Birendra. The
personal belongings of Queen Aishwarya were offered to
the chief priest at the Royal Palace.
Durga Prasad Sapkota, King Birendra’s katto-priest, was
a temple priest at a small temple at Pashupatinath. After
the ritual consumption he was not allowed to enter the
temple of Pashupatinath. He was treated as a low-caste,
and among the Funeral priests he was seen as equal to a
pode (toilet cleaner). Previously, it has been Indian
priests from Madras or Varanasi who ate katto, but this
time Nepali priests did the ritual. The temple priests at
Pashupatinath, who are Indian priests, conducted also the
ritual in the past, but they are not allowed to perform the
katto-ceremony nowadays. This has allegedly its reason
in the loss of status since the person who consumes the

king’s flesh is seen as low-caste or a pode. Moreover, a
holy man, for instance an Aghori, cannot perform the
katto-ritual since he has neither wife nor house. Sadhus
are not included in the society as responsible
Householders. Durga Prasda Sapkota was, on the other
hand, an Upadhyay Brahman, and it was only Upadhyay
Brahmans who could conduct the katto-ritual. Even if a
Jaisi Brahman wanted to eat the katto, he would not been
allowed. Both types of Brahmans may cremate the
corpse, as indicated, but it is only the Upadhyay
Brahmins who can conduct the kriya rituals.
The katto-ceremony is, some say, reserved for monarchs
only. Consequently, there were lingering doubts whether
this ritual should be performed for Dipendra, but since
he was declared as king despite lying unconscious in
coma, the decision was taken that the ritual should be
carried out. Finding the right person for eating the katto
of King Dipendra was not an easy task. If Dipendra was
a manslayer, then bad fortune was attached to his body
and all priests were reluctant to do his katto-ritual. A
priest named Bharat Sapkota was initially elected, but
rejected the evening before. Nevertheless, Thursday June
14th, the katto ceremony of king Dipendra was held at
Kalmochan Ghat. Devi Prasad Acharya – a 65-year old
Hindu priest – was promised that he would become
wealthy if he did the ritual. A group of priests had
persuaded him to take part in the ritual, and he had been
assured that he would receive hundreds of thousands of
rupees. Even Prime Minister Girija Prasad Koirala had
promised him that he would be richly compensated for
the act of eating parts of the dead king’s flesh.
The onlookers thought that the priest was nervous and
unhappy, and he seemed reluctant to touch the meal, but
finally he swallowed a few mouthfuls. Then he dressed
up like the king in the royal costume. He used a replica
of the Nepali crown and a pair of Dipendra’s shoes
although they were several numbers too big. Acharya
went into exile in a remote part of Nepal after the
ceremony, and he received some assortments such as a
television set, an electric fan, sofa, bed, and clothing.
The katto of both King Birendra and Dipendra took
place at Kalmochan Ghat. Kalmochan Ghat means
“freedom from death”. Kalmochan Ghat is located by
Bagmati River where it represents the border between
the kingdoms of Kathmandu and Patan. When there were
only petty kingdoms in Nepal, Kalmochan Ghat and
Bagmati River represented the country’s border, then the
katto-priest was expelled from the kingdom by the
symbolic crossing of the river. In 2001, after the
elephants crossed Bagmati the crowd started to throw
rotten fruits and stones at the former priests riding out of
Kathmandu. Horses and porters, who carried the
luxurious necessities for the Brahman priests, followed
the elephants.
According to the tradition, the Brahmans were not
allowed to return to the valley again, and they were so
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highly polluted that the people would not even “see their
face” again. The inauspiciousness of the rites was
haunted by bad omens. One of the elephants had killed a
woman on his way to the capitol from Chitwan National
Park, and this was the elephant that became Dipendra’s
elephant. In Dipendra’s katto-ritual, bad omens were also
evident, people believed, when the elephant refused to
cross Bagmati River for the ceremonial cleansing. It was
interpreted that the king’s soul would not rest in peace.

Ritual realities – from theory to practice
Although both the katto-Brahmans were promised a new
settlement by the Prime minister before they ate the katto
meal, the promises were not fulfilled and both the kattopriests were deceived. The priests felt cheated both by
the Prime Minister, other high-ranking officials and
priests at Pashupatinath. Durga Prasad Sapkota felt that
he was forced by another priest to do the katto-ritual.
Sapkota did not get the money he expected, and some
days after the ritual, the priest was very unhappy. He had
not received the house he was promised, the elephant
rebelled and did not want to carry him, and the landlord
had asked him to leave because he was too impure after
the katto-ceremony. Since he could not afford to keep
the elephant – it was both difficult and expensive with
fodder and place – he was forced to sell it back to those
who gave it to him for a very cheap price.
Durga Prasad Sapkota received only 5,000 rupees in lieu
of house and 2,500 rupees in lieu of land, he was paid
10,000 rupees for the elephant and only 1,000 rupees for
the horse, and altogether he received less than US$ 300
(fig. 1.13). He has therefore tried to sell everything else
he received which belonged to the king for Rs 700.000,
or approximately the 10,000 dollars he was promised.
King Dipendra’s katto-priest was also deceived, and
since they were the kings’ incarnates and impersonates,
people doubted that the dead souls of King Birendra and
King Dipendra rested in peace. Dipendra’s katto-ritual
was led by the main priest “Mool Pandit” Ramesh Nath
Pandey, and when Acharya realised that he was cheated,
he stopped the ritual and demanded more money and he
was bargaining with the Prime Minister. The priest
wanted a house in addition to the king’s belongings he
was offered, and Prime Minister Koirala promised him
the house. The ceremony continued, and the priest
partook the katto-meal. However, he received also only
some 270 dollars, and afterwards he regretted that he did
the katto-ceremony for Dipendra.
The official story is that the katto-priests ate parts of the
kings; what actually happened during the rituals? Durga
Prasad Sapkota is, as mentioned above, an Upadhyay
Brahman. According to him, the flesh of the king in the
katto-ritual is a relict myth from the past. He cooked the
meal himself, which consisted of daal baat (rice,
vegetables and lentils) and goat meat. There were not
eighty-four dishes altogether, only daal baat and some

sweets and fruits. According to the funeral priests who
cremated the king, no fleshly parts of the body were
saved from the corpse or the pyre for the kattoceremony, but the security guards kept some small parts
of the ashes for the katto-ceremony. The same happened
with Dipendra’s ashes, and some funeral priests ensured
that some small parts of the ashes from the kings were
put into the katto-priests’ meals without their knowledge,
because otherwise they could not have become so highly
impure. It was only symbolical, they believed, but it was
a part of the meal, because only goat meat would not
have affected and polluted the priests in such a negative
way. Durga Prasad Sapkota, on the other hand, used the
ashes and astu as evidence for the impossibility of
human remains or ashes in the katto-meal; all the
remains and ashes from the pyre were given or immersed
into the river. Whether the priests ate the king’s flesh, or
only some raw goat meat, is uncertain, but the taboos
imposed on them were as if they ate the king’s flesh.
After the katto-ritual Durga Prasad Sapkota continued
living in his old house at Pashupatinath because he had
no other options since he was deceived. He continued to
wear tika and his former clothes, which he used to wear
when he was a priest. It was difficult to live there, he
said, but he was not obliged or forced to move out from
the kingdom or to remote parts of Nepal. Nevertheless,
just after the ritual he could not walk openly in the
streets, and especially not at the Pashupatinath area.
People treated him as excluded from the community, and
he was basically spending his time sitting in the
backyard of his house. He felt guilty and impure after the
katto-ritual, but he acknowledged that it was too late to
regret that he had done the ritual.
The other temple and Funeral priests referred to Durga
Prasad Sapkota as “the priest who became a pode”,
meaning “the priest who became a toilet-cleaner”. This
statement is important for two reasons: the other Funeral
priests conceive themselves as pure and high caste
Brahmans even though they are temporarily influenced
by death pollution, and they perceive the katto-priests as
untouchables and equally polluted as, or more so than,
toilet cleaners. Durga Prasad Sapkota emphasised, on the
other hand, that he was a Brahman, although he
acknowledged that he was impure and a katto-Brahman.
His wife also stressed that both of them were Brahmans,
and they categorically refused to hear anything about
low-caste status. Despite his impure condition, old and
close friends still treated him as a friend and Brahman.
It is important to stress, again, that according to Sapkota,
he was not treated as, and he had definitively not
become, a low-caste person or outcaste, although he had
become impure after the ritual. He claimed all the time
that he could continue his work as a priest, but just after
the katto-ritual he complained that God was no longer
with him and that his body was getting old, and therefore
he had resigned from his priestly duties.
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Fig. 1.11. Durga Prasad Sapkota during the katto-ritual. Courtesy Kantipur Publications 2002.
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Fig. 1.12.
Durga Prasad Sapkota crosses
Bagmati River on elephant.
Courtesy Kantipur Publications
2002.

Fig. 1.13. Durga Prasad Sapkota
with wife showing some of the
King Birendra’s personal items
he received as gifts.
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In the period following the rite he went to Pashupatinath
temple and worshipped the linga occasionally, but only
early in the morning.
Time heals all wounds, and after some time he walked
wherever he liked to at the Pashupatinath area. Less than
two years after the katto-ritual Durga Prasad Sapkota
had worked as a priest on several occasions. By the end
of April 2003 he had conducted six bartamande rituals
and five weddings after the katto-ritual. In general, he
received less inquiries and requests for rituals than he
used to do, and it is uncertain whether the devotees who
used his services were aware that he was the katto-priest.
What is unquestionable is, nevertheless, that he has
worked as a priest despite the pollution involved in the
katto-ritual, and this fact has consequences for
interpretations of castes, or in other words, what a
“Brahman” is. In the funerals at Pashupatinath Brahman
Funeral and Cremation priests are conducting rites that
defile themselves, but both the priests and their personal
defiling activities are crucial both for the deceased, the
descendants, and cosmogony. Thus, the Funeral priests
and their ritual occupation are an empirical point of
departure to challenge some of the earlier caste theories
in light of notions of purity and impurity. Especially the
roles of Funeral priests in cremations of kings and the
subsequent mourning rites are of uttermost importance
for an understanding of caste and hierarchies in society.
The cremations of King Birendra and King Dipendra
after the royal massacre in Nepal in June 2001 are
therefore, empirically, rituals which challenge previous
notions of castes as simple constructs and hierarchies.

Castes – ideology or subtle substances?
The caste system is normally seen as a hierarchy, and as
such, it is the distinctness of each group and their
separateness and distance from each other that is crucial.
The caste system in practice and social interaction is best
illuminated by whether or not a person accepts water and
food from another person, and as such is creating and
maintaining spatial hierarchies. Arthur M. Hocart argues
that when analysing social practices one has to search for
the principles that the people who practiced the caste
system had in mind because their daily experience may
give a glimpse of what was essential for them, and
hence, one may avoid constructions of models only
based on the researcher’s own prejudices (Hocart
1950:3). Therefore, I will not strictly follow one school
or approach to caste, but analyse my empirical data with
various theories on caste which can shed light on the
issues that I discuss.
One problem with caste is that we are not discussing one
phenomenon or social organisation, but many. “Culture”
has been characterised as one of the two-three most
complicated and difficult words to define in the English
vocabulary because it is a fundamental concept within

numerous non-compatible intellectual disciplines, and
thus, it has an intricate history of incommensurable
thoughts (Williams 1980: 76-77). One may say the same
with caste or compare “caste” with “democracy”. There
are numerous forms of democracy even though they all
have some references to the ancient Greek democracy.
Democracy has a 2500 years history, and so has caste,
and it is impossible to pinpoint one form of caste as the
“original” one. Nevertheless, within the discourse
regarding caste there is a tendency for the researcher’s
own empirical case study or interpretation to be taken as
evidence for how the “original” or “real” caste system
works, which inevitably raises the question of how
comparative research should be conducted.
In this regard, I will not give a detailed account of the
research on caste, but proceed with the topical aspects in
accordance with the development of the discussion.
Approaching caste is difficult, the literature concerning
the topic is vast, and this introduction is just meant as a
brief sketch looking at some of the schools of thought
regarding interpretations of “caste”. Moreover, and this
is important, I will to a large extent only discuss my own
empirical data regarding caste. I have several reasons for
choosing this research strategy, which has interpretative
consequences. Firstly, since I have a number of research
sites, it is way of demarcating the study. Secondly, it is a
way of avoiding essentialising caste as only one
phenomenon. Thirdly, it enables me to discuss caste
based on the different case studies more in detail, and
hence, give an analysis of the specific, cultural
traditions.
On the one hand, there are scholars advocating “caste
ideologies” in different South Asian settings. The
underlying assumption is that there is a coherent and
systematic set of indigenous ideas and values, which
give meaning to a broad range of social institutions.
There are other scholars emphasising interaction and
transaction whereby castes exhibit features of “bio-moral
substances”, which have to be understood in relative
categories of purity and pollution. Castes are as such
inevitably connected to “coded substances” (McGilvray
1982a).
C. J. Fuller argues that the caste system is basically a
product of the British period and not “traditional” India
(Fuller 1977). Moreover, Dirks argues that caste became
a colonial form of civil society (Dirks 1993, 2001). If
they are correct in this postulate, then Nepal is a suitable
place to study caste structures for many reasons; the
British influence was less in Nepal than on the
subcontinent, the country was neither conquered by the
Muslims nor the British, and the king, who is seen to
have a crucial role in the Hindu social order, prevails
(Gellner 1999a:2). The problem then becomes that the
members of Indian society clearly believe that in local
situations there are well defined caste hierarchies, but
how the researcher is to isolate them turns out
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problematic (Levinson 1982:198), especially when
studies aim to generalise and make syntheses of regional
differences.
On the one hand, the word “caste” as an ethnographic
category refers exclusively to a system of social
organisation peculiar to Hindu India, but on the other
hand, as a sociological category it may denote almost
any rigid kind of class structure (Leach 1960:1), and it
inevitably raises the question whether caste is a cultural
or structural phenomenon (ibid:2). Although most
scholars emphasise caste as a culturally Indian and
religiously Hindu phenomenon, most similarities within
the pan-Indian sub-continent are rather structural than
cultural, highlighting that castes are neither solely Hindu
nor Indian (e.g. Hocart 1950, Barth 1960). Whether or
not castes are a strictly “Pan-Indian civilisation”
phenomenon (Dumont 1957) is not a topic for debate.
What is more important to stress is that there is not one
single caste system, but a number of regional systems,
and comparisons of them would permit not only
generalisations covering them all, but more importantly,
statements of concomitant variation. Regional variation
is partly due to ecological diversity and political history
(Gough 1960:11), which will be elaborated thoroughly.
Caste system might be defined “as the integration of the
interacting
and
heterogeneous,
but
internally
homogeneous hereditary groups into a structure of status
hierarchy” (D’Souza 1969:35). Another criteria may also
be added: The caste organisation is based upon dharma,
and without dharma there is no caste (Possehl 1999:10).
If the latter criteria is emphasised then caste is basically
a culturally Indian phenomenon rather than a structural
way of organising society. Nevertheless, there are some
characteristics of caste systems: 1) There are a number
of named endogamous strata. 2) There is a conception of
pollution. 3) There is a formal system of
interdependence that links these strata together in
economic, political, and religious fields. 4) The named
strata are ranked and various forms of customary
behaviour serve to symbolise the rank and differences
(Banks 1960:61-63). The caste groups are
interdependent, but there are barriers between free social
intercourse and differences in culture and occupational
specialization (Berreman 1963:198).
The main controversy in the debate is whether or not
Brahmans always are ranked highest in all spheres of
social life, and low-castes are always placed at the
bottom of the social and ritual hierarchies. Brahmans
have a subordinate position in many spheres,
establishing a dichotomy between sacred and secular
ranks. Therefore, a discussion of castes necessitates
explicit statements of which types of identities and
hierarchies that are subject for investigation, and how
these identities work in actual social relations.
Caste as a structure is different from class structure. In a
class society the upper-class minority “exploits” the

services of the lower-class majority, and the members of
the unprivileged group must compete among themselves
for the favours of the elite. This is reversed in the caste
system. “Economic roles are allocated by right to closed
minority groups of low social status; members of the
high-status “dominant caste”, to whom the low-status
groups are bound, generally form a numerical majority
and must compete among themselves for the services of
individual members of the lower “castes” “(Leach
1960:6). In a class system, social status and economic
security are integrated. The higher the better, and the
ones at the bottom of the hierarchy are forced ruthlessly
by the dominant class. In a caste system this is not so.
Low castes see it as their privileged right to carry out
tasks which all the other members from society are
excluded from (ibid.). Escaping from a low-caste will
imply renouncement from kinship links and secure
income, and therefore, the advantages of social climbing
are not necessarily tempting (Yalman 1960:104).
Moreover, high-ranking Brahmans and priests are often
poor and needy people. This points to the fact that there
is a great discrepancy between social and ritual statuses,
and these differences are crucial in the process where
different positioned actors acknowledge each other’s
status in contexts where statuses are in flux and relative
to each other. Ritual status is not identical with social
status, but actors try to use their most superior status in
either of the spheres to enhance their other statuses.
Finally, only a minority of the Brahmans work as priests,
but the “priest” identity is nevertheless important in their
self-ascription as a group. The occupational specialist
status refers not only to the actual performances of such
work, but to the total social identity of these activities; it
is a social system based on status summation which, by
having one particular status it entails a cluster of other
statuses as well (Haaland, Haaland & Dea 2004).
Dumont stresses that “man does not only think, he acts.
He has not only ideas, but values. To adopt a value is to
introduce hierarchy, and a certain consensus of values, a
certain hierarchy of ideas, things and people, is
indispensable to social life” (Dumont 1970a:20).
Consequently, according to Dumont, low-castes will also
categorise themselves as low. “They are “low” because
they work for others and they work for other because
they are “born” low. Hence the low castes may
collectively be spoken as “the working people”, not only
by the high-caste but by themselves” (Yalman
1960:103). This is partly correct, but the Brahmans as
priests also work for others – even low-castes employ
them for ritual purposes – it is the function and duty of
Brahmans to serve the people ritually (for money). This
dual role of Brahmans is crucial when acknowledging
them high status but also when challenging them this
position. The acceptance of gifts is dangerous and a
perilous matter which threatens their purity. Moreover,
the alleged Brahman superiority is also dependent upon
demographic variables, as will be shown in the case
studies from Bangladesh in Part 2. In a situation where
there are hardly any Brahmans and the overall majority
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of people in a community is labelled “low-castes”, the
Brahmans have no means of power to claim superiority
and exercise domination: they are dependent upon
whether or not the low-castes will employ them as
priests in their rituals.
Religion is most often an integral part of explanations of
the caste system, its origin, function, and hierarchy. The
problem is, however, to relate text to context. Ideological
and religious foundations of castes are based on Sanskrit
texts. The most prominent of these are Bhagavad-Gita
and Manu. The Bhagavad-Gita (Bg) distinguishes four
castes: “Brahmanas, ksatriyas, vaisyas and sudras are
distinguished by the qualities born of their own natures
in accordance with the material modes (…)” (Bg. 18.41).
The duties and the qualities are further described:
“Peacefulness, self-control, austerity, purity, tolerance,
honesty, knowledge, wisdom and religiousness – these
are the natural qualities by which the brahmanas work.
Heroism, power, determination, resourcefulness, courage
in battle, generosity and leadership are the natural
qualities of work of the ksatriyas. Farming, cow
protection and business are the natural work for the
vaisyas, and for the sudras there is labour and service to
others. By following his qualities of work, every man
can become perfect” (Bg. 18.42-45). Thus, there are four
classes in the hierarchical order: (1) the sacerdotal and
learned class, the members of which may, but not
necessarily be, priests, (2) the regal and warrior caste,
(3) the trading and agricultural caste and (4) the servile
caste, whose duty is to serve the other three.
Declan Quigley argues that it is impossible to explain
caste as a product of a particular ideology, and he
sustains a critique not only of Dumont’s theory but all
who emphasise the Hindu ideas when explaining castes
(Quigley 1995:1, 12-13). Louis Dumont’s Homo
Hierarchicus (1970a) has been the most influential
contribution to the recent debate of caste, but nowadays
few scholars advocate his ideas. However, his theory of
the castes is a point of departure for the debate and the
disputes of the caste system(s). Fundamental in
Dumont’s concept of caste and hierarchy is totality: “So
we shall define hierarchy as the principle by which the
elements of a whole are ranked in relation to the whole,
it being understood that in the majority of societies it is
religion which provides the view of the whole, and that
the ranking will thus be religious in nature” (Dumont
1970a:66, original emphasis). His theory is based on a
social principle; hierarchy, and thereby distinctions
between the castes. It defines groups in a hierarchy of
ritual purity and pollution and prescribes inter caste
relations,
especially
regarding
marriage
and
commensality (Bennett 1983:8).
According to Dumont, “Superiority and superior purity
are identical: it is in this sense that, ideologically,
distinction of purity is the foundation of status” (Dumont
1970a:56). The fundamental opposition between pure
and impure is not the cause but the form of all

distinctions between caste (ibid:26). “It is generally
agreed that the opposition is manifested in some
macroscopic form in the contrast between the two
extreme categories: Brahmans and Untouchables. The
Brahmans, being in principle priests, occupy the
supreme rank with respect to the whole set of castes”
(ibid:29). The main problem with Dumont’s theory is,
however, that it cannot cope with the role of priests
whose status is at best seen intensively ambiguous and at
worst defiled (Quigley 1999:308).
Another interpretative framework, based on a “coded
substances” theory, is mainly advocated and developed
by the “ethnosociological school” or the “Chicago
School” (e.g. Marriott and Inden 1974, 1977, Marriott
1976). The caste structures and principles are seen from
the “inside” and from the actors’ perspectives. Caste
systems may be defined as “moral systems that
differentiate and rank the whole population of a society
in corporate units (castes) generally defined by descent,
marriage and occupation” (Marriott and Inden
1974:982).
In the “coded substance theory” the stress is put on the
non-duality of South Asian social thought; “South
Asians do not insist on drawing a line between what
Westerners call “natural” and what they call “moral”
things; the Hindu moral code books are thus filled with
discussions of bodily things, while the medical books at
many points deal with moral qualities” (Marriott and
Inden 1977:228). Moral qualities are thought to be
altered by changes in the body resulting from eating
certain types of food, sexual intercourse, and
participation in rituals. When a Bengali woman marries
it is believed that her body is transformed as well as her
inborn code for conduct (Inden and Nicholas 1977).
“The code for conduct of living persons is not regarded
as transcendent over bodily substances, but as immanent
within it”, and as such “bodily substances and code for
conduct are thus thought to be not fixed but malleable,
and to be not separated but mutually immanent features:
the coded substance moves and changes as one thing
throughout the life of each person and group. Actions
enjoined by these embodied codes are thought of as
transforming the substances in which they are
embodied” (Marriott and Inden 1977:228).
Furthermore, “Hindu devotionalism manipulates divine
substance, often reciprocally, so as to initiate humans
into the higher genus of gods while they retain
participation in their original, lower genera” (Marriott
and Inden 1977:236). Seen from the coded substance
theory, moral and social codes are presumed to be
inherent in every kind of generic category, and each
single person has an embodied moral code of this world.
Persons are therefore “unique composites of diverse
subtle and gross substances derived ultimately from one
source; and they are also divisible into separate particles
that may be shared or exchanged with others” (ibid:232).
These substances exist prior to birth in the parents
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(seeds, food). In life a person becomes what one eats,
which highlights consumption of food, but also the
defilement from substances bodily disposed off such as
menstrual blood, semen, excreta, and death. All bodily
genera are descended from the original cosmic Purusa,
and “person and genera are thus conceived of as
channelling and transforming heterogeneous, eveflowing, changing substances” (ibid:233).
In order to understand how the transactions of sin occur,
a metaphor may illuminate this process: the body is a
“vessel”. This “vessel” metaphor is crucial in the
understanding of castes as transactions of coded
substances. A pure person that has been defiled by
temporary impurity, basically through consumption of
water or food, has to purify his body (“vessel”) through
subsequent rites. Therefore, all interactions and
transactions of substances are potentially dangerous
because they may involve defilement of one’s purity.
Each substance has a value, an entity which in theory
and practice is both morally and religiously defined, and
society is structured around the different transactions
that are hierarchically regulated through sanctions and
taboos.
The body as a “vessel”, which each and everyone is
concerned about, is therefore fundamental in castes

perceived as moral substance codes. The Funeral priests
who conduct cremations and mourn the dead are called
Mahabrahmans, which literally means the “great
Brahmans”, but this sub-caste of Brahmans are also
knows as Mahapatra, which means “great vessels”
(Parry 1994:76). Their role in funerals is to function as
“great vessels”, which are filled with sin and pollution,
and this paradox is the matter of debate regarding the
caste hierarchy and the common assumption that
Brahmans are ranked highest because of their purity.
It has been argued that although theories of bodily
substances are highly developed, these notions belong to
the cultural domain of medicine and not to an
“ethnosociological” metaphysic of caste identity
(McGilvray 1982b:35), and further, that these notions
are hardly articulated in hierarchy disputes and claims
(ibid:88).
In normal and daily social interaction this might be true,
but within the realm of death they are both articulated
and disputed. I will therefore emphasise the moral
substance code approach for an understanding of castes.
Death is a social setting for the construction of castes
through the consumption of human flesh either
physically or symbolically, and this is the core theme for
the following chapters in part 1.
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Chapter 2:
Sacrifices of kings – Constructions of castes and cosmos

Spatial distance and purity

Pashupatinath. Especially high-castes believed that the
presence of low-castes would defile the sanctuary.
Among the low-castes there were people who felt
ashamed and guilty if they entered the temple, and
therefore they avoided the sanctuary. Traditions are
changing slowly, and after democracy nobody can deny
a pode entrance to the temple if he or she wishes to
conduct rituals, but socially it is still not accepted.

Social relations are often manifested and executed by
people’s disposition of space. Hierarchies are spatial
constructs where space defines the hierarchical relations
(Torén 1990:1-2). Space is not neutral or abstract, but a
field of lived experience, and people construct houses,
villages, and temples according to religious rules and
regulations. The built environment has an ontological
dimension because space is the arena where actions take
place. People are often aware of the spatial restriction at
a certain locale, but since material structures may have a
long continuity and traditions change as time succeed,
people ascribe new meanings into the lived world, and
older conceptions and understandings of the use of space
may disappear. Thus, the aim is to “understand how
spatial constructs inform people’s notions of social
relations, and how this process is manifested in people’s
cognition over time” (ibid:3).

Caste hierarchy is often presented the Dumontian way as
a pyramid model emphasising the differences between
those at the top and those at the bottom. This is a mental
imagination and perception of hierarchies that it is
impossible to find empirically because people are not
living on top of each other. They are living beside each
other in space, which means that hierarchy is manifested
in territorial patterns and spatial distribution of
materiality. One way of tracing hierarchy in practice is
therefore the social use and regulation of space. Ideas of
purity and pollution are most efficaciously expressed
through spatial hierarchies and different uses of space.
Ideally, the social structure in terms of ritual status
requires social distance between the different caste
groups.

This is a complex task, but at Pashupatinath the
materiality of the temple complex and the cremation
ghats reveal traces of older perceptions and
understandings of caste and cosmos. Since this
materiality is still in use, the hierarchies of the spatial
constructs of ghats are still efficacious power structures
that express caste distinctions. By using the materialised
hierarchies in space it is possible to trace the creation
and manifestation of an idealised caste structure and its
cosmogenetic function in society and religion.
Cremations are creations of both man and cosmos, and
consequently microcosm, mesocosm, and macrocosm
are integrated into the procreative funerals. Social
structures are therefore inevitably a part of the creation
of cosmos, and the construction and maintenance of
caste is a consequence of cosmogony.

In Varanasi untouchables can be cremated at both
Manikarnika (fig. 2.1) and Harishchandra Ghat (figs. 2.2
& 2.3), with one exception. The Doms at the cremation
ghat at Manikarnika Ghat refuse to allow Sweeper Doms
(who are a separate sub-caste) to use the ghat, and they
have to be cremated at Harishchandra Ghat (Parry
1994:67). Physical distance between the groups is
preferable seen from the vantage point of the highcastes, and there are some indications of such structuring
patterns in the past, but the spatial separation is often
more symbolic than real (Srinivas 1976:185-187). In
order to maintain purity, Sudras have also been excluded
physically from the villages. Sudras were committed to
undertake defiling and polluted tasks and their social
positions were inherited through the lineage. The spatial
distribution of castes is often traced in villages by area
location of different occupational groups. Regarding
purity and pollution following the karmic ideology, the
untouchables should live outside the village because they
are not regarded as being created from the cosmic man
Purusha. In the Vedic mythology, Manu is the
eponymous of the human race, he belongs therefore by
nature to both humans and gods, and he is seen as the
progenitor of mankind (Bühler 1964:lvii). Manu
prescribes physical separation of the habitual areas and
thereby creates a spatial caste hierarchy, by saying “but
the dwellings of Kandalas and Svapakas [untouchables]
shall be outside the village, and their wealth (shall be)
dogs and donkeys. Their dress (shall be) the garments of

As indicated, the caste system is a set of social rules
concerned with how interaction between different groups
should take place in accordance with notions of
hierarchy and relative degrees of purity and pollution.
The most efficacious way to distance oneself from
pollution is to deny impure people access to the places
by defining the locales as pure. The first obvious spatial
restriction any tourists face at Pashupatinath is the
distinction between Hindus and non-Hindus. Any nonHindus are denied access both to the temple and the
inner sanctuaries of the temple complex. Low caste
people may nowadays worship the linga as any other
devotees. Before democracy in 1991, however, only a
few low-caste groups were allowed into the
Pashupatinath temple. Particularly the podes, but also
low-castes in general, were not admitted entrance to
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Fig. 2.1. Manikarnika Ghat, Varanasi.
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Fig. 2.2. Harishcandra Ghat.

Fig. 2.3. Cremation on the banks at Harishcandra Ghat.
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the dead, (they shall eat) their food from broken dishes,
black iron (shall be) their ornaments, and they must
always wander from place to place” (Manu X, 51-52).

object of these sacrifices is immortality in the form of
freedom from death and diseases; it is becoming a god
and ascending to the world of gods. Or in the words of a
sage, “The sacrificer [sacrifier] passes from men to
gods” and “The sacrifice is the other self of the gods;
…therefore the sacrificer [sacrifier] having made the
sacrifice his other self takes his place in this sky, this
heavenly world” (Hocart 1950:18):

Regarding funerals, Manu says “Let him carry out the
dead Sudra by the southern gate of the town, but (the
corpses of) twice-born men, as it is proper, by the
western, northern or eastern (gates)” (Manu V, 92).
Different castes ought to be cremated in different places,
and “for a king, on the throne of magnanimity,
immediate purification is prescribed, and the reason for
that is that he is seated (there) for the protection of (his)
subjects” (Manu V, 94). There are some material
patterns illuminating this ideology in Varanasi. The
Manikarnika Ghat is located to the north whereas
Harishchandra Ghat is located to the south. The main
problem when analysing spatial patterning is that people
are arriving and leaving, and the different interactions
interfere with each other. A strict coherence regarding
spatial use and social hierarchies is difficult to find, and
only a new village can map the ideal model (Jaer
1998:109-111). However, parts of the materiality at
Pashupatinath express the cosmic and karmic ideas of
caste and hierarchies of purity and pollution. The
territorial hierarchy found on the ghats along Bagmati
River manifests a particular type of the caste system;
namely the caste system as argued by Hocart.

Fig. 2.4. Relation between sacrifice and sacrificer.

Sacrifice = gods;
Sacrificer [sacrifier] becomes = sacrifice;
Sacrificer [sacrifier] becomes = gods.

Sacrifice as a means for obtaining immortality and
eternal presence with gods is the main goal and idealised
outcome of the rite. The funeral aims to give the
deceased to the gods whereby he can attain the divine
and eternal sphere by becoming a god. Cremation is an
excellent medium for transformation. Cremations can be
analysed as three different but interdependent processes;
as
technological
transformations,
as
social
transformations, and as ritual transformations
(Oestigaard 1999a). Sacrifice is a ritual practice, which
includes funerals, and the dead humans can be seen as
gifts to the gods (Oestigaard 2000b). Thus, funerals and
sacrifices have the same goal; they are indeed the same
processes if defined by the end products, but there are
different actors involved in the rituals with distinctive
tasks and functions. Common for both types of rituals is
the interaction between humans and gods whereby the
gods accept the gift from the ritual performers. The
sacrificial item can in theory be anything, because what
is given is not the god’s wish but the devotee’s own deep
motivation. The god will accept anything from a coconut
to dangerous penance (Obeyesekere 1990:4). In funerals
the main gift is the deceased’s body as an item. A
funeral and the handing over of the body and soul to the
gods can therefore be seen as a sacrifice, and as such a
procreative action which transforms the elements of the
universe into new beings. The dissolution of a dead body
is one such transformation.

Hocart’s interpretation of caste
The main core of Hocart’s theory is in essence that all
societies are communities of persons organised for ritual
purposes, and the main aim is to secure and procure life
in its broadest sense. This has to be seen in relation to
the divine king who was both god and human.
Everything in service of him was a ritual service.
Accordingly, the caste system is a distribution system of
rights and duties connected to the royal ritual and the
king’s service (Raglan 1950). The caste system is a
sacrificial organisation where the aristocracy are feudal
lords performing rites for which they need vassals and
serfs because some activities involve pollution, and the
lords cannot become defiled (Hocart 1950:17). Hubert
and Mauss (1964) distinguished between the sacrifier –
those who perform the sacrifice, and the sacrificer – the
ritual specialist sometimes employed to perform the
sacrifice for the sacrifier.1 The sacrificial basis of the
caste system is religious purity. The worthy and
excellent castes, which are allowed to participate in the
sacrifice, have to be pure. The emphasis in the religious
books focuses on state sacrifices such as the king’s
consecration and the priest’s installation. The main

In Rig-Veda (X, 90) it is expressed directly that castes
are made from sacrifice. The skeleton of the ancient
caste system is based on four groups of the population:
1) brahman, 2) kshatriya, 3) vaisya, and 4) sudra. This
model is structured around the king, who comes from the
kshatriyas. Later traditions have stressed that the
kshatriya caste is a warrior caste, and the Chhetris are
commonly ranked as second after the Brahmans in the
fourfold caste system. In the earliest prose writing the
kshatriya caste was the royal caste, and only later the
stress was put on the warrior aspect. Therefore, the first
caste was the one that provided the king, and as such the

1

Hocart build parts of his theory on the differences between
sacrifier and sacrificer, but he does not distinguish these ritual
roles by the terminology as developed by Hubert and Mauss. I
will use Hubert and Mauss’ terminology when discussing
Hocart even though he does not use this distinction himself,
and when quoting Hocart, Hubert and Mauss’ terminology is
added in brackets and written in italics.
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royal one or the nobility. The king was “the sacrifier” in
the state sacrifices in the earliest texts. This does not
necessarily mean that the king controlled the total ritual,
but he was the chief actor, and the sacrifice was his
responsibility whereby he supplied the offerings and
covered the expenses. The difference between the king
and the priest is their roles in the sacrifice, which is
essential; “A nobleman gives, but does not solicit; offers
sacrifice, but does not perform it, studies, but does not
teach” (Hocart 1950:34-35).

priest’s opinion was the final (Majupuria & Majupuria
1981:105:106).
At the turn of the nineteenth century the king’s palace
was seen as a temple, but the king was not the only
living god because the Brahmans claimed to be
incarnations of the universal Brahma, and Vaisnava and
Saivite ascetics claimed they were living manifestations
of Vishnu and Shiva respectively. This is important
compared to other divine kingdoms where there was an
absolute distinction between the king (god) and the rest
of the humans. In Nepal the royal divinity was a part of a
larger Hindu cosmos of gods of both celestial and human
kinds (Burghart 1987:237). The king of kings was not
ranked highest because the highest level in the
cosmomoral order of a Vaisnava or Saiva was
constituted by a hierarchy of invisible gods. The king
had as his ultimate object the establishment of a
relationship between the devotees and Vishnu and Shiva
who were the highest ranked gods. This was done by a
“great gift” consisting the establishment of an
anthropomorphic image (Vishnu) or a phallus (Shiva) in
a permanent temple. The king who constructed the
grandest of temples was the king who was paramount
overlord of India. These temples were themselves
representations of cosmic palaces (Inden 1982:122-123).
The fact that the king is an incarnation of Vishnu, but
not supreme in religious matters, is a consequence of the
type of divinity the king represents. Inden has stressed
that the Hindu king is neither fully divine, as in Japan or
Egypt, nor solely immanent, as in China or medieval
Europe, but a mixture of these two opposites (Inden
1978).

The second caste supplied the priests, namely the
Brahmans. They performed the ritual for the king. The
kings were identified with the royal gods, and similarly,
the priests were identified with the priestly gods. The
priest may perform the sacrifice himself, but he was
mainly the person that officiated for the sacrifier, and
therefore, the priests were more closely related to the
royalty than the farmers since it was the king who
normally was the chief sacrifier (Hocart 1950:37). “The
identity of priest and priestly god is carried out in detail.
The fire is the intermediary between sky and men, the
priests between king and men. The fire is the messenger
of the gods and also leads the gods to the sacrifice;
therefore he always goes in front; he is the face of the
deities” (ibid:38-39). Brahmans as panegyrists and
genealogists were experts in the formulation of claims to
royal legitimacy. And as ritual specialists they were
closely associated with the court circle, and received
benefits and royal endowments (Singh 1993:123).
In reality the priests, especially at Pashupatinath, have
exercised supreme power. This cohere with the
hypothesis put forward by Dumont that the spiritual
predominance of the Brahman resulted in “the
secularising” of royal power (Dumont 1970b). When the
Jagat Guru Shankaracharya visited Nepal in 1974, he
prayed and requested King Mahendra to worship the
linga with his own hands, and the king consented. The
chief priest, however, did not agree, and he requested the
king to reconsider his command. According to the chief
priest, the rules laid down by Adi Shankaracharya had to
be followed, namely that: 1) only priests born in South
India can worship Lord Pashupatinath, 2) he should be
placed in the Vedas, 3) he should be initiated with the
Pashupatstrata Mantra, and 4) he should have a family,
and Jagat Guru Shankaracharya did not fulfil most of
these conditions. The King revised his orders and said
that regarding religious affairs at Pashupatinath the chief

The third caste Hocart describes as farmers who
functioned presumably as sacrificers in the ceremonies,
but their main function was to support the king and the
priest, and to feed the sacrifice from their lands and
cattle (Hocart 1950:39-40). The fourth caste, if it is
legitimate to designate them as a caste, consisted of
those who were too impure for participation in the
sacrifice. The serfs were excluded from the sacrifice, and
consequently there are few references to them in the
books, but as seen in death rituals they formed a
necessary part of the rituals involving pollution
(ibid:41). Thus, Hocart (ibid:26) made the following
scheme of the relation between the castes and the offices
they positioned in the ritual organisation (fig. 2.5):

Fig. 2.5. Relation between caste and office.

Caste
Good people

Royal
Priestly
Farming

Low

Various

Office
Inside

Receiver of cult
Celebrants
Officials
Outside and menial duties
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Fig. 2.6. The representation of caste in sacred texts.

Caste
Worthy,
Sacrificial

Office

Royal
Admitted
Priestly
Farming

Representative of
Indra
Celebrants
Purveyors of food

Excluded except for certain rites

Serfs
This schematic representation of the castes and their
function (fig. 2.5) is extremely close to the one found in
the old texts (fig. 2.6).

there is a duality whereby the same processes and
metaphors are emphasised in funerals: the death rituals
both recreate cosmos and give the deceased new life.
This dual process involves elements of sacrifice in one
or another way.

These classification schemes have to be seen in light of
the role of the sacrifier. “The sacrificer [sacrifier] is
much more than a worshipper…he represents a god or
gods, more particularly Indra…The King Indra is a
double capacity: firstly, because the sacrificer [sacrifier]
is always Indra and the king is a sacrificer [sacrifier];
secondly, because Indra is the god of his caste.
Everything he does in the ritual is as representative of
Indra, and all that is done to him is done to Indra. Indra
is primarily the fighting god…The king as Indra renews
in every sacrifice the contest between the light-bringing
gods and the power of darkness” (Hocart 1950:35).
According to Hocart then, the caste system is basically a
sacrificial organisation where everything is structured
around the king and his sacrifical role. The other groups
in the society have different obligations in relation to the
sacrifices.

Sacrifice is an offering whereby a human offers a gift to
a god in the form of an object or an action. If a devotee
for instance offers a coconut, then after the offering the
devotee will drink the rest as a prasad – a gift from the
god to the devotee (Svoboda 1993a:52). Henri Hubert
and Marcel Mauss defined ”sacrifice” as ”a religious act,
which through the consecration of a victim, modifies the
condition of the moral person who accomplishes it or
that of certain objects with which he is concerned”
(Hubert & Mauss 1964:13). Valerio Valeri (1985)
describes ”sacrifice” as any ritual action that includes the
consecration of an ”offering” to a deity. Every sacrifice
involves an individual or collective subject that performs
the rite, or other may perform it on behalf of a sacrifier.
The offering is usually divided into two parts after it is
consecrated to the gods. The first part goes to the deity
alone, and the second part to the sacrifier who may
distribute it to the other participants according to rank. A
sacrifice is a complex ritual action, which is a function
of the following features: 1) its end and the occasion on
which it is made, 2) the deity or deities to whom it is
addressed, 3) the content of the offering and its symbolic
value, and 4) the way the offering is treated and
apportioned in the rite. The classification of sacrifices
has to be in accordance with their end and the occasion
on which they are made. Commemorative funeral
sacrifices transforming the dead into the sphere of
ancestors and rites of passage in general are performed
for all individuals, but their complexity varies as a
function of the sacrifier’s rank (Valeri 1985: 37-38).

Ritual and sacrifice – space and architecture
Rituals teach people to believe in cultural principles by
creating experiences, and the rites produce social order
by producing conceptual order – rituals create sense by
producing contrasts in the continuum of experience
(Valeri 1985:x-xi). The role of sacrifice in death rituals
is important. Eliade emphasises the sexual and fertile
associative aspects in offerings, not only because they
represented the cyclical forces, but more importantly
because these acts repeated the mythical origin and
recreated cosmos. The commemoration of the Creation
is a re-actualisation of the cosmogonic act in the rituals
(Eliade 1987:77). The original hidden meaning is
revealed in the rituals, and the “cosmogony is the
supreme divine manifestation” (ibid:80), linking man’s
rituals in the present with the divine glory in the past.
The cosmic time serves as the model for the sacred time,
and by “participating ritually in the end of the world and
its re-creation, any…man was born anew, he began life
over again with his reserve of vital forces intact, as it
was at the moment of his birth” (ibid). Partaking in the
re-creation of cosmos gives new life – and new life and
continuity are what is emphasised in death rituals. Thus,

There are different theories about sacrifice and its
function in society. Regarding the state cult, Geertz
argues “the state cult was not a cult of the state. It was an
argument, made over and over again in the insistent
vocabulary of ritual, that worldly status has a cosmic
base, that hierarchy is the governing principle of the
universe, and that the arrangements of human life are but
approximations, more close or less, to those of the
divine” (Geertz 1980:102). The rites created divine
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legitimacy, because when rituals were the principal
medium by which power relationships were constructed,
the power or the material embodiment of the political
order was usually perceived as coming from divine
sources (Bell 1997:129). “In its cosmological mode, this
“dramaturgy of power” involves the creation of
comprehensive ritual systems that raise the ruler above
normal human interaction” (ibid:130).

(Gansum & Oestigaard 1999), and the context defines
how the physical and/or architectural setting is used by
social actors to organise the reproduction of their social
lives across time and space (Giddens 1993:118-122).
Social control is defined by hierarchically ordered
powers that regulate communication between individuals
and groups in human societies. Power is generated
through the reproduction of structures of domination
(ibid). The Indian architecture aims to create a divine
presence on earth. The precise and evocative symbolism
aspires to unification with the Divine. The main
principles of traditional art are, on the one hand, to give
form to the religious vision, but on the other hand, to
aspire to transcend that form. Architecture is therefore a
sacred form of expression; it speaks in the divine
languages. Consequently, architecture is the expression
of the metaphysical contents of the Hindu culture. The
temple is the body of the Gods and their worshippers
(Albanese 1999:6-13). In the same line of thought, the
sculpture of the god “is not a portrait whose purpose is to
make it easier to realize how the god looks; rather, it is a
work that lets the god himself be present and thus is the
god himself…” (Heidegger 1997:120).

Rites of installation when nobles take on prerogatives or
titles are also treated as sacrifices, for instance sacrifices
consecrated by priests to purify a crown prince after the
death of the king (Valeri 1985:39). Finally, according to
orthodox Hinduism, the fire from the wedding ceremony
was taken back to the couple’s home and kept burning
for the duration of the marriage. At death, this fire could
be used to light the funeral pyre on which the body is
committed for yet another act of sacrificial purification
(destruction of the corporal body) and rebirth into a
further stage of existence (Bell 1997:100).
The location where the sacrifices take place is never
coincidental. Space is not neutral, but contains various
entrances and exits to the divine sphere, and holy places
are most often explained by divine interference. The
King’s palace is such an example.

Regarding monumentality and spatiality the Marxist
Henri Lefebvre writes, “monumental space offered each
member of a society an image of that membership, an
image of his or her social visage. It thus constituted a
collective mirror more faithful than any personal
one…this social space…embraced…a generally
accepted Power and a generally accepted Wisdom”
(Lefebvre 1997:139). The Monumentality is eternal
because it transcends death and seems to have escaped
time (ibid). Monumental space cannot be reduced to
semiological categorisation, following Lefebvre; “I am
not saying that the monument is not the outcome of a
signifying practice, or of a particular way of proposing a
meaning, but merely that it can be reduced neither to a
language nor discourse…A spatial work (monument or
architectural project) attains a complexity fundamentally
different from the complexity of a text, whether prose or
poetry…what we are concerned with here is not text but
texture” (ibid:140).

During the Licchhavi rule there was, according to
legend, a great drought which threatened the whole
kingdom. The king consulted a Tantric priest, and he
was advised to sacrifice the most pious and benevolent
man in the country. The king did not find any person
who fulfilled the criteria, except himself, so he told his
crown prince that he had found the right man but that the
crown prince had to perform the sacrifice. The king
instructed his son, and told him that the next day there
would lay a man wrapped in a blanket in the Narayan
temple, and the crown prince would have to kill him.
The next day he did what his father, the king, had told
him, the drought ended and an immense thunderstorm
occurred, but only too late he realised that he had killed
his own father, thus committing both patricide and
regicide. Narayan is another name for Vishnu, and the
Narayan palace derives its name from this sacrifice. The
Narayan temple is located close to the Royal palace, and
it is therefore believed that the Narayan palace is the
place where the incarnation of Lord Vishnu takes place,
and the king is thus perceived as a human manifestation
and incarnation of Vishnu (Raj 2001:17-19).

Materiality matters, and texture is made up of large
spaces covered by networks of webs where the
monuments constitute the anchors or nexuses of such
webs; “The actions of social practices are expressible,
but not explicable, through discourse: they are, precisely,
acted – and not read” (ibid, original emphasis). The
production of space is a process by which space is the
medium where social relations are made through lived
experience. Space is not innocent but creates and
provides answers to particular tactics and strategies, it is
quite simply “the space of the dominant mode of
production” (ibid:144).

Architecture gives shape to space because monuments of
the past integrate the past and the present, and buildings
are primarily the context of life (Gadamer 1997:134).
“First we shape our buildings”, Winston Churchill once
said, “and afterwards our buildings shape us”, referring
to the way the layout of the House of Commons actively
encourages political confrontations rather than consensus
(Pearman 1999:33). Monuments and places matter, and
constitute locales. The monuments and their use can be
seen as arguments in space and metaphors of power

Space is distance, and therefore a means for
communicating differences and hierarchies, but also
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degrees of purity and pollution. Environments of
enclosures are especially important in this context
because some people are allowed to perform actions at a
certain place, others are denied (Deluze 1997:309).
Discrimination is a process by which identity is created
through an emphasis on differences and exclusion
(ibid:55). Space is lived, and cremations and the use of
sacred space reveal such interrelatedness between
different practices. The world is constructed and
constituted by cremations. Cosmogony takes place in the
real world, and hence, the spatially and the
interrelatedness of the various locales where it takes
place reveal the structuring principles and social
hierarchies.

At Pashupatinath there are three distinctive areas (fig.
2.7). At Arya Ghat there are two cremation platforms.
The one closest to the temple and the linga is for royal
cremations only. The second platform is for those who
today are called wealthy people, but traditionally this has
been the ghat for Brahmans. The six cremation platforms
at Ram Ghat are basically for the common people or the
third caste.2
Low caste people have traditionally been cremated on
the banks below these ghats. This ritual space follows
the ideal orientation. The kings are located to the east,
the cremation platform to the Brahmans is the
northernmost of the platforms for non-royal people, and
successively, the further south the more impure the
castes, and finally the sudras at the very south who have
no platforms at all. The ritual space at Pashupatinath is
hierarchically structured around the Shiva-linga and
lined along Bagmati River, and the proximity reveals a
hierarchical scheme close to Hocart’s interpretation of
caste (fig. 2.8) (Hocart 1950:26).

The ritual space at Pashupatinath
The origin of the caste system is still not thoroughly
explained, but the basis of it is twofold: descent and
sacrifice, where decent is just a qualification for
performing the sacrifice. Hocart concludes “we can
therefore confidently accept the ancient classification of
castes as based on actual practice. We see it not only in
the ritual but in the planning of the city. The four groups
are placed at different points of the compass within the
square or circular city: royal to the east, mercantile to the
south, servile to the west, priestly to the north. Heretics
and outcasts live outside the city near the cremation
ground, the place of corruption” (Hocart 1950:27).

Even though the caste system is abolished today, the
spatial restrictions and the actual use of the ghats
manifest, restructure, and reincorporate caste principles
in society. The materiality of space directs and
prescribes actions. Taboos concerning purity and
pollution deny and restrict access to the pure ghats for
impure people. The locale where the deceased is
cremated has to be in accordance with the caste status.
This is especially seen among the low castes today. The
taboos have structured their practices – practices which
have become their traditions. Thus, the structures of
history enable and constrain the present. Tradition is
actively transferred by transformative actions, which
involve prescribed values, norms, and practices.
Although these practices are representing and referring
to various time-scales and contexts, the material space is
a constitutive source of stability, which restricts the
actual achievable transformations. The materiality is
cementing social structures and hierarchies. Space and
monuments restrict and prescribe actions. Some
trajectories of the past are continually re-negotiated and
given cultural importance in the present, whereas others
are ignored, forgotten, or perceived as unimportant in the
structuring of society.

This is the ideal location in a neutral space, or in an area
without a river. If we move to Pashupatinath and
Bagmati River, which are connected through the
sacrifice of water upon Shiva’s head, then the
organisation takes another spatial patterning.
The perfect cosmic and karmic location on a line differs
from the same structural principles within a square or
circle. The closeness to the Pashupatinath lingam is of
the uttermost importance because it is close to the holiest
spot in Nepal; Shiva’s head, by which the world was
created and is re-created through sacrifices and funerals.
Thus, the locations of ghats have to be seen in the light
of what death rituals aim to accomplish, and the
subsequent roles each group in the society once had.
The caste system seen as a ritual organisation means
centrality and specialisation, implying that different
people are selected, based on skills in performing
different tasks. This notion can be transferred to cosmos
as a whole by which skills or potential capacities are
acquired and restricted by birth (Hocart 1970a:39). At
Pashupatinath the centrality is the linga – the head of
Shiva. If the caste system is basically a ritual
organisation, then the hierarchy should be manifested
spatially around the linga. The linga is the purest, and
according to notions of purity and pollution the most
polluted castes should be cremated far away from the
linga whereas the purest caste closest to the temple.

The past is not only justified, but it is educated. Thus, it
is a medium for strengthening the purpose of those who
possessed power, and equally important, for reconciling
those who lacked it (Plumb 1969:45). It is in this process
materiality plays a fundamental role.

2

A seventh cremation platform was constructed in 2002 to
meet the increasing number of people who died and became
cremated at Pashupatinath.
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Brahmanal

House of the Dying

Arya Ghat –

Royal platform

“Wealthy” people

Arya Ghat –
“Common” people

Ram Ghat –

Fig. 2.7. Pashupatinath with the different ghat-areas. The royal platform is the northernmost followed by
the cremation platform for the “wealthy” ones and finally the southernmost platforms for the “common”
people.
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Fig. 2.8. Caste structure according to Hocart

Ritual space and cremations at Pashupatinath

God
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Low caste cremated outside the holy area,
denied access to the ghats

Traditionally, low-caste Newari have not been cremated
at the main Pashupatinath area at the cremation ghats.
The Dom caste is a black-box category basically
designating Newari low caste in the Pashupatinath area.
In the Nepali language the damai belongs also to the
Dom. Low-caste Newari people are normally cremated
along Bagmati River south of Ram Ghat. Today, only
the poorest and most deprived groups follow the
tradition of cremating their deceased below the dam, but
before the introduction of democracy, cremations were
conducted on the other side of the river in front of the
toilets, especially by the musicians; the Gandara. The
lowest caste among the Newari is the pode – the toilet
cleaners. According to the hierarchy of low-castes given
in the 1854 Law Code (Mulukin Ain), the sweepers,
including the pode, were ranked at the very bottom
because they accepted everyone else’s food (Gellner
1999b:266-267). Today, they might cremate on the side
of the Bagmati River where Ram Ghat is located, but
further south (fig. 2.9). I have witnessed three
cremations of low caste Newar from the pode-jati. They
were cremated south of the dam close to the Ring road
on the western side of the river. The kamis, damais, and
sarkis used to cremate in front of the toilets, but
nowadays they cremate their deceased at Ram Ghat,
although some sarkis still cremate in accordance with
the old tradition.

are allowed to be cremated at Arya Ghat even today.
Despite the prevailing taboos, there have indeed been a
few exceptions in recent history. A former minister in
the Panchayat period was a low caste Newari, and he
was cremated at Ram Ghat. Moreover, before PADT
organised the cremations there might have occurred lowcaste cremations at Arya Ghat, because the descendants
were not obliged to inform the priests of their names and
jati. If the relatives cremated the deceased with the
clothes on instead of with the torso bare, it was
impossible to know whether they wore the sacred thread
or not. If the relatives lied regarding their decent, then
the priest might have unwillingly and unknowingly
allowed low-caste cremations at Arya Ghat. Moreover, if
the funeral procession was able to build the pyre and lay
the deceased upon it, it was then too late for the priests
to complain, and the funeral had to be performed.

During the panchayat period3 it was forbidden for a lowcaste to be cremated at Ram Ghat. Since the introduction
of democracy in 1991, there are no official laws
prohibiting low castes from conducting their funerals at
Ram Ghat. Socially, however, this is not legitimate
because the taboos are still prevalent in people’s minds
structuring the actual practices, and no low caste people

Today, it is mainly Brahmans, Chhetris, and high caste
Newari who are cremated at Arya Ghat. These are the
“wealthy” both in terms of ritual and economic status,
whereas the “commoners” are cremated at Ram Ghat.
Matwalis may cremate at both ghats although Ram Ghat
is, according to the ideology and tradition, their
prescribed place. Some matwali groups have their own
funeral priest who perform the cremations because they
do not want to have rituals conducted by people of more
“superior” or high-ranking castes than themselves. Thus,
there is a ritual structure lying at the bottom determining
where the deceased is cremated. However, this strict
pattern is not always followed, and there are sometimes
practical reasons for choosing Ram Ghat instead of Arya
Ghat today. There are seven platforms at the former
ghat, and only one on the latter. Even high caste people
may choose to cremate at Ram Ghat, if the queue is long,
instead of waiting for hours at Arya Ghat.

There has indeed been a low-caste cremation conducted
at the royal platform on Arya Ghat during the last two
decades. A blacksmith was cremated on the royal
platform despite the funeral priests’ protests. The
blacksmith’s funeral procession consisted of numerous
people, and they forced their way to the platform and
threatened the few priests who were working at the ghat.
The Funeral priests could do nothing but witness the
blacksmiths’ cremation on the royal platform.

3

The panchayat system:
The panchayat system was introduced in 1962 by King
Mahendra, as an attempt to create a simulation of a democratic
administration, and the system was often described as a “tired
democracy”. Except from elections at the village level all other
panchayats and assemblies were elected indirectly, and in the
absence of political parties the system had a very narrow base
of popular representation. King Mahendra did not allow
political parties to function because he felt that they were
disruptive elements and faction-oriented, and during the
panchayat period for almost three decades the King was a nearabsolute monarch (Shaha 1990:5-6).
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Fig. 2.9. Spatial distribution of cremations according to castes. Map: courtesy of senior engineer Rabi Ratna
Tuladhar, Pashupatinath Area Development Trust.

39

Nevertheless, it is preferable to be cremated at Arya
Ghat, and even if the pyre initially has been constructed
on Ram Ghat it might be removed and re-constructed at
Arya Ghat if the ongoing cremation is completed earlier
than expected.

“The myth is a part of the ritual, and the ritual a part of
the myth. The myth describes the ritual, and the ritual
enacts the myth” (ibid:22).
Regarding Varanasi, Jonathan Parry argues that Kashi is
not only a microcosm of the universe but also a
macrocosm of the body (Parry 1982:356). The doctrine
that “man is universe in little, and the universe is man in
great”, and with the body as a metaphor for
understanding reality, we find ourselves always thinking
of society as a vast body, and the body as a small
society. Man as a microcosm is not merely a fact by
which it is possible to understand the world, but it is also
the goal to reach. Man is not microcosm by nature, but
by becoming a microcosm the emphasis is put on
spiritual liberation by which he may control the universe
for prosperity. The sacred space helps to establish a
mesocosm, “an organised meaningful world culturally
intermediate to the microcosmic worlds of the
individuals and the culturally conceived macrocosm, the
universe, at whose center the city lies” (Levy 1992:2).

Despite these practical arrangements and fluctuations in
the system today, the underlying rule is still visible,
particularly regarding royal and low-caste cremations.
They are at each side of the scale concerning both purity
and pollution, and ritual obligations in society. The role
of cremation in the creation of society and cosmos is
crucial in order to understand this spatial patterning. At
the Pashupatinath the ghats evidently point out a
hierarchy of different levels of purity, from Shiva at the
top to the low caste at the bottom. The ideal spatial
model of cosmos materialised at Pashupatinath
highlights the king’s role as sacrifier in cosmogenetic
rituals.

Kings, sacrifices, and creation of cosmos

The rituals establish an equivalence that did not exist on
beforehand (Hocart 1970a:68-69). In cosmic rituals the
whole world is involved in a kind of interaction between
the sky and the earth. The purpose of sacrifice is
therefore to release the “immaterial” from the animal, or
in other words, to bring under control energy, which if it
remains free might bring evil on the community. This
energy is controlled and mastered by those who conduct
the sacrifice. “The energy which is released at the death
of every living creature, whether animal or human must
be trapped and controlled and then exploited by
redistributing it for the benefit of the entire group. It may
well be that this energy stands for Nature which can be
both life-giving and benevolent, malevolent and
dangerous at the same time” (Huet 1978:16).

Apart from being a rites de passage, a state funeral has
always an additional significance since it involves the
transmission of authority to the new ruler. In the royal
funerals of sixteenth-century France an elaborate ritual
surrounding an effigy of the deceased king created the
fiction that the king was alive until the actual funeral
took place. The rationale for this was that the transfer of
authority and sovereignty could take place neither at the
coronation ceremony nor at the actual death of the king,
but during the funeral ceremony (Price 1987:104).
Hindus in Nepal believe that their king is an incarnation
or literally a descent of Vishnu, who is also called
Pashupati – the protector. The coronation ceremony of
the king is a purification ritual, which endows him with
divine qualities, and his duties and dharma are to protect
his people in accordance with the Hindu shastras, being
among other scriptures, the Vedas and the Upanishads.
He therefore has absolute power over Nepal (Rahul
1996:15-16).

The sky alone cannot create, but similarly the earth alone
is unable to bring anything forth. Thus, in the rituals that
regulate the world there must be two principles; the sky
is attributed male and the earth is attributed female
qualities. The interaction between the sky and earth is
therefore analogous to sexual intercourse (Hocart
1970a:285-286). This is macrocosm, and the
visualisation of this procreation in the microcosm is
symbolised by the linga – the unity of phallus and vulva.
“The participants are deliberately seeking to establish an
identity between man and the ritual objects, between
ritual objects and the world, and so between man and the
world, a kind of creative syllogism. The principal is
equated to the altar, part for part; on the other hand the
altar is equated with the world…Thus the principal
becomes a microcosm which corresponds point for point
with the macrocosm…” (ibid:64).

In both the Rig-Veda and the Satapatha Brahmana it is
explicitly stated that the original creation of cosmos was
a sacrifice of which cremation ceremonies are but a
constant repetition (Hocart 1969:195). Cosmos is not
made finished once and for all, and man’s sacrifices
fulfil a twofold purpose. They are continuous
procreations and repetitions of the original creation of
cosmos, and by these devotional practices and ritual
obligations man fulfils his duties to gods and progenitors
of mankind.
Rituals aim to provide man with prosperity, not only by
keeping people alive, but by providing them with all
necessities for a good life (Hocart 1970b:11). The
sacrifier’s object is to gain control of the whole world,
not temporal but ritual control, which means that he
seeks to bend the forces of Nature to his will (ibid:13).

By worship the devotee becomes equivalent to the
qualities and powers he worships. The worshipper who
is reborn in the ritual achieves this identity. Sexual
metaphors go along with the other rites. Procreation is
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the prototype of creation, often emphasising elements of
a sacred marriage. And indeed, the very word for
creation literally means “to eject” or to “emit” (Hocart
1970a:65). In Manu (I, 8) it is described as a process by
which the creator “absorbed in meditation emitted from
his own body the various creatures; he emitted even the
waters in the beginning, and in them infused seed”.
Annihilation and creation go hand in hand, and they are
two facets of the same process. The principal is
identified with the victim and the victim with god, which
gives this equation: Principal = offering = god, whereby
the principal eats of his own flesh. “Communion is of
two kinds, solid and liquid. The liquid is soma…that is
elixir of immortality. Soma is also the moon, a royal
god, one of those with whom the king is identified, so
that logically the king drinks himself” (Hocart
1970a:67). The king plays a fundamental part in
cosmogony.

(ibid.). The cosmogonic purpose is evident in these rites.
A creation myth is perceived as a historical narrative and
not as a result of speculations about the origin of the
world (ibid:22). Creation myths have to be seen in
relation to the Indian sacraments. In the Aitareya
Brahmana the ritual sacraments are explained as such;
“The celebrants again make into an embryo him who
they consecrate. They anoint him with waters, for the
waters are semen. Having thus provided him with semen
they consecrate him” (op. cit. Hocart 1954:48). “The
sacrificer [sacrifier] does not imagine that he is creating
in our sense of the word, that he is producing something
out of nothing; he is merely making things amenable to
his wishes”, Hocart argues, “He gains control of the
universe and its contents so that it may work according
to his will…the creative act is constantly described as a
sexual act, as the infusing of semen into the womb, and
the growth of the embryo. The generative act is thus the
prototype of creation. The whole ritual is a rebirth”
(Hocart 1954:20-21).

Hocart distinguishes between two types of kings. The
first type of king is the one who includes in their own
divinity the divinities of their chieftains. The other type
of king is the one who is the only god himself (Hocart
1970a:89). The king is everything and he is the greatest
accumulator of everything. The Indian king is essentially
a sacrifier, and consequently his ritual specialist – the
sacrificer – must become the most influential person in
the kingdom. The king’s power and wealth are inevitably
bound to his moral obligations for the people he rules
and performs sacrifices for. “A king who does not afford
protection, (yet) takes his share in kind, his taxes, tolls
and duties, daily presents, and fines, will (after death)
soon sink into hell” (Manu VIII, 307).

The role of death in society has to be seen in relation to
the origin of sacrifices. The king is a representation of all
the gods, but especially Indra, and in modern Hinduism
he may appear as Shiva (Hocart 1954:49), although in
Nepal he is perceived as an incarnation of Vishnu. The
aim of cosmic rites is to create by procreation, and
following the myths everything is done in imitation of
the gods. If a king is both human and a god, then the
ultimate question is where the king derived his powers
from, and how did the divine kingdom appear for the
very first time? Hocart’s famous and original answer is:

The first kings must have been dead kings

“The object of the ritual is to make the macrocosm
abound in the objects of men’s desires. But the spirit of
macrocosm resides in the king, and so prosperity is to be
attained by making microcosm prosperous and bountiful.
A poor king is a contradiction in terms. All nations like
their kings to live in splendour, and to be liberal”
(Hocart 1970a:202). Hence, there is a parallel between
mythology and reality in daily life. The sun draws water
from earth for eight months, and similarly the king
should draw taxes from the people. For four months,
Indra rains down, and similarly, the king should rain
prosperity down on his people in the kingdom. These are
the functions of Indra and the king, and this is not
merely a metaphoric relation because the king is the Sun
and Indra. It is the king’s duty to collect taxes and
present finds and so on, but if he does not afford the
people’s protection, then he goes to hell (ibid: 212-213).

The king’s funeral is a consecration which raises the
king to a higher rank. The dead man is the principle in
the funeral; he is the initiate. Funerals are therefore a
kind of initiation rite where the deceased is the person
who is initiated. Cremation is similar to the burntoffering, and the only difference is the fire which is of
another type than in normal burnt-offerings. “It seems to
be a contradiction that the dead man should both be
principal and victim, until we remember that it is a
fundamental feature of ritual that the principal is
identified with the being or thing which the ritual is
performed to increase” (Hocart 1954:55). Cremation
aims to increase the progeny not only of the living but
also the dead. The principal in the ceremony becomes at
one with the gods, or more precisely, he is made at one
with Yama; the dead man by his funeral becomes
identified with the world (ibid). The dead man is the
victim in his own sacrifice – cremation is just like a
burnt-offering (ibid:56).

Rituals that produce or increase the necessities of life are
acts of creation. Cosmic rites create more of everything
of things man may need, and “as the food supply
depends on the proper working of the whole world, such
ceremonies create the world” (Hocart 1954:19).
Rainmaking rituals may appear as fragments of more
extensive rituals earlier since it is only the clouds that
are made, and not a thorough regenerative creation

In the Vedic cremations the dead was the principal, but
was also treated in the same way as a victim in the
sacrifices. This is not a contradiction but the
fundamental principle in Indian sacrificial theory, where
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the sacrifier is the sacrifice. Thus, in funerals the
principal and the victim were the same individual.
Funerals are installation ceremonies by which the
principal and the victim are the same. The main problem
is obviously how a funeral can become a royal ceremony
if there is no king? The question can be rephrased – how
was the royal status of the king initially constructed?
(Hocart 1954:77). The power and the status had to be
raised to this level by certain means before it could be
transferred back to the society. Political rituals construct
power. Political rites are elaborate and efficacious
arguments about power and how it is made. The rites
create divine legitimacy because when rituals are the
principal medium by which power relationships are
constructed, the power or the material embodiment of
the political order is usually perceived as coming from
divine sources. The ritual creates and raises the ruler
above normal human interaction (Bell 1997:129-130).
This is the consequence and outcome of sacrifice.

The line of reasoning in Hocart’s hypothesis goes like
this: The Man or human mankind is killed ritually, and
so he subsequently becomes the King. The kingship
passes on to a child born later, who becomes the ritually
killed Man or progenitor when he grows older, and this
circle continues. Except from the killing, this circle is
evident among the Northern Buddhists who have
incarnations of the Buddha. A Buddha is the true
incarnation the Great Man, and when a Buddha dies,
they find the child who succeeds him, and in which the
Buddha is incarnated into. There is consequently a
succession of killed Great men, who, when killed,
become Gods, but also succeeded by their posthumous
sons. Therefore, the rituals that effect the rebirth of the
king can be carried out in the king’s own lifetime. When
the king’s death has been transformed into a sacrament,
such sacraments can be multiplied at will (Hocart
1954:82).
The Vedic king is Indra for two reasons; firstly because
he is noble, and secondly because he is a sacrifier
(Hocart 1969:11). Kings are inevitably connected to
justice, and the sacred king should bear the title of Lord
of Law, a title which still exists in Bhutan (ibid:53).
Being truthful is a moral act because “either the court
must not be entered, or the truth must be spoken; a man
who either says nothing or speaks falsely, becomes
sinful” (Manu VIII, 13). In ancient India the priests were
equally divine as the kings, both went through a
consecration process but with various ritual
consequences afterwards. Kings and priests were both
supposed to serve the people and bring welfare and
prosperity to the society. The dual structure of being a
Great Man, either as king or priest, is best illustrated in
Buddhism. Prince Siddhartha was born of the Sakya
tribe, and he was predestined to become either Emperor
or Buddha. His parents tried to persuade him to become
king and lead him onto a worldly carrier, whereas
Buddha himself chose the path of the renouncers and
escaped from the palace. A Great Man is a prince who is
predestined to attain universal rule, whether this rule is
secular or sacred (Hocart 1969:121).

Hocart’s answer to the problem is that the first kings
must have been dead kings (Hocart 1954:77). This is
possible if we accept that the kings were not only chiefs
and governors of societies, but more importantly that
they did not necessarily have to govern at all. People
would often have gods as their main principals
governing the societies, and consequently there would be
no need for an earthly king. For Christians Jehovah was
their King, Buddhists had Buddha, and Hindu priests
originally refused to accept the king because Soma was
identified as their king. “The fictitious death of a king at
his coronation is thus a mitigation of a real death. He is
supposed to die because once, in order to be king, he
really did die”, and consequently, “the coronation
ceremony is a substitute for killing, and that a king was
originally made by killing a man as a human sacrifice”
(ibid:77-78). The highest status is achieved when the
dead as an initiate through the funeral, which is a
sacrifice, sacrifices himself on behalf of society. The
ritual killing of a divine king is the original sacrament, or
in other words, the killing of a man to make him a king
was the earliest sacrament. Man is identified with the
universe and sacrifices, whereby parts of his body create
heaven and earth, sun and moon and so forth (ibid:79).
Hocart concludes that on logical grounds the earliest
sacrament was the ritual killing of the king because
otherwise it is difficult to see how men could establish
the doctrine that the sacrifier and the victim were
mystically one unless they actually had been one (ibid).

Castes and cosmos – cremation and cosmogony
According to Manu, “for the sake of the prosperity of the
world, he caused the Brahmana, the Kshatriya, the
Vaisya, and the Sudra to proceed from his mouth, his
arms, his thighs, and his feet” (Manu I, 31). Thus, the
cremation of the king is a ritual by which he becomes
god, whereby he distributes his body to the prosperity of
the world. On earth, the king is above the caste structure,
he is not a Ksatriya in the normal sense, because he is
part God and part Man, he is in between Man and God,
he is everything. He is the protector of the society in its
broadest sense, not just as a common warrior in the
army. Cremation is a redistributive practice; a sacrifice
by which cosmos and society are recreated and
maintained. The king’s body is transformed through the

If a king becomes a king only by dying, what was his
social status before his death? Creation stories speak of
the victims not as kings but as Man, meaning mankind as
a whole. Manu – the Indian creator – etymologically
means Man, but more in the sense of mankind or the
”true man”, a title that was later applied to Buddha.
Thus, “the Man is the personage destined to be killed to
ensure prosperity. By his death he becomes a king”
(Hocart 1954:81). The ritual killing eventually turns into
a symbolic killing, which enables the king to reign alive.
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sacrifice into Man from which he divides himself into the
different castes. This notion strengthens Hocart’s
hypotheses that society is basically a ritual organisation
structured around the king’s sacrifice. The cremation of
the king whereby he becomes Vishnu and thereby gives
legitimacy to the social organisation by dividing his own
body into the caste structure, unites microcosm and
macrocosm through the ultimate sacrifice. Consequently,
all members of society have a duty to assist the king in
his sacrifices while he is alive in order to secure the
royal purity.

constituted the body, return to their main pool (Verma
1995:143). The relation between this world and the other
worlds seems to be intimately close. Cosmos appears to
be in a state where the gods’ creations are dependent
upon sacrifices by humans. A sacrifice releases vital
energy to the gods. This life-giving power the gods can
transform into whatever they want. It is only through a
change or transformation in energy that the gods can
maintain and keep up society and cosmos. The
importance of having sons can be seen in this light.
Without sons to perform sacrifices the gods will suffer,
and daughters are unfit for these ritual commitments.

In societies where the religion holds that human order
was brought into being at the creation of the world tend
to dramatise the cosmogony by reproducing on earth a
reduced version of the cosmos, and there is a tendency
for kingdoms, capitals, temples, shrines, and so forth, to
be constructed as replicas of the cosmos. Regarding the
sacrifices in the Aztec cosmos, Read argues that the
cosmic meal is a process by which the sacrificial bond
between death and creation of life are emphasised. The
life-giving and transformative processes necessitate that
old things are destroyed and “eaten” in order to create
new things. “Sacrifice was not just an act of destroying
one thing to make another; it also was an act of eating
one thing to create another, an act where living beings in
this cosmos reciprocally feed each other” (Read
1998:134). Cosmos is an ongoing production where
“transformative sacrificial acts destroy in order to create,
but they also cause life-giving powers to flow”
(ibid:145). It is an inter-change of powers between
humans and non-humans, and the differences between
these two are a matter of quality and degree of power
rather than categorical differences, because everything is
related to each other in cosmos (ibid:147). Sacrificial
rituals are a kind of morally positive behaviour that
maintains balance. Sacrifice “in which human and nonhuman beings participated, was regarded as the
systematic manipulation of various life-giving powers
via their feeding, which served to: (1) sustain,
strengthen, and transform those powers; and (2) maintain
an orderly and balanced cosmic eco-system consisting of
many and diverse animated entities which were
intimately, inherently, and reciprocally related with each
other” (ibid:154-155).

The hypothesis is as follows: Gods maintain cosmos by
the energy or the life-giving powers released in
sacrifices by man. If I am right in this assumption, then it
may explain certain phenomena of how microcosm and
macrocosm are related to each other. The reciprocal
situation in the sacrifice is that the gods need the energy
sacrificed to them to “live”. Whether they “eat” the
victim from the sacrifice or consume it in other ways is
irrelevant; all sacrificial practices enable and give the
gods certain amounts of “free” energy. Without gaining
new energy or controlling the flow of elements the gods
can neither maintain the world nor cosmos. The gods’
wrath upon humans who do not fulfil their commitments
by performing sacrifices can be seen is this light. The
earth deteriorates in the age of Kaliyuga. Catastrophes
and sufferings on earth are not to be understood in a
simple retributive theory of sin whereby the gods
penalise humans when they have not sacrificed and
pleased the gods. On the contrary, famine, plagues, and
diseases are the logical consequences when humans do
not supply the gods with “fuel” by which they can
maintain, sustain, and preserve cosmos. In a retributive
theory this situation would have been a single sin, but in
karmic theory this is a double sin, the gods suffer, and
consequently the humans will suffer because they are
dependent upon the gods’ “goodwill” and powers which
preserve the world.
Thus, what humans perceive as the gods’ wrath is not
really wrath in a retributive thinking, but a consequence
of Kaliyuga since the gods are unable to conserve and
improve microcosm and macrocosm. Since the world is
in a constant state of deterioration and threatened by
chaos, the earth is, to use the vessel metaphor again,
“leaking”
or
deteriorating
in
many
places
simultaneously, meaning that the gods “repair” the world
at the very spot were sacrifices were given, and for those
humans who sacrificed and released the vital life forces.
As will be seen later, in most cases this is related to the
life-giving waters.

Relating this approach to the Hindu cosmos, it becomes
understandable how microcosm and macrocosm is
united through sacrifice. Not only humans, but also the
gods are living in Kaliyuga, which means that the same
less fortunate conditions governing humans govern them
too. The gods maintain cosmos and society, but only by
the help and assistance of humans through sacrifices.
The world and cosmos are a unity – the total amount of
energy or life-giving powers is given once and for all.
Ayurveda is a system which sees the totality from a
cosmic perspective emphasising harmony. The cause of
life – consciousness – is the soul (jiva), which is the pure
essence or energy. When the body dies the soul leaves
the gross materiality, and the elements, which

When humans are sacrificing, these ritual actions release
vital energy, which the gods use in the preservation of
the world. Without this supply of elements whereby the
world is reconstituted according to the cosmic laws, the
structure of the elements will deteriorate. So, when
humans experience that sacrifices reduce misfortune it is
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partly a process by which the gods’ reconstitute the
world, and partly a result of the reciprocal relation
between the sacrifiers and the gods. If the assumption is
right that there is a limited amount of “free” energy or
available elements for re-constructions, and if a sacrifice
is in accordance with a person’s dharma and positive for
a person’s karma, then the way people understand this
process is that the gods reduce the individual’s discredit
and misfortune. This can be explained as a part of the
reciprocal relation between man and god. First and
foremost, the gods will re-distribute the limited energy in
procreative ways in the re-creation and maintenance of
micro- and macrocosm to those who performed the
sacrifices. Two reasons can explain this, firstly; when
sacrifices are performed by humans there is often
suffering meaning that the world is deteriorating
“intensively” at that very spot among those humans, and
secondly; when humans sacrifice, this is a religious merit
crediting action which is repaid in this life with further
life and opportunities for the devotees. This theory
seems plausible enough for ordinary sacrifices, and the
problem is how this relates to death rituals in general and
cremations in particular.

with human body temperature, indicating that it is kept
alive by cremations. Flesh is “fuel”, and like all engines
the gods need the right type of fuel. It has been
commented both at Pashupatinath and Varanasi that
Shiva devours the smell of burnt flesh, and consequently
the interpretation is that electric cremations are negative.
Cosmogony as a process is very sensitive to the quality
of types of flesh. Sacrifices “feed and satisfy deities and
other ethereal beings with prana (life force) transported
to them via fragrance of the smoke from the burnt
offerings of consecrated plants and animals” (Svoboda
1998:30). The Satapatha Brahmana states clearly that
the human is the best sacrifice of all, and the evil karma
the sacrificer incurs by killing his victims is negated by
good karma for all that the ritual engenders (ibid.). In the
Yajur Veda it is stated that originally all sacrifices were
of the sacrificer’s own flesh (ibid:31). The ancient Law
of Microcosm and Macrocosm is a theory uniting the
vast external universe and the limited internal universe
of the human body. A human being is a living
microcosm of the universe, although most people do not
experience their lives as such, and the universe is a
macrocosm of a human being. “Each cosmos affects the
other; the universe affects us, moment to moment, and
each one of us by our actions influences the entire
cosmos, for good or ill. The cosmos is the body of the
Absolute, the vessel through which the Absolute
expresses Itself” (Svoboda 1993b:52).

In the words of Shulman; “The Hindu universe is a
closed circuit: nothing new can be produced except by
destroying or transforming something else. To attain
more life – such as a son, or the ”rebirth” of the
sacrifical patron himself – the life of a victim must be
extinguished. Life and death are two facets of a single
never-ending cycle” (Shulman 1980:90). The gods create
and maintain cosmos by the life-giving energy. But
cosmogony is more than just regeneration of humans;
there are also other cosmic “maintenances” which have
to be done. Logically, the demand for energy and
elements are continuously and everlasting, which again
turns back on humans who must keep on sacrificing as a
part of their dharama throughout their lives. Cosmogony
can therefore be seen as a process by which the
Householder’s sacrifices maintain the world and cosmos.
The logical and inter-linked parts in this process start
with the sacrifice which goes to the gods, and following
gift-theory, the gods increase the value of the gift before
returning it to society and cosmos. The gods multiply the
released energy or elements before using these lifegiving powers on the world and cosmos. The crucial
question is then how this is possible, since the total
amount of energy or life-giving powers is constant? If
this should be possible, then the gods must “take” some
other energy from other places, or there must be an even
loss of energy another place to keep up the cosmic book
account. Where is the “gain” of energy, which enables
the gods to multiply their energy in a positive manner?

Human flesh is a bio-moral substance, and consequently
the most “nutritious” substance for the god if given
through the sacrificial fire. A sacrifice of a goat or
buffalo releases a certain “amount” of energy or
elements, which the gods may distribute according to
their wishes. Human flesh, on the other hand, is a more
potent and efficacious medium as a sacrificial item.
Cremation of a deceased releases “more” energy or lifegiving power than other sacrifices. Especially funerals
are important in cosmogony since the energy can only be
transformed and not created, and the totality of cosmos
is given once and for all.
Importantly, it seems that more energy than the amount
immanent in the flesh itself is released through
cremations. Funerals seen as sacrifices may therefore
reveal new insights into the nature of sacrifice and the
relation between Man and God. It is impossible to
manipulate the cosmic balance, and consequently, if
sacrifices of human flesh release more vital energy or
life-giving power than the sum of all the bodily
elements, this “extra” part has to be taken from other
spheres and people. I will argue that pollution in general,
and death pollution in particular, have to be seen in
relation to the asymmetrical reciprocity whereby the
gods gain more credit from the offer than the actual
potential within the victim itself.

The solution to this problem, it will be argued later, is
found in the flesh and the soul of the deceased.
Cremation is basically designated for “good” people, and
according to the myths, cosmos will collapse the very
moment the cremation pyres in Varanasi are no longer
burning continuously. The linga at Pashupatinath is alive

To sum up for the further discussion of constructions of
caste hierarchies: I have in this chapter stressed the
transactional theory with an emphasis on the reciprocal

44

relationship between humans and gods. A funeral is, as a
sacrifice, one of the most important rites which release
and transfer vital energy in cosmos. The flesh of corpses
is normally seen as highly polluted, but if the corpses as
objects were impure, then they would have defiled and
desecrated the gods. In a transactional theory the dead
cannot be polluted, but are pure when offered to the
gods. Meditation upon death and digestion of the dead,
which are the topics for the next chapter, are therefore

purifying processes. The process of transforming
impurity into purity is a divine capacity per se, and a
discussion of caste without incorporating this process is
insufficient. Before returning to the katto-priest and
kings’ cremations as sacrifice and cosmogony, an
approach for understanding castes, digestions of sins,
and the creation and maintenance of hierarchies is
through the Aghoris.
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Chapter 3:
Meditation upon death and digestion of the dead

Elitism and individual status as holy

behaviour places the yogi outside normal life trying to
transcend death and “to live no longer in time but in
eternal present” (ibid:112). The power to convert death
into life is connected with the performances of ascetic
austerities (Parry 1987:75), and this capacity may enable
release and salvation from the phenomenal world and the
circle of birth and death. Thus, some of the yogis have a
special religious role and status because of their
“spiritual capital”. They represent a religious elite and
some of them are treated and worshipped as gods or
semi-gods. The creation and maintenance of such status
is a kind of elitism. By focusing on social interactions
between common people and some of the holy men in
India and Nepal – the Aghori-sadhus, it is possible to
illuminate some structuring principles of this religious
elitism in the society because religion is “never merely
metaphysics, religion is never merely ethics either”
(Geertz 1973:35).

Meditation upon death is meditation upon the
impermanent. Meditation upon life is meditation upon
death because the real existence is not this world but the
divine spheres behind this material existence. One has to
die before one can live. Meditation upon death is
efficacious in the religious quest for salvation because to
think about death and especially one’s own death makes
one alert to the presence of God, and “to imagine one’s
funeral, to watch the funerals of others, to perform one’s
own sraddha, to imaginatively expel one’s life force and
to reduce one’s body to ashes, to confront or meditate
on, or devote oneself to Shiva or Kali, to make of oneself
a cremation ground for their redemptive dances, to die
while living, is to be redeemed from the habitual
clinging to the self that encapsulates man in a world of
limited possibilities, all of which inevitably involves
pain” (Kinsley 1977:106).

The Aghoris have solved the problem of death and
transcended their materialised bodies by their meditative
practices. This has to be seen in relation to the Funeral
priest and the mourners in general. The Funeral priests in
Hinduism are Brahmans and as such high-ranking in the
caste system seen from a traditional point of view, but
they perform some of the most impure and polluted
activities. Hence, elitism and status is not a
straightforward task to investigate in Hinduism. The
statuses are in flux, and it is possible to be part of a
religious elite without having “high” status in a normal
sense. Religious elitism is not always similar to other
kinds of elitism, although in some cases it is, whereby
the person merits socially and financially from being
reckoned as an elite. The goal is not in this life but in the
otherworldly existence – freedom from samsara or the
circle of birth and death – and therefore the material
boundaries (money, wealth and so on) are not the
solution but the hindrance to achieve this aim.

Digestion of the dead is another way of transcending
impermanence. Consuming parts of the dead either
literally or metaphorically is a practice prevailing among
a small group of Hindu yogis – the Aghori-sadhus, but it
has also been common among some tantric sects. These
holy men and monks force the symbolism to the
extreme, but the same problems regarding purity and
pollution are represented by Funeral priests, who mourn
the deceased.
Thus, meditation upon death and digestion of the dead
are in the end mental transcendences of materiality –
maya – the illusionary world. The physical materiality
represents impermanence and death, and transcendence
of death is eternity and permanent being in divine
spheres. Yogis are religious specialists renounced from
the world, seeking liberation from this world’s bondages
and sufferings by different means. They may represent a
religious elite and partly define the religion by their
practices and knowledge, but they may also be treated as
beggars if they have no divine power by which they
transfer parts of their holy capabilities back to society
and the common people.

Being reckoned as a holy man may easily be turned into
a stigmatised status. Although there are numerous holy
men in Nepal, only a small minority of them are
respected and treated as truly holy and semi-gods. The
majority of the holy men is seen as something in
between troublesome beggars and saints, because
everyone is, in theory at least, obliged to provide
housing and food for the sadhus wherever they go. There
is an important difference between being regarded and
respected as an elite and only being welcomed for a day
as a wandering beggar. Similarly, the Funeral and
Cremation priests represent a religious institution by
which they have the most important role in securing and
guiding the deceased to the next world.

In Hindu and Buddhist religion, yoga constitutes a
special dimension of the spirit. The yogi designates the
saint, the mystic, and the magician with different types
of magic-religious behaviour (Eliade 1976:195), and
their symbolism emphasises “death to the profane human
condition, rebirth to a transcendent modality” (ibid:197).
The yogi reverses normal behaviour and does the
opposite of what would have been demanded of him in a
normal way of living (fig. 3.1). This reversal of common
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Fig. 3.1. Naga-sadhu preparing for penances transcending the gross body at Pashupatinath, Shivaratri
2002. By doing the impossible he proves his immortality.
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Being a part of a religious elite is not necessarily a
permanent status in other fields but the religious sphere;
it is a situational and relational status relating to the
performers’ knowledge and capacities.

relation depending upon the situation and the people
involved. An emphasis on social interaction in practice
may illuminate that the schematic dichotomy between
pure and impure does not correlate to sacred and profane
status.

An “elite” can be defined in various ways, and may
“include the choice or acknowledging the best of
anything considered collectively, as a group or class of
persons, persons belonging to the highest class or a
group of persons exercising the major share of authority
or share of authority or influence within a larger
organisation” (Webster’s Encyclopaedic Unabridged
Dictionary). This definition does not enhance our
knowledge, and it is therefore necessary to conceptualise
certain aspects of elite behaviour – elitism – that may
have relevance in contexts where elites are
acknowledged. “Elitism” is “a practice of or belief in
rule by an elite [or] consciousness of or pride in
belonging to a select or favoured group” (ibid). Elites
have different institutionalised and materialised
organisations. Ways of acquiring membership to the
group may vary from for instance inherited rights to
belonging to an elite without necessitating special
personal skills or qualifications, to the personalised elite
status achieved through one’s own skills as an
entrepreneur, spiritual guru, or other forms of credit
meriting actions.

Aghori-sadhus
Dharma is a religious duty and a fundamental part of the
social, moral, and metaphysical order of the world.
Everyday life is the domestic life, and the householder
may achieve a conditional immortality if he follows the
rules and rituals, and there are four main interrelated
strategies; maintenance of purity, accumulation of merit,
devotion to gods, and production of male offspring
(Bennett 1983:50). It is important to earn and have a
living because “it is the duty of the householder to
support everyone – from the insects to the gods”
(ibid:38). Nevertheless, all phenomena are unreal
whether they are material or mental, and they are merely
products of constantly shifting energies and a dynamic
state of movement and flux (Lhalungpa 1979:xxv).
Thus, the man who succeeds in releasing himself from
the temporality knows the truth, and has indescribable
freedom. This is the aim for all Indian philosophy, but it
is especially through the many forms of yoga that this
aim is realised (Eliade 1976:6-7). The characteristic of
yoga is not only the practical aspect, but also the
initiatory structure. One cannot learn yoga alone and the
yogi is initially guided by a guru (ibid:10). The yogi
starts forsaking the profane world and guided by his guru
he passes successively beyond the values and behaviour
of humans. The analogy between yoga and initiation
rites is close (Eliade 1958:5-6), and one sadhu told me
that he was indeed reborn and reincarnated in his own
lifetime, in the same body. The former soul died when
he was enlightened, and as such born again. Although
the soul resided in the same body, he had to start to learn
everything from the very beginning. Being a sadhu is a
devotional way of living, as he stressed, “yoga” is
“concentration upon God”.

Being holy is a personal achievement and the status
cannot be transferred or inherited, but as will be
discussed later, parts of the holiness as a quality may be
transferred although in a less intensified version.
Regardless of various degrees of institutionalisation,
elites need to be acknowledged as elites. The aim of the
renouncers is to live alone and meditate upon death and
god, but elites are created and maintained by and
through social interaction with other people. Thus, being
acknowledged as an elite in certain spheres does not
involve elite status in other spheres. A holy man or monk
may be regarded as having superior status in restricted
religious spheres, but not in others. Religious supremacy
defines the elitism of holy men. Elitism is a situational
and relational acceptance and acknowledgement that
certain persons have a superior status and others are
inferior, and the mutual agreement of this hierarchical
relation structure the interaction and is necessary for
interaction to take place. There is always a struggle for
the hierarchy of hierarchies (Bourdieu 1995). Statuses
are not static and given once and for all. Hierarchy is not
merely a relation of either respect-obedience and/or
worship-blessing, but it is rather variously infused with
benevolence, malevolence, conflict, cooperation and
equality (Gray 1995:74).

Truth is precious by virtue of its sociological functions.
The possession of truth is not the end for Indian sage,
but it is a means to attain liberation or rebirth in a nonconditioned mode of being. Knowledge is a way of
transcending the human condition. “Yoga” means
etymologically “to bind together”, “hold fast” or “yoke”,
and the word in general serves to designate any kind of
ascetic techniques and any methods of meditation.
Knowledge is a way of living and dying. The yogi aims
to “die this life” and by renouncing the secular world the
initiate is dying, but after this death the rebirth follows
when he becomes a part of another way of being guided
by supreme knowledge (Eliade 1976:10). In Hindu
philosophy, “one rejects this world and depreciate this
life because one knows that there exists something else,
beyond growth, beyond temporality, beyond suffering.

The challenging or the denial of elite status may not lead
to any dramatic consequences such as violence or
conflict, but it will more or less inevitably lead to abrupt
social interaction. Inferior people partake in the creation
and the maintenance of elites if they are dependent upon
this type of interaction. Thus, elitism is a contextualised
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In religious terms it might almost be said that India
rejects the cosmos and profane life because she thirsts
for a sacred world and way of life” (ibid:18).

austerities have the power to defy the ordinary laws of
this world and the capability to escape from them (Parry
1994:252).

Knowledge is the means for freeing oneself from the
illusions of the world of phenomena, and metaphysical
knowledge has always a soteriological purpose. It is only
metaphysical knowledge that represents knowledge of
the ultimate realities, and “knowledge is thus
transformed into meditation and metaphysics becomes
soteriology” (ibid:24). According to the Yoga Sutras of
Patanjali, who was the first to write down the “classical”
yoga, yoga is “the abolition of state of consciousness”
(ibid:51). This is related to concepts of pure knowledge
in the Upanishads described as “Lead me out of death to
immortality!” and “Those who have knowledge of it
become immortal”. In parts of the Upanishads it is Yama
– the King of Death – who reveals both supreme
knowledge and yoga (ibid:126). Knowledge and death
are closely linked, because it is namely knowledge of
death and the temporal existence on earth that may lead
to liberation and eternal life.

The Aghoris are seen as the successors of a much older
ascetic sect known as the Kapalikas or “the wearer of
skulls”. In the Prabodha Chandrodaya from 1065, the
author was a sannyasi yoga named Krsnamistra who
seemed to have known the Kapalikas well (Eliade
1958:298). The following statement is from one of the
yogis (Briggs 1938:226); “After feasting we drink liquor
out of the skulls of Brahmans; our sacred fires are fed
with the brains and lungs of men mixed up with their
flesh, and human victims covered with the fresh blood
gushing from the dreadful wound in their throats… The
soul that lives without spiritual abstraction is in a state of
felicity. But why do you pray to become like stones?”
They trace their origin back to Gorakhnath, but other
gods are also related to their way of living. Siva is
described as the god who “puts on a black cloth like an
elephant’s skin; daubs his body with ashes; and has a
garland of skulls hanging around his neck” (ibid:154).
Aghoris may eat the content of a skull before using the
skull as a drinking bowl. Some Aghoris have claimed
that members of their sect were able to make the body
alive again when they ate human flesh, but such magical
powers have been unusual among the sect members. In
general they eat everything except horsemeat, and some
say that any skull will do for a begging bowl (ibid:72).
Some prefer the skull from traders or oil-pressers (Parry
1994:255), whereas others emphasise that the skull
should come from a low-caste person.

The connection between knowledge and death is
particularly emphasised by some yogis. Among a special
group of holy men there is a small sect called Aghorisadhus living on cemeteries (see appendix C for further
details). There are a lot of myths about the Aghorisadhus, and the “true” Aghori is “entirely indifferent to
what he consumes, drinks not only liquor but urine, and
eats not only meat but excrement, vomit and the putrid
flesh of corpses” (Parry 1994:254). The “real” Aghori
consumes the flesh of corpses and the necrophagy is
indeed practiced by many but not all Aghoris, and some
of them emphasise that the ideal consumption should be
proceeded by an intercourse with a low-caste woman or
prostitute on the cremation ground. The sexual
intercourse shall take place while she is menstruating
and thus even more polluted. The act takes place when
she is infertile and the semen is withheld. Others point
out that after having eaten the flesh the ascetic should
cremate the remains of the corpse and then smear his
body with the ashes. After the meal the Aghori will use
his powers to restore the deceased’s life, and the flesh he
consumes should be from a person who died a “bad
death” (ibid:255-256). Holiness and unholiness are not
absolute opposites but relative categories because what
is clean in relation to one thing may be unclean in
relation to another (Douglas 1994:9). In this case the
most impure and unclean represent the most holy.

There are various means for transcending and
conquering death. Meditation is a way of transcending
mortality and materiality. Non-permanent states and
ways of living represent suffering because Death is
merely a non-eternal way of being. All kinds of
materialisations – including the human body – are
destructible, and as such, impermanent and not real in a
metaphysical sense. Transcending materiality is a
spiritual cleansing and progress towards a pure spirit.
Thus, death may take two facets. On the one hand, the
death of the soul or mind is to stay imprisoned in a
corruptible body determined by greed and needs. On the
other hand, the death or transcendence of the body is the
liberation of the mind and enlightenment of the soul.
Meditation upon death seeks immortality and
enlightenment by transcending materiality. Immortality
is a mental and spiritual state, and the symbolic
utilisation of materiality to express this state of
consciousness is in some way arbitrary. The Aghoris
represent the “death that conquers death” because dying
when living is to be unattached to the world of
materiality and matter, which inevitably leads to decay
and death. Dying to the world means liberation (Kinsley
1977:99), and the consumption of corpses and pollution
illuminates in an extreme way that this world is illusion
– maya – and the transcendence of this illusion is simply
expressed and stressed by going to the extreme.

The Aghori-sadhus aim to recapture the primordial state
of non-differentiation and hence escape from time and
the endless cycle of birth and death. The conquest of
death is the primary aim of this sect of renouncers (Parry
1994:7). The symbolism of cemeteries represents the
totality of psycomental life (Eliade 1958:296). Every
soul is identical with the Absolute Being, and all
distinctions and categories are a product of maya –
illusion. The Aghoris by the means of their ascetic
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The dangers of social interaction

modes of living but only various degrees of living in the
sacred world. The profane can be perceived as a
contaminated, sacred world – chaos. The sacred must
always be protected from the profane because “there is
always the danger that the sacred will invade the profane
and the profane invade the sacred. The sacred must be
continually protected from the profane by interdictions.
Thus, relations with the sacred are always expressed
through rituals of separation and demarcation and are
reinforced with beliefs in the danger of crossing
forbidden boundaries” (Douglas 1993:49).

Sadhus or holy men are continually on a pilgrimage.
There are in general two ways sadhus live. On the one
hand, they can stay and settle down either at a temple, in
a cave or make their own temple and house in the place
where they feel themselves confident by living in the
presence and the co-existence with God. On the other
hand, they may wander from place to place visiting
different pilgrim sites. In most cases it is a combination
of these two ways of living. According to some, it is
preferable not to stay more than three months at each
place because then one starts to get attached to people,
places, and its materiality. Both these approaches to life
are anti-social seen from society, and the refusal of being
a part of society is also a way of denying any
hierarchies. Consequently, they cannot be a part of a
social elite because they aim to free themselves from
these structures.

Moreover, “the symbol of asceticism thus points in two
opposite directions at once. It offers a route of escape
from this world, yet it generates a power that is
necessary to sustain it. The renouncers transcends, or
even rejects, worldly hierarchy, yet the values he
represents are to work in its service” (Parry 1994:270).
The followers due to accusations might disparage an
ascetic, claiming that he is a mere performer of
supernatural tricks (ibid:258). If the sadhu uses his
magical powers for gaining material benefits, this is
intolerable (ibid:291). The ascetic is supposed to remain
completely independent of the social and material world,
but to achieve this spiritual aim he must depend upon
gifts from the householders in order to support himself.
The practice of Aghoris may be seen as solutions to this
problem by attaining, at least in theory, complete
autonomy (ibid:261). Similarly, meditating in caves for
years far away from other humans is another way of
being complete and free from the bondage of the world.
Total isolation and independence are necessary when
concentrating upon god.

It is impossible, however, not to live in a society,
although this is the aim of the yogis. A social
relationship involves minimum two aspects, interaction
between at least two actors and some mutual ideas about
their relationship (Keesing 1981:212-213). A sadhu
means literally a “doer of good acts”, and he is at least in
principle obliged to perform social goods and deeds. The
outstanding examples of some of the “real” sadhus who
perform miracles and demonstrate essential truths of
Hinduism, and together with general beliefs by the
common people that sadhus live a life in celibacy and
austerity, make the sadhu society an important part of
contemporary Hinduism. Lay Hindus perceive the
holiest sadhus more or less as godlike. Depending on the
status, context and relation, the sadhus may be addressed
as baba, acharya, guru or swami. Baba means simply
father and grandfather and denotes all respected and holy
men. Acharya is an instructor normally in the traditional
sciences and in sacred knowledge. Guru is a more
restricted term denoting one’s spiritual preceptor, and
swami denotes the dame but only in a Shaivite (Shiva)
context. Gurus may have considerable wealth and
sometimes significant political influence (Jaer 1995:134136).

There are several paradoxes regarding social interaction
and the process of socialising, seen both from a societal
and an individual point of view. The elite status some of
the sadhus have is dependent upon being reckoned and
acknowledged as holy; a status they can only achieve
and maintain through distribution of their spiritual
powers and capacities. Their knowledge is the superior
gift in an asymmetrical reciprocal exchange. It is their
duty and obligation as a part of their dharma to help and
distribute their knowledge and healing powers to attain
liberation and enlightenment. Hence, the sadhus are
dependent upon being acknowledged the religious
supremacy in society to achieve their position and status,
but they aim to transcend and go beyond this knowledge
and status. They want neither society nor its knowledge;
still they are dependent upon both, and when they are in
position to escape this world’s limitations and bondages
society demands their supernatural powers because they
define both religion and society. The aim is to be free
from society and its socialisation through interaction, but
it is impossible to be totally independent and live a nonsocial life in this world. Society does not accept it, and
the creation, maintenance or loss of status is a matter of
balancing on a sharp edge between this world’s
obligations and the otherworldly liberations.

Being holy implies being purer than the rest of society.
But being pure is also a state of vulnerability. In religion
the appreciation of moral obligation and duty is seen as a
claim of the deities upon man. The “holy” can be
recognised as that which commands our respect by
which the values are acknowledged inwardly (Otto
1958:51). Crucial in this regard is the atonement of sins
because “man in his “profaneness” is not worthy to stand
in the presence of the holy one, and that his own entire
personal unworthiness might defile even holiness itself”
(ibid:54). The sacred and the profane are two modes of
being in the world. In the sacred world the homogeneity
of space is broken and there is a revelation of absolute
reality and manifestation of a sacred ontology (Eliade
1987:21). In Hinduism there are no profane worlds or
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The use of the spiritual capacity represents also other
paradoxes. When the ascetic makes use of the magical
qualities he has attained through meditation, the
possibilities for acquiring new forces vanish. Thus, “he
who renounces secular life finally finds himself rich in
magical forces, but he who succumbs to the desire to use
them ultimately remains a mere “magician,” without
power to surpass himself. Only a new renunciation and a
victorious struggle against the temptation of magic bring
the ascetic a new spiritual temptation” (Eliade 1958:89).
Finally, the power of sadhus or holy men is also a
paradox for the commoners. Particularly, “the blessing
of an Aghori is as beneficent as his curse is awesome”
(Parry 1994:259).

category or person is an actor that hears about and
witnesses the transaction in addition to the main
transactor and recipient necessary for a simple model of
persuasion. This third person is anyone or everyone in
the culture, and it implies that transactions occur in the
presence of others. The importance is the third person’s
representation and mere being, not his actions
(ibid:115). Thus, “fame” can be defined as “a positive
subjective conversion effected by a particular
transaction, which derives from the outside cognition of
a distant other external to the transaction” (ibid:116). It
is a virtual form of influence by which the circulation of
names are free and detached from the particularities and
making them the topic of discourse available in other
times and places (ibid:117). The emphasis on fame
rather than honour, pride, etc., focuses on the nonintentional aspects of the actor’s practice. Whereas
honour is a more personal quality by which one sees a
person as he would like to be perceived, fame is more an
ascription free from the actor’s own intentions and selfascriptions. An individual may see his own action as
honourable, but other members of the society may not.
Fame is therefore a communal acceptance of actions, and
as such, it may define what become honourable acts later
because it sets the agenda and structures people’s minds
of what is apprehended as a code of conduct. Being
renowned is thus a consequence of the third party’s
ascription and acceptance of a person’s actions. Fame as
an attribution to oneself and one’s individuality may be
unwanted and not foreseen. This is often the
consequence of miracles done by holy men, monks, and
lamas, and their fame may often be seen more as a
burden than a prestige in their strive towards liberation
from this world (figs. 3.2-3.3).

The construction of elitism and other statuses
Regarding the creation, maintenance, and loss of elite
status in relation to elitist behaviour of holy men, it is
possible to emphasise some structural principles of the
dynamics of social identities and statuses. Material
institutions are not a criterion for elites. Materialisation
of power and status may hide the principles of how
statuses are created and maintained through social
interaction. Being accepted as an elite is fundamental
regardless of relations of domination and the way elites
have acquired their power. Analytically one may
distinguish between authority and prestige. Authority
can work in two ways. An authoritative person of
superior significance has a character of objectivity
giving his opinions or faith a confidence and
overwhelming weight. In decisions he will have a
prerogative and an axiomatic trustworthiness, which
transcend the personality that is always relative and
subject to criticism. But the authority of super-individual
powers such as the church, state and military may take
the opposite direction. Individuals may deduce their
power and authority from these institutions, which
would never have flowed from their own individuality.
Prestige, on the other hand, lacks the element of supersubjective significance because the identity of the
personality is not a part of an objective power or norm.
Superiority by prestige has the possibility to “push” the
masses and to make unconditional followers of them.
Authority does not have the same ability because the
normative and institutionalised character leaves more
room for criticism (Simmel 1971:98-100).

The difference between fame and honour as analytical
tools in ascribing status and understanding social
stratification and the creation, maintenance, and loss of
elitism in Hindu religious contexts, is perhaps one
approach in order to conceptualise some of the variables
in the hierarchisation of cultures. The acceptance of
certain people being holy in the “true” sense is a matter
of conducting miracles. Those holy people who are able
to perform miracles are truly seen as religious
superiorities, and the names of these men are rapidly
spread. Their own honour and way of living are directed
towards the otherworldly existence, whereas fame
functions in this world. The emphasis in this world is
therefore on fame and religious supremacy, and this
implies that the social creation of statuses is directed
towards the others and the third part that reckons and
acknowledges certain people as holy and divine. Holy
men will not, in theory at least, partake in this society
and world but renounce from it.

“From name man attains fame” (Pandey 1969:78). Fame
is a mobile and circulating dimension of the person; it
transcends and extends the material and physical body
but refers back to it. By being renowned the person’s
name travels apart from his physical presence through
the minds and speech of others (Munn 1986:105). Fame
is a factor that may affect a person’s influence in a given
situation, but as a phenomenon it is different from
influence and belongs to a different order of subjective
conversion. The third party observer outside the
immediate transacting parties is important. This third

Nevertheless, they are in some way or another and to
various extents included in the society. If they really are
holy and can perform miracles and cure deceases, then
society does not accept a total withdrawal.
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Fig. 3.2. Situational and relational
maintenance of elitism.
Elitism is a consciousness of or pride
in belonging to a selected or favoured
group.
This
necessitates
an
asymmetrical interaction by which
superior persons are conscious of their
high status and behave in such a
manner. Inferior persons have to
accept the superiority of the elite and
interact in this hierarchy by acknowledging their own inferiority and the
elite’s superiority. Without a mutual
interdependency and acceptance of the
different statuses, elitism cannot be
created and maintained. Elitism is a
situational and relational status
depending upon the contexts.

Superior

Inferior

Fig. 3.3. Cultural legitimacy of
elitism – the third party.

Superior

Third party
observing and
legitimating
transactions and
statuses

Inferior
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The importance of cultural legitimacy
of hierarchies necessitates a third party
or social setting where the interaction
takes place. The less institutionalised
and materialised the hierarchies are,
the more important is the social legacy
in the community for the superior part
of the transaction. By the third party
acknowledging the hierarchy, the
superior’s status is rapidly spread –
from name man attains fame. The third
party is also a social legislation and
control mechanism accepting the
hierarchies and transactions with the
general cultural framework of codes
and conducts. Elites work within
communities, not separate from them.

The precondition for creating hierarchies is inferior
people who acknowledge the superior status of the holy
men, and that the inferior want to benefit from these
persons’ properties and powers. Thus, the inferior have
to establish an asymmetrical relationship whereby they
un-intentionally create and maintain the elite by their
own inferiority. This necessitates neither materialised
and institutionalised frameworks nor honourable selfascriptions by the superior part. It does necessitate, on
the other hand, the acknowledgement of an asymmetrical
reciprocity and transaction by which the inferior parts
accept their inferiority because they want benefits from
the party they define as superior.

the cremation platforms at Ram Ghat at Pashupatinath,
he sits beside the statue of Ramnath with his skull cup
lying next to him (fig. 3.4). Tyaginath was a disciple of
Ramnath, who was a famous yogi in the Aghori colony.
Dr. Ramnath Aghori was highly respected, and both
King Tribhuwan and King Mahendra were devotees of
him. King Tribhuwan offered Ramnath a statue and built
the house for him at Ram Ghat, which Tyaginath has
inherited. The Late King Mahendra also supported
Ramnath financially. The cremation platforms on Ram
Ghat were constructed on the initiative of Ramnath,
although the cemetery is not named after the guru but the
Ram temple on the other side of the river. Neither King
Birendra nor the current king have been blessed by
Tyaginath although a more peripheral royal member has.

Firstly, regardless of personal ambitions for belonging to
an elite, this status is dependent upon the context and
that other people acknowledge the elite as such. Thus,
elitism is relational and situational and normally works
best within the social and cultural context in which the
premises for the hierarchy are created, maintained, and
understood. Local elites may function in their original
setting, but in other contexts or spheres of life they might
be disrespected and treated as anyone being just
anybody. Secondly, elitism as behaviour is only partly
dependent upon institutionalised and materialised
frameworks. Material structures may, in some cases,
strengthen the elite status within a given local context.
Inherited rights to be a part of an elite are irrelevant in
this case – the questions is whether or not the elite status
will be perceived and accepted both internally and
externally. Thirdly, elitism works by its outcome – the
creation and maintenance of social hierarchies and
spiritual or material benefits for both parts in the
transaction.
This may have various implications for the social order
and society regarding the type of transaction, which may
take at least three forms; 1) an asymmetrical interaction
between superior and inferior people and/or groups
(which may also include uneven interaction between
different elites establishing a hierarchy among
themselves), 2) a symmetrical interaction between equal
elites, or 3) a challenge of the hierarchies by
disrespecting, overpowering, or by other means discredit
one elite’s status and position within a context, sphere,
or society.

An even more respected sadhu was Naraharinath, who
died and was buried in the compound of his own ashram
at Mrigastahli at Pashupatinath February 26, 2003. The
old yogi died at the age of 92, his body was kept in his
ashram until 4 pm and hundreds of devotees
commemorated his memory (fig. 3.5). Numerous sadhus
paid their last homage to the respected guru, including
Tyaginath, but Naraharinath’s reputation reached far
beyond the religious community. The Deputy Prime
Minister, the Minister for Information and
Communication, the Home Minister together with other
members of the council of Ministers, were some of the
prominent people who visited his deathbed.
Naraharinath had authored several books on history and
culture, and he was deeply engaged in religious and
philosophical matters. He was a living legend and an
ardent advocate of Nepali nationalism and its spiritual
heritage. His death was mourned throughout the country.
Naraharinath belonged to the Nath sect of Aghora
Pantha. Although this is not a classical aghori branch,
the yogi had a strong sympathy and devotional attention
to the aghori path. The death of the yogi was a loss for
the nation, and according to Education Minister Devi
Prasad Ojha, the government will make arrangements to
preserve as well as make available the Yogi’s properties
and creations to the general public. His body was buried
in an eight feet deep grave in the compound of his
ashram (fig. 3.6). There were Buddhist prayer flags lying
on his grave, and at least one of his disciples was a
Buddhist.

The status of the Aghori-sadhus is ambivalent. Tyaginath
is the main guru among the Aghoris at Pashupatinath.
Tyaginath was 82-years old in 2001. He is highly
respected by his disciples and widely renowned for his
medical skills among the common people. He is an
ayurvedic doctor, and people come to him to be cured
from various illnesses and diseases. While he cures
people, disciples and devotees are sitting around
witnessing the miracles and his powers. He visits
Pashupatinath several times each year. During the rest of
the year he lives at different places in Nepal and India,
and often at Dharan in Sunsari district at lower Terai in
Eastern Nepal. In his house, which is located in front of

To sum up: some of the holy men have an almost divine
status although the devotees may find their practices
horrifying or not understandable. The idea of
transcending death by consumption of flesh from corpses
and excrements is difficult, and even impossible to
understand for Hindus. Seen from the vantage point of
society, what characterises the Aghoris from other
sadhus is their extreme use and consumption of bodily
matters. Whether they actually perform these rites is a
secondary concern since they are believed to conduct
such rituals; their status is ascribed and acknowledged
despite the impurity involved in their alleged practices
(fig. 3.7).
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Fig. 3.4. Tyaginath sitting next to the statue of Ramnath.
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Fig. 3.5. Naraharinath.
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Top:
Fig. 3.6. The grave of
Naraharinath.

Left:
Fig. 3.7. A female Aghori at
Pashupatinath.
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Nevertheless, according to Tyaginath, it is only
charlatans and cheaters who consume flesh from
corpses. The true Aghoris do not need dead bodies to
transcend death, but proceed to enlightenment by
meditation only, and he claims he has never eaten human
flesh. On the other hand, the devotees do not know who
is using human flesh during their rituals and meditations,
and most people believe they all do because otherwise
they could not have been Aghoris. Hence, most Nepalese
regard the Aghoris and their meditative practice with
horror and disgust.

incorporate food into the body the food becomes the self,
and it becomes a part of who we are (Lupton 1996:1617). Thus, both the bodily substances and moral
dispositions are created from food (Marriott 1976). Sin
may therefore be seen as a bio-moral phenomenon,
which manifests itself to some extent in tangible and
material ways (Parry 1994:127). There is, however, no
code of conduct or food that is moral and good for all
persons because everybody has a uniquely proportioned
body composed of substances, and this unique essence is
constantly changing (Daniel 1984:70-72). On the one
hand, eating is a dangerous pastime, but on the other
hand, food is transformed into blood, and blood into
bone marrow, which is then transformed into semen, and
thus sexual companionship and kinship. Refusing to eat
is also a repudiation of kinship (Parry 1985:614).

Still, Tyaginath is perceived as holy and superior, and he
is famous for his miraculous powers and capacities.
Other sadhus and people in general are more secular and
thereby inferior. Thus, this is the a priori point of
departure for everyone who engages in social
communication and interaction with him, myself
included. Whether people want to partake in interaction
with him or not, is up to the inferior part; he himself has
no need for such interaction with a world that he actually
wants to renounce. The inferior part partakes and creates
the elite status and the supremacy of the sadhu on his
premises. If one accepts the yogi as superior, one has to
interact on premises already given – a process by which
an asymmetrical relationship will be established and
accepted by both the superior and inferior part – and
controlled and supervised by a third party giving
legitimacy and cultural acceptance to the hierarchy and
social structure, and his fame.

Regarding funerals, the Brahman priests should digest
the deceased’s sins. This is done both symbolically and
literary. The Funeral priests – the Mahabrahmans –
conduct the ritual not only in service for the deceased’s
soul and family. The Funeral priest himself becomes the
pret or pitr, and he is worshipped as the deceased. Even
before the chief mourner shaves his head, the
Mahabrahman should be shaved as if he was the pret
himself. The Funeral priest is also consubstantial with
the deceased. The Nepali royal and aristocratic funerals
are the most explicit rituals in this regard (Parry
1994:76). Consequently, eating sins is a common
metaphorical concept in Hindu religion. Eating death is
one of the most powerful symbols that exists,
emphasising that “symbols are effective less because
they communicate meaning (though this is also
important) than because, through performance, meanings
are formulated in a social rather than cognitive space,
and the participants are engaged with the symbols in the
interactional creation of a performance reality, rather
than merely being informed by them as knowers”
(Schieffelin 1985:707).

Digesting death and the creation of holiness
The link between the sacred and the profane is
established within the body itself (Lhalungpa 1979:xx).
By incorporating death physically the Aghoris cannot
die, and this spiritual quality is transferred to other
aspects of life, and such practices are common in Tantric
Buddhism as well (Ramble 1982). Eating is highly
problematic and difficult for ascetics because it is a type
of transaction by which the soul is attached to the gross
body, and it is also a form of sense enjoyment.
Producing and preparing food are practices which result
in sin and violence, and therefore fasting is a central
aspect of religious activities (Babb 1996:58). Food is one
of the most essential parts of the body’s karmic
imprisonment (ibid:83).

The role of the Mahabrahman is crucial because he
enables the soul to cross towards the other world. If the
rite is supposed to be successful he must be satisfied
with the gifts he is offered. The gifts to the Funeral priest
are in fact symbolic representations of the gifts to the
deceased, or more correctly, they are identical because
the idea is that the departed receives the gifts in the next
world. Therefore there should be offered a lot of gifts,
and the Mahabrahmans often exploit this situation since
their curses are greatly feared. The ideal gift is all
standard requirements for use in daily life for one year –
everything from food, clothes, furniture, and money.
This has its rationale in the idea that the Funeral priest is
the deceased at the moment he receives and accepts the
gift. The power to bless and curse the deceased enables
him to negotiate and take advantage of the size of the
offering, emphasising that the gift will be received by
the pret, and thus, the family has to offer a lot because it
is in their own self-interest (Parry 1980:95-96). Though

Nevertheless, an important part of mortuary rites in north
Indian society is consumption of death, not only eating
on behalf of the dead, but also some aspects of the
deceased himself. This practice of consumption of the
dead may be seen as a process of distilling the good and
nourishing parts of the deceased from the bad waste
products. It is a sin cleansing process by which the pure
essence is distilled and transformed by the digestive fire
of the stomach to the other world where it becomes a
source of progeny and further life (Parry 1985:614). In
Hindu culture a man becomes what he eats. To
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the Mahabrahmans mostly consume
metaphorically, the Aghoris do it literally.

the

dead

know what cancer is like…if the patient will have to
suffer for six years, you can suffer yourself for six
months or six days, depending on the strength of your
penance, because the austerities make the reaction easier
to bear. But suffer you must” (ibid:311).

Status and holiness are related to transformative
capacities, which create purity. This process is also
evident in the sacred cow. The mouth of the cow is said
to be the only impure part of the animal because it feeds
on garbage and refuse. The cow’s excrements are, on the
other hand, an agent of purification. Thus, a process of
purification has taken place by the cow’s digestion and
consumption of impurity. This is similar with the
Aghoris. Like cows they remain untransformed
themselves by being a purifying agent when life is
restored by their digestive powers. The body is not a
fixed substance, but man can control and transform it.
The Aghoris are able, at least in theory, to transform the
body into whatever shape or size and to transfer the soul
into another body (Parry 1985:627-628).

The acceptance of dan – the gifts made to Brahmans – is
a perilous matter, especially when it is associated with
death. Receiving gifts means accumulation of sins (Parry
1980). In the word of Mauss, “to accept something from
somebody is to accept the same part of his spiritual
essence, of his soul. To retain that thing would be
dangerous and mortal, not only because it would be
against law and morality, but also because that thing
coming from the person not only morally, but physically
and spiritually, that essence, that food, those goods,
whether movable or immovable, those women or those
descendants, those rituals or those acts of
communication – all exert a magical or religious hold
over you” (Mauss 1990:12).

While consuming impurities such as human excrements
and corpses, their own excrements are seen by their
disciples as substances with miraculous properties and
spiritual capacities. One becomes what one digests –
food is identity. In a Lévi-Straussian way of thought
where he argues that totemic spices are ”good to think
with” rather than ”good to eat”, consumption is a process
by which a direct identity between ourselves (culture)
and food (nature) is established (Leach 1989:31). Why
are humans “good to think with?” There seems to be
some kind of regularity in religions that the most
efficacious means of transcending death and partaking in
the divine spheres are by consuming parts of humans, a
processes whereby the devotees attain divine status or
become godlike in certain aspects. This might be done
directly or indirectly, symbolically or metaphorically,
but the essence of these practices is the same: human
flesh is a bio-moral substance which may prosper by
becoming cleansed of sin and perfected through
digestion of holy human tissues or fluids.

In the common gift-theory, “to refrain from giving, just
as to refrain from accepting, is to lose rank – as is
refraining from reciprocating” (Mauss 1990:41). The
general principle is that to give is to show one’s
superiority. The one who gives, is ranked higher. To
accept without giving in return, or without giving more
back, is to become a client and servant, to become small,
to fall lower and lose status (ibid:74). This has been the
general assumption regarding the giving and accepting
of gifts, but there is an essential difference between the
Maussian idea of gift reciprocity and the Indian one.
The Brahmans are reluctant to accept dan and to the
transfer of sin. In theory they should be able to “digest”
the sins from the donor and to stay pure themselves, but
in reality they can only maintain their purity through
subsequent penances. The ideal is to stick to the ascetic
independence, but economic necessity often forces the
Brahmans to accept dan. Accepting dan includes
accepting sin (Parry 1980:102ff), which may have severe
consequences. Trautmann also has emphasised that the
reluctance partly stems from the fear of loss of purity
and thereby hierarchical status. The receiver becomes
inferior both by being a receiver and by being inflicted
by “evil” or sins in the form of inferior essences; “the
gifts that are conceptually assimilated to them, are one’s
own sin, one’s death…the gift has become an instrument
of salvation, a way of transmuting pollution, sin, and
death into purity and immortality…The gift is a danger
to him, being the bodily extension of the donor, which
because the donor is by definition inferior, is defiling
him and diminishes his spiritual lustre”, and pushed to
the logical extreme, “the gift finds no recipients… The
theory of the gift tends toward its own destruction”
(Trautmann 1981:287-288).

The poison of purification and the dangerous
gift of death
The gurus know exactly the burden of karma they have
to bear when they incorporate other people’s sins. As
individuals they can get a lot of trouble by performing
penances, but if they have developed spiritual powers
they should use them without any regard for the
consequences (Svoboda 1993a:228). Every action
produces an equal reaction, and eventually you have to
pay for each and every action you create unless you find
someone who is willing to take some of your karma
away from you by enduring himself. This happens rarely
because even a sadhu has its own karma to worry about,
and he will most unlikely take another person’s karma
and sufferings. If a guru takes another person’s karma,
then he might overstep his limits and take too much on
himself. Taking onto oneself sins from others results in
suffering. One Agorhi-sadhu put it this way: “Now I

Gloria Goodwin Raheja (1988) has emphasised the
poison in the gift. According to Reheja, intercaste
relationships appear most significantly in everyday
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discourse through the giving and receiving of
prestations, and this has to be seen from the perspective
of “ritual centrality”, or who is at the conceptual centre
of village ritual organisation (ibid:248). “Hierarchy, as
an aspect of intercaste relations, is not the foregrounded
aspect of the social situation in the context of the giving
of dan” (ibid:202).

introduced this notion of “spirit” to explain the
inalienability of the object and the necessity of making a
return, what it in fact explains in this context is why the
gift must be alienated, should never return, and should
endlessly be handed on” (Parry 1986:461). The problem
with Mauss’ analysis seems therefore to be that there are
differences between religions in small-scale tribal
societies and world religions. It is possible with an
ideology of a “pure gift” in this life, in an ethicised
salvation religion where the ideal goals are in the next
world. Consequently, it is important to distinguish
between the expectation of an immediate return here and
now, and the unreciprocated gifts, which aim to be the
liberation from this bondage and world, if they are given
without hope and only of free will (ibid:466-468).

The giving of dan in ritual contexts is always said to
promote well-being and auspiciousness through the
transference of “evilness”, “inauspiciousness”, and
“afflictions” from the donor to the receiver. The dangers
of these transactions have significance for an
understanding of inter-caste relations. The acceptance of
dan is dangerous for all castes, and hence, hierarchies
are not straightforward in the classical way Dumont has
described (Raheja 1988, 1990). The poison and
purification of the gift is a paradox from a religious and
eschatological point of view. “Gods receive offerings
from men, but return them, imbued with their own
substance and powers, and the transactions are thus
unequal, with the deity reciprocating in a higher
medium” (Raheja 1988:68). There is also another
problem with the giving of dan, which may have a
negative feedback on the donor. The recipient must be
worthy of the gift. If the Brahman spends the money he
received from the donor on prostitutes, gambling or
alcohol, the sins committed are as much the donor’s as
the receiver’s (Parry 1980:103).

Finally, “uncleanness or dirt is that which must not be
included if a pattern is to be maintained” (Douglas
1994:41). Defilement is never an isolated event because
ideas of pollution make sense only by reference to a total
structure (ibid:42). The concerns of purity, pollution, and
the transfer of sins are inevitably connected to the law of
karma, theories of sins, and social organisation in terms
of castes. Holy men are being acknowledged as holy
because of their capability of transforming impurity into
purity. The paradox is that the process creating their
supremacy is also the threat to their status. If sadhus or
priests are unable to purify themselves, then they lose
their status, and as such it is the process of purification
that guarantees their status.

Real sadhus look upon the receiving of money for their
religious duties as inauspicious, and they will not accept
them directly, but only indirectly receive them in their
vessel, altar, etc. Thus, the Indian gift and its ideology
differ from the Maussian ideas of the gift, and in Manu
there is written explicitly a rule which prohibits the
return of these gifts. “The gift threatens to cement the
two together in a dangerous interdependence; but every
attempt is made to sever their bond by insisting on the
complete alienation of the thing. Under no
circumstances, and on pain of terrible supernatural
penalties, is the gift resumed. Its evil “spirit” must not
come back”, Parry argues, “While Mauss originally

With this debate on transactions and digestions of sins I
will return to the Mahabrahmans and the previous
discussion of kings, katto-rituals, and constructions of
castes. I have shown that being pure is not necessarily a
matter of distancing oneself from impurity, but more
importantly in religious terms, to transform impurity into
purity. These considerations and processes are
incorporated into the caste system as an organisation
structuring real practices, and hence, it is possible to
combine all these considerations into an understanding
of principles of castes in practice.
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Chapter 4:
Paradoxes of purity and pollution

Religion and ritual

how these systems relate to socio-structural and
psychological processes (ibid:125). I will add, however,
a third aspect; namely the material world in which
humans live, because as will be evident, the everyday
world is not only social but also includes ecological
problems and possibilities, or materiality in a broad
sense.

Studies of death may, literally and per definition, include
everything between heaven and earth. Analysing a
Christian context, Sarah Tarlow described the problem
as such: “Beliefs about death are rarely coherent,
consistent and orthodox. People combine elements of
theological teaching with superstitious or traditional
folkloric belief and personal invention. Thus when we
die we are variously understood to go directly to
Heaven, await the Day of Judgement, rot in the ground,
become ghosts, journey to another place, fall asleep and
meet up with friends and relatives who have died before
us. These different versions might be logically
incompatible, but it is nevertheless possible for a single
person to hold many of them at the same time” (Tarlow
1999:103). Moreover, “to talk about death is really to
talk about kinship, inheritance, the fertility of women,
the social power of men” (Seremetakis 1991:13), and to
complicate it even further, in karmic traditions, the death
of a person also involves the re-constitution of cosmos
and the gods. The death rituals are in a way never
ending, but a continuous and mutual, religious
relationship between humans and their ancestors and
gods. This inevitably raises the question: how do we
approach the religious and ritual worlds of death, which
also represent the world of life?

Religion and ritual are often confused. In this work, I
will follow Geertz when he says that religion is a model
of “reality” and a model for “reality” (Geertz 1973:93);
it does not only describe the social order, but it shapes it
(ibid:119). Thus, religion defines the “rules of the
game”, at least in terms of cosmic and final answers and
solutions. “But no one, not even a saint, lives in the
world religious symbols formulate all of the time, and
the majority of men live in it only at moments”
(ibid:119). Most of the time people live in the everyday
world of common sense. It is therefore necessary to
distinguish between an everyday world and a religious
world whether one uses terms such as sacred/profane,
ritual/non-ritual, consecrated/non-consecrated, religious
worldview/ commonsense worldview, etc. As analytical
categories such distinctions are useful; another question
is to what extent these categories are ontological in
nature, which will not be discussed here, although I will
present the problem.
I stated that I will emphasise the moral substance code
approach when analysing caste in Nepal, but I will make
some modifications and clarifications in this regard.
Marriott, Inden and Nicholas have explicitly and
repeatedly argued against the salience of a sacred –
profane dichotomy in the analysis of South Asian
societies. As an example, a Brahman having a cup of tea
in the local tea-shop in his village is a rather mundane
activity. However, he is concerned with who has made
the cup of tea, because an impure person may defile his
purity, and his bodily concerns are a part of his religious
and ritual worldviews. Thus, as indicated, defining
religion is difficult because religious principles may
structure and be interwoven in daily practices without
the activities themselves being religious, as for instance
having a cup of tea.

According to Talcott Parsons, Weber’s The Sociology of
Religion is “the most crucial contribution of our century
to comparative and evolutionary understanding of the
relations between religion and society, and even of
society and culture generally” (Parsons 1964:lxvii).
Weber himself says, “To define “religion”, to say what it
is, is not possible at the start of a presentation such as
this. Definition can only be attempted, if at all, at the
conclusion of the study. The essence of religion is not
even our concern, as we make it our task to study the
conditions and effects of a particular type of social
behaviour” (Weber 1964:1). Thus, approaching religion
is a difficult task.
In “Religion as a Cultural System”, Geertz argues that
there have been no theoretical advances of major
importance in the study of religion since Durkheim,
Weber, Freud, or Malinowski, because “no one even
thinks of looking elsewhere – to philosophy, history,
law, literature, or the “harder” sciences – as these men
themselves looked, for analytical ideas” (Geertz
1973:87-88). Thus, according to Geertz, the
anthropological study of religion is a two-stage
operation: 1) it is an analysis of the system of meanings
embodied in religious symbols, and 2) it is an analysis of

Mircea Eliade argues that religion as a phenomenon can
only be understood on its own terms. Although this
stance is sympathetic regarding the subject matter, rather
than reducing religion to an epiphenomenon of other
social,
psychological,
or
material
processes,
nevertheless, by denying that religion can be understood
from other perspectives one denies that religion has any
ideological function in every day life (Morris 1987:176177). Eliade’s solution was to elaborate the differences
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between the sacred and the profane worlds, and in order
to grasp the essence and structure of religious
phenomena he argued that comparative studies were
necessary (ibid).

1) Sacrifices of expiation and purification. In a religious
world it is not sufficient for the individual merely to ask
pardon from the one he has offended. A sacrifice to their
common deity or deities is required, and the god’s
acceptance of the offer ends the social disorder. Thus,
the deity’s acceptance of the offer is a part of the
community where all parties partake – both the offender
and the offended. 2) Propitiatory sacrifices. These rites
are meant to avert potential disorder or favour future
prospects. Pleasing the deity can be done for many
reasons, such as securing the life of the body, securing
the fertility of the fields, avoiding famine and obtaining
rain, etc. 3) Sacrifices in rites of sorcery. There are both
offensive and defensive types of sacrifices included in
this category of sacrifice. In these rites the deities that
are engaged personify amoral actions and aims. 4)
Divinatory sacrifices. The divinatory component is
always present since the participants believe that they
are observing signs of the outcome of the sacrifice in
various ways. 5) First-fruits sacrifices. This group of
sacrifices includes agricultural and cultivation products
which are given to the gods, but also first victims of
wars and other generative activities and labour products
(Valeri 1985:41-44).

This separation between a secular and religious world is
not Eliade’s invention. The distinction between the
sacred and the profane goes at least back to Durkheim’s
Elementary Forms of Religious Life from 1915.
However, rather than seeing the sacred and the profane
as two separate worlds existing beside each other – one
world for believers and another world for non-believers
– I will argue that the world of everyday life for
believers is practical, mundane, and “profane”, but it is a
part of, and inferior to, another religious world which
includes cosmogony and the divine Parthenon.
Therefore, I will not restrict the profane sphere to nonbelievers and the sacred sphere to believers, but rather
stress that in a religious world there are certain spheres
where religious principles may guide and structure the
social interaction, but the activities in themselves are not
considered religious in nature, and hence, they belong to
the “profane” sphere as opposed to the sacred or ritual
sphere.
If religion both defines and shapes social order, I see
ritual as an active interaction between humans and gods.
Although not identical, the relation between religion and
ritual bears some similarities to the relation between
structure and agency. In order to elaborate this approach,
one may distinguish between transcendental and
cosmogonic religions. “In transcendental religions such
as Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, where the
omnipotence of a single god renders that god’s existence
totally independent of his creation, sacrifice becomes
merely a token of individual and collective human
gratitude for the deity’s favours” (Trigger 2003:473). In
cosmogonic religions, individual deities are viewed as
dependent of humans and supported by humans through
sacrifices, and hence, humans and gods depend upon
each other (ibid).

Offerings can be ranked in terms of their value to the
sacrifier. The value of each sacrifice is culturally and
religiously dependent, but ultimately it depends on the
offering’s capacity to symbolise the sacrifier. The
sacrificial hierarchy includes the sacrifier’s own body,
and the importance of the sacrifice is often measured
from the sacrifier’s body. The human victim is one of
the supremest offerings possible, and beyond human
sacrifice remains only the sacrifier’s own sacrificial
death. The sacrifier’s own death is the uttermost logical
limit of the sacrifical hierarchy and gives the system its
full meaning. The sacrifier’s death is precisely what the
sacrifice aims to avoid by representing it by other offers.
Human sacrifice is therefore not a separate category but
rather the ultimate and extreme form that every sacrifice
may take – or the essence common to all sacrifices.
Sacrifices carried out in this manner normally require the
king, or a sacred person, because the king incarnates the
society as a whole, and such sacrifices are made for the
benefit of the collective welfare (Valeri 1985:49). The
offering must evoke not only the deity, but also the
results sought by the sacrifier (ibid:50). Sacrifices of
humans in funerals are one of the most efficacious
means of legitimating the current social order and
regenerating the entire cosmos.

There are two fundamental acts of worship; sacrifice and
prayer (Feherty 1974:128). Broadly speaking, sacrifice is
more common in cosmogonic religions and prayer in
transcendental religions, although both types of worship
are inherent in the respective religions. Both sacrifice
and prayer as worship have certain characteristics.
Firstly, it is humans who initiate this interaction with
their gods. Secondly, because of the human initiative and
engagement with the gods, humans are inferior and this
interaction is asymmetrical. In a gift theory the gods give
more back to humans than what they receive from them,
and thus, this interaction establishes a reciprocal but
hierarchical relationship.

The pure as sacred vs. the impure as chaos
“The Mahabrahmans…who are in many contexts treated
much like Untouchables…are after all Brahmans” (Parry
1994:77-78). This paradox sums up where the caste
system stands today and the inherent ambiguity in caste
as a phenomenon. Notions of purity and pollution are
inevitably connected to caste theories, although the

Since sacrifice is fundamental in cosmogonic religions, I
will elaborate some aspects of sacrifice. There are many
types of sacrifices with specific functions and outcome,
and it is possible to categorise some of them:
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purest in common sense is not always the most holy and
high ranking. The Aghoris are pure and holy, whereas
the Brahman Funeral priest is impure but still a
Brahman. “As vehicles of the immortal gods (immortal
in the sense of possessing the full life) the members of
the three excellent castes may not come into contact with
death” because such defilements will impair their full
life on which the life of the community depends (Hocart
1950:19). Thus, among the Tamils of Ceylon, the barber
is “like a priest on the cremation ground. The priest who
conducts ceremonies in the house does not go to the
cremation ground” (ibid:11). The Brahmins are priests of
immortal gods and can have nothing to do with death,
and low-caste people have to perform the rites the highcaste priests will not touch. The barbers and washermen
are low caste, as Hocart argues, because of the pollution
involved in the funerals (ibid: 11-12). This is not the
case at Pashupatinath, or in Banaras where Funeral
priests – Mahabrahmans – conduct the rituals. The
Sudras have traditionally had the role of cremating the
dead, which they still do in Varanasi, whereas the
Mahabrahmans conduct the death rituals. Thus, the
distinction between Cremation Priest and Funeral Priest
is important. At Pashupatinath Brahmans work as both
Cremation and Funeral priests, whereas in Banaras the
former job is conducted by low-castes and the latter by
Brahmans. This seeming paradox has been explained in
different ways, and I will emphasise purity and pollution
through consumption of death as the key to
understanding the caste system. The rituals of the Vedic
Indian tradition are so complicated that they can only be
acquired by many years of learning. The elaborations
and complications of the rites have nevertheless not
altered the main aims, which are to increase the supply
of food and wealth to the people, ensure progeny, ward
off illness and untimely death, and to thwart enemies
(Hocart 1970a:62). The importance of rituals as a
reciprocal relationship between man and god, which
enables the god to maintain and preserve the cosmos by
the help and assistance from humans through their
sacrifices, is a very dangerous commitment both for
gods and humans. Ritual knowledge is also spiritual
knowledge, and the increase of sacred knowledge may
have lead to the change from Sudras to Brahmans
performing parts or all of the death rituals. Although
funerals are impure rituals, the social and cosmic
consequences and outcome of the cremations may
necessitate Brahmans as ritual specialists, and their
social and ritual commitment is to partake in the
cosmogony regardless of their own defilement as a
consequence.

become holy men after rituals where they consume parts
of corpses and excrements. In other words, polluted
material can be used as a medium for becoming either
pure or polluted. This ambivalent character of the flesh
of corpses is a point of departure for analysing structural
principles in Hindu cosmogony. Various sacrificial
practices and types of interactions between man and God
require different types of human flesh. It is difficult to
maintain the traditional distinction between sacred and
profane from a sacrificial and cosmogenetic point of
view, because there is no neutral “profane” sphere.
Veena Das argues that the opposing poles are between
sacred and chaos. The sacred represents purity whereas
chaos is impurity, pollution or simply cosmic
imperfection. “Since the sacred cosmos emerges out of
chaos, man is continuously threatened by the lurking
world of chaos, meaninglessness and anomie” (Das
1990:130). Or in other words, ”purity” indicates
”completeness” and ”impurity” designates ”lack of
completeness” (Valeri 1985:33). The current time period
– Kali Yuga – is characterised by cosmic deterioration; it
is a time of chaos, greed, and selfishness. Chaos is
liminality, and logically the profane sphere is dangerous
(fig. 4.1):
Fig. 4.1. The sacred cosmos and the profane chaos.
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There is a continuous and ongoing struggle between
negative and positive cosmic forces. Sacrifice is a means
by which cosmos is created out of chaos. “The king is
said to have a portion of Vishnu in him and the ascetic
controls the social and cosmic through his tapa” (Das
1990:131). The Aghoris and the Funeral priests fulfil the
same cosmic role when they partake in the creation of
order and cosmos by consumption of sin and chaos. The
outcome of these two opposing practices is the same:
both the king and the Aghoris, and holy men in general,
preserve and create cosmos.

Flesh – katto, kings, and Aghoris
The Aghori sadhu becomes pure and holy by consuming
the most impure substances that exists on earth, whereas
the Brahman priest performing the katto-ritual becomes
so highly polluted by eating part of the king’s flesh that
he is expelled and banned from the country. The extreme
poison of the gift is evident in the alleged permanent
impurity of the Brahman priests who ate katto.
Consumption of divine purity may lead to pollution,
whereas consumption of impurity may lead to divinity
(fig. 4.2).

The opposing principles of purity and pollution in
cosmic and cosmogenetic processes are approachable
from a comparative perspective. The king’s cremation is
the most important ritual in society. As a part of the
obsequies a Brahman priest has to consume a part of the
dead king’s body, and in so doing he becomes so highly
polluted and stigmatised that he is expelled from the
country. This is quite the contrary from the Aghoris who
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Fig. 4.2. Relation between the flesh of the consumer and the purity of the consumed flesh.
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materiality. There are identical qualities or procreative
capacities of food and flesh. Holy water is curing and
healing, rice raises the eater to a pure state and so on,
and low-castes are permanently impure, partly because
of their consumption of beef. Cows and bulls are divine
animals and incarnations of Vishnu and Shiva.

Both the king and the Aghori are on incarnations by
which they will attain a divine status, and as such they
are holy in the earthly sphere. As seen earlier, both King
Tribhuwan and Aghori Ramnath mutually acknowledged
each other’s divine status, and common people perceived
them as holy. There is, however, a difference between
the king and the ascetic. Whereas the ascetic is not a part
of society, the king is society. The king is supposed to
represent everybody in society, the sage nobody, since he
aims to transcend the body. These differences are
manifested in the flesh. The Aghoris prefer skulls
stemming from low-caste people or people with bad
karma when using skull-cups for consumption. There is
a notion that the soul of the skull still remains within it,
and this quality can be transferred to the ascetic.
Especially if people die before their time the skull may
secure that the unlived life of its owner is transferred to
the sadhus (Hocart 1970a:33). This may explain why
low status people’s skulls are preferred, both by Aghoris
and even Buddhists lamas. According to the karmic
thought, a person is supposed to live a hundred years.1
Low-caste people will often, according to karma theory
at least, die before their natural life span ends, since
being incarnated as a low-caste is a penalty for previous
sins, and the “rest” of the years can be transferred to the
sadhus. Moreover, a person going to the lower realms in
a negative spiral has minor opportunities to change this
spiral himself when he has left the state of being human.
The Aghoris may help the wicked onto the right path by
praying for him. Thus, both the sadhus and the departed
souls may gain spiritual merits from this interaction.

Even though the consumption of cow’s flesh has some
similarities with consumption of the king’s flesh, the
latter represents a more impure concentration of qualities
than the other. Both types of flesh represent Vishnu, but
the king’s flesh is a purer incarnation and manifestation
of Vishnu; there is only one king, but numerous cows.
This is evident in the Brahman priest who consummated
the king’s flesh. He became so impure that he was
detested and hated by the common people, and
consequently he had to leave the valley or the nation.
The low-castes who eat beef are only impure and water
unacceptable, but they are still allowed to stay and live
in society, even though the ideal areas for their
habitation are located outside and south of the village or
town. They are impure, but not as impure as the kattopriest who is, ideally, expelled from the country.
Seen from a cosmological and karmic perspective, the
flesh is the most important and vital aspect of beings.
The soul takes numerous births and it is the flesh of
these bodies that imprisons the soul’s spiritual freedom.
The flesh of a five-sensed being is a prison, which limits
the soul’s divine capability less than the flesh of a threesensed being. Human flesh is therefore a very fortunate
substance because it restricts the spiritual development
as little as possible. Returning to Vishnu, being
incarnated as a cow is imprisoning and limiting the
divine soul more than being incarnated in the fleshly
prison of a royal body. Therefore, being incarnated as a
king is the best bodily “prison” one can attain as a
human.

According to Manu, “me he will devour in the next
(world), whose flesh I eat in this (life); the wise declare
this (to be) the real meaning of the word “flesh” (Manu
V, 55)”. The flesh of humans is a special category of
1

According to some sages, seers, and scriptures a human
is supposed to live one hundred and twenty five years.
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Fig. 4.3. Modes of fleshly incarnations corresponding to the various beings in the different realms.
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There are six broad categories or realms of incarnations:
1) The divine sphere where one becomes God, 2) a semidivine sphere where one becomes a semi-god, 3) the
human sphere on earth, 4) the earthly sphere of animals,
5) the spiritual realm of being Ghosts, and finally, 6)
Hell. To each of these categories there are various modes
of flesh. Gods have no bodies because the divine state is
characterised by the spiritual victory over materiality.

impurity up to a certain level. The vessel function of
human flesh has limits, and there is an upper limit
regarding how much sin human beings may accumulate
in the body, either by their own actions or through ritual
transferences. Hence, it is possible to rank the different
qualities of flesh or presence/absence of bodily
substances in relation to the main realms or modes of
being (fig. 4.3).

The status of the king is perhaps identical to that of a
semi-god, although other semi-gods have no bodies or
flesh. If a soul becomes incarnated into a body of flesh,
then being born as a human is the most aspiring the soul
can aim for, and being born as a buffalo is less
preferable. An incarnation as a chicken implies even
further unfortunate conditions, and then the bodily
prisons escalate into insects, worms, and so forth. Thus,
being born as a human is preferable, and there is a
hierarchy among the beings with bodies of flesh. At the
top of these bodily incarnations is the king, followed by
common people, and then various animals. Logically,
being born as a being without flesh in the negative part
of spiral below the state of animals represents a highly
polluted state of “impure flesh”, due to the inherent and
spiritual limitations implicit in these realms.

On earth, being born in human form is the most
preferable condition for a soul. Only one person can be
incarnated into the king’s body, and for the majority it is
a matter of entering the world in the most auspicious
body, and preparing one’s death by religious penance
and devotion. The king is characterised as a semi-god
since he is an incarnation of Vishnu. The hierarchies of
fleshly bodies of humans and animals can be further
subdivided. Starting from the bottom with incarnations
characterised by one or two sensed beings as ghosts
without corporeal bodies in hell, the escalating ladder of
preferable incarnations turns into insects and worms and
further onto edible beings and finally humans. On the
top of the human hierarchy is, as indicated, the king. His
flesh is the most supreme within society, although
ascetics may transcend the material prison by penance
and devotion.

The characteristics and descriptions of the lower realms
are not thoroughly elaborated compared to the
eschatological interpretations of the incarnations in the
higher and divine realms. The spheres at the bottom of
the negative spiral belong to evil spirits, ghosts, and
creatures in hell, and it seems that these souls somehow
are without flesh because they are too impure or sinful.
Returning to the human flesh as a “vessel” which can be
filled with impurity, there seems to be limits on how
much sin and impurity it is possible to invest or inflict
on the human flesh. This also corresponds to the fact that
being human represents a higher moral state than being
reborn for instance in hell, and logically, there are limits
regarding how polluted a human being can become since
s/he is born as a human.

Purity and status
I will now return to the katto-priest who consumed parts
of the king’s divine body. This has to be seen in light of
forthcoming incarnations since flesh is a spiritual matter.
Thus, it is necessary to distinguish between the quality
of flesh as a spiritual essence, and flesh when consumed
by humans as food, although these two categories are
integrated. There are opposite qualities associated with
the flesh of living and dead beings. The qualities of the
flesh become opposite when a being changes the mode
of appearance, or goes from life to death. The purest
flesh (the king) brings forth the most sincere impurity if
consumed. Flesh of common people pollutes less if eaten
by for instance Aghoris, and the flesh of cows gives the
consumer the status of low-caste or untouchable.

Thus, the lower realms are somehow populated by
beings or entities without flesh. For analytical purposes
this “non-flesh” is called “evil impurity”, which means
to designate that this flesh can only be “filled” with
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Fig. 4.4. Relation between consumption of dead flesh and the purity of the consumer’s own flesh.
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The common explanation given by the Brahmans
themselves why they are pure and high ranking, is that
they do not kill and eat living beings. There are
numerous beliefs in which the minds of meat eaters are
corrupted and deteriorated by fleshly tissues, whereas
the minds of vegetarians are pure or enlightened, and
consequently, it is impossible for meat eaters to achieve
pure knowledge because the flesh of flesh-eaters
becomes polluted. Rice is also a spiritual matter, but of a
different type. Rice impregnates the foetus with “vital
breath”. Consumption of rice is therefore a life-giving
process in double sense, and consequently, a source to
spiritual enlightenment.

own purity through rituals. This process is identical with
what happens to cosmos if sacrifices are not performed
in the time of Kaliyuga: it deteriorates towards chaos.
The sacred turns into chaos and liminality, which is the
state of the corpse: it is a liminal being and therefore
impure. Dead flesh cannot be pure flesh. The purer the
flesh was when the person alive, the more impure it
becomes when the “owner” dies.
Using the “vessel”-metaphor again, a body consisting of
pure flesh has a greater capacity for obtaining pollution
and sins compared to the flesh of low-castes, which
already is infected with impurity. The more pure a being
was alive, the more vulnerable the flesh is to impurities
and contamination. The king as Vishnu is the purest
incarnation on earth, and his flesh has therefore the
greatest potential for absorbing pollution. Consequently,
the funeral of the king is the most dangerous rite in
society. On the other side of the scale are low-caste
funerals, which are often fairly simple. Following the
karmic spiral downwards, animals are not buried or
cremated, although as living beings they have the same
soul or divine essence as anyone else. Meat from
animals is less impure than human corpses, but
consumption of any kind of flesh will by necessity
pollute the flesh of the consumer because
inauspiciousness is consumed. Thus, it is possible to
revert the initial categories of the fleshly hierarchies
when beings were alive into a scheme presenting the
consequences of the digesting of flesh of dead beings
(fig. 4.4):

There are degrees of being polluted by consumption of
flesh. The Bhagavad-Gita (Bg) distinguishes between
four castes: “Brahmanas, ksatriyas, vaisyas, and sudras
are distinguished by the qualities born of their own
natures in accordance with the material modes (…)”
(Bg. 18.41). These categorisations of humans – the
material modes – are basically a classification of flesh
and the qualities inherent in the bodily substances. The
spiritual quality of a person’s flesh is intimately
connected to his diet, or in other words, whether he is a
vegetarian or meat eater. Consumption of flesh
influences the flesh of the consumer.
An approach to a further understanding of these
transactions might be found in how a person maintains
his purity. Human flesh is a pure matter in the sense that
it is preferable to be incarnated into on earth, but it is
highly polluted at the moment it becomes a corpse.
Purity turns into impurity. This is a deteriorating
process, and the micro-cosmological process is identical
to the macro-cosmological process whereby cosmos
deteriorates if sacrifices are not performed. Without the
soul to maintain the flesh pure, the bodily substance will
inevitably become impure. This is exactly what rituals
aim to avoid, and particularly water rituals, which are
necessary for maintaining the state of purity: Without
rituals the body and the soul will deteriorate and
become impure. Consequently, each day and every
minute a person is obliged to purify himself. At the
moment of death, this process ends and the body
becomes, as a vessel, automatically filled with
inauspiciousness because the being cannot maintain its

This scheme may look similar to Dumont’s theory of
caste, with a few additions, but it is important to stress
that this diagram is not a classification of social
differences or castes. As argued earlier, the Aghoris are
highly respected as holy persons, and it is necessary for
a Brahman priest to conduct the katto-ritual. This
schematic illustration aims to visualise the relation
between the qualities of flesh as flesh, and the
individual’s fleshly status in terms of purity and
pollution when different types of spiritual flesh are
consumed. There are two opposite processes involved.
On the left hand side I have listed the qualities of the
flesh of bodies that one may incarnate into. On the top of
the scheme is the most unfortunate condition a soul can
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be reincarnated into regarding spiritual prosperity (the
various hells are excluded). There are divergent opinions
whether or not a spirit can take on a vegetarian
incarnation, but if it is possible, being born in the body
of a fruit or vegetable is highly inauspicious. Following
the ladder of fortunate incarnations, it is better to be born
as a chicken than a potato. Nevertheless, being born as a
chicken is a less favourable condition and represents a
more polluted body than being born as a cow. Within the
human realm, being born as a king is better than being
born as a sweeper. On the right hand side, the scheme
culminates in the Brahmans eating non-flesh. A Chhetri
eating a chicken is ranked second, and at the very
bottom the katto-priest who ate the purest flesh of them
all; the king’s flesh. The conclusion is: The more
polluted the flesh a man eats, the purer the individual
becomes, and the more pure the flesh that is eaten, the
more impure the individual becomes. It is important to
stress that by polluted flesh in this case I mean bodies
that are unfavourable for incarnation.

destructive qualities that can be transferred onto
substances. “Inauspiciousness flows…through the
“connections of the body”…between persons, and when
these connections are transformed (at birth) or attenuated
and created anew (at marriage) inauspiciousness flows
over, as it were, and must be channelled or removed.
The inauspiciousness of death is largely a result of the
dead person’s continued existence as a disembodied
pret…” (Raheja 1988:147). Holiness is the capability to
transform impurity into purity by one’s own means.
Divinity is truly the quality of partaking in cosmogony
by transforming chaos into cosmos, and for humans this
is only possible through sacrifice as a ritual practice.

Katto and the sins of kingdom
“Royal symbolism is, I believe, constructed out of nonroyal symbolism, both logically and probably also
historically…all symbolic constructions of authority
involve the same elements” (Bloch 1987:271-272).
Thus, the rationale regarding katto and the Aghoris
shares the same cultural logic. Although the Aghoris are
outside society they are not outcastes since they are able
to transcend impurity and convert chaos into cosmos.
They prove their holy status by defiling themselves. If
they are holy, then they are capable of transforming
impurity into purity by transcending materiality. The
question is then why an Aghori sadhu cannot eat katto,
instead of a Brahman priest who becomes the earth’s
most impure person? The Aghoris possess the capability
of transcending death and the sins connected to flesh, but
there are some important differences between the
Aghoris and the priests consuming katto. The Aghoris as
sadhus have neither a home nor a family. The lack of
these two social institutions, or basically being a
Householder, disqualifies sadhus from partaking in state
rituals. Important in this discussion is also the fact that
numerous low-caste people at Pashupatinath tried to
become the katto-priest due to the financial promises,
but they were ritually unfit for the rite: They were too
impure prior to the ritual. The katto-ritual had to be
performed by a pure Brahman priest.

The main limitation with this scheme is that it is purely
seen from a “profane” point of view in the sense that a
person’s individual skills of transforming impurity into
purity is not taken into consideration. Thus, this scheme
may illustrate what happens if people live ordinary
(“profane”) lives without transcending the qualities of
the consumed matter. This is particularly evident among
the ascetics and especially the Aghoris, but similar
processes are also manifest among for instance cows;
namely the creation of holiness by digestions of sins and
impurity. The mouth of the cow is impure, but the faeces
are pure. The Aghoris aim to restore the life of the
wicked and therefore they prefer low-castes and extra
impure flesh. Moreover, the ascetics are holy in
accordance with the degree of capability of transforming
impurity into purity. Thus, in a cosmogenetic
perspective holiness is not a matter of staying pure by
avoiding impurity, but it is the capability of transforming
other peoples’ impurity into purity and thereby erasing
sin and inauspiciousness in the world. Holiness is the
process; purity is the product. Holiness implies the
transformative capacity of turning other people’s sins
into purity. Holy persons are by necessity pure, but pure
people are not necessarily holy.

The process when the Brahman priest eats katto is a
means of securing the king eternal freedom and
liberation from this world. Creating cosmos, whereby
the king becomes Vishnu in the heavenly abode so he
successively can redistribute his body back to society
creating castes, is a process which involves the
consumption of parts of the king’s corpse. Following
Hocart, the Brahmans’ role in society is to assist the king
in his sacrifices. It is their duty and dharma to function
as sacrificers. The cremation of the king is his last and
most important sacrifice whereby he sacrifices himself
on behalf of society, which is re-created as a
cosmogenetic event. Whereas the sadhus are outside
society and focusing on their individual liberation from
samsara, the king has a responsibility for all.

Holy persons may achieve a high status in society,
whereas pure people may not, and consequently, even if
Brahmans maintain their own purity they are not
necessarily perceived as holy or high ranking in social
terms. Being holy and high ranking in a ritual and
religious sense implies that the individual capabilities
are used for the general welfare and benefit of the people
who do not possess such qualities. Therefore, the
relation between the consumption of dead flesh and the
purity of the consumer’s own flesh is not about social
rank (fig. 4.4), but about degrees of contamination
through the consumption of different types of flesh prior
to personal capabilities of transcending these gross
matters. Purity and pollution are either creative or
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Consequently it has to be a Brahman priest who assists
the king’s last sacrifice.

sacrificial remains, evil that accumulates in any ritually
ordered life” (Shulman 1985:85).

Historically there has been a change in these kinds of
ritual commitments. Heesterman distinguishes between
classical and pre-classical rituals. In the classical period
the patron of the ritual, who is the king in this case, “is
supposed to incorporate the universe – he is identified
with the cosmic man, Prajapati. The ritual culminates in
his ritual rebirth, which signifies the regeneration of the
cosmos” (Heesterman 1985:26). In this ritual the
Brahman is pure, whereas the patron has to undergo
purificatory rituals. This is opposed to the older preclassical rituals where the patron “being tainted by
death…has to divest himself on the impure self…By
means of the various offerings and the gifts (daksina)
which represent the parts of his body, he disposes off his
impure self. Thus he is reborn pure, “out of sacrifice”
(ibid:27)”. The relation to the Brahman differs. In the
pre-classical theory he takes over the death impurity of
the patron by eating from the offerings, whereas in the
classical period it seems that the ideal Brahman
maintains his purity (ibid). The royal funeral is a ritual
that has many similarities with both the pre-classical and
the classical types according to Heesterman’s scheme,
and there seems to be a bricolage of practices. The preclassical role where the priest consumes death is
withheld, but this is a part of a process whereby the king
incorporates the universe and he is identified with the
cosmic man. The king’s rebirth is a cosmic regeneration.

Following this line of thought, the king is society, and
his body is the castes in the kingdom. The king is
everyone in society. The king is every individual being
in the kingdom, and even King Birendra said, “the King
embodies the collective identity of the people” (Shaha
1990:9), but this notion might be extended to encompass
the bodies of the people as well. Logically, when the
priest eats the flesh – katto – he consumes the sins of all
people in society. Since the king is everyone and
everything, the priest takes onto his shoulders, or more
precisely into the flesh, all the sins in the kingdom, so
that the king can ascend to Vishnu’s abode. Thus,
cosmos is created out of chaos, and this is cosmogony.
The consequence is that the katto-priest, who has
become so sinful, cannot stay in the country, and has to
leave.
Approaching the differences between those who
consume katto and the Aghoris in this way, it may
explain why the latter can remain pure whereas the
former cannot. The Aghoris work on an individual level
whereas the katto-priest works on a societal level.
Although they both incorporate human flesh, the Aghoris
have to transcend the pollution of one person at the time.
The priest who consumed a piece of the king’s body
symbolically digested all the evil and pollution in
society. This ritual task required personal purity if he
should be able to fulfil his priestly role, but even the
most pure Brahman was doomed to fail because of the
enormous amount of sin. He could not transcend the sins
of 25 million Nepalese.

Quigley argues that being the king’s priest is the most
dangerous occupation of all (Quigley 1995:67). The next
question is why the priest becomes so highly impure
when he initially is high ranking and pure? What
happens in the cosmogenetic event where cosmos is
created out of chaos, is, as previously discussed, only a
re-ordering of the elements and life-giving powers into a
more fortunate constellation since the total amount of
energy is constant. The king becomes Vishnu, and the
consumption of katto is necessary in this ceremony. The
king attains the highest status after his death. He
becomes Vishnu in a pure spiritual form and not only as
a bodily incarnation. Consequently, the king’s spiritual
prosperity will lead to other changes in the cosmological
order. The priest eating katto will attain the king’s sins.
However, the impurity of the priest does in no way
correlate to the sins committed by the king. Even lowcastes detested the priest and expelled him from the
country, and they stressed that the priest was below the
lowest regarding purity. He was the most polluted man
in the nation, even in the Hindu world. It does not seem
plausible, however, that the king had been the most
sinful person in his kingdom. If he was so sinful, he
would have attained a less fortunate, and negative,
incarnation. The pollution acquired through katto must
represent other sins than the king’s sins: “The king’s
duty, his dharma, was to protect the realm. He did this,
according to the texts, by absorbing the sins and evil of
the people, principally the unavoidable evil of the

Caste and cremations
Returning to the question why Brahman priests are
cremating and mourning the dead instead of leaving the
impure and polluted tasks to the low-castes, we may
penetrate even further into the problems of caste in
relation to duties and notions of purity and pollution.
The low-caste people living in the Pashupatinath area
who wanted to eat katto in order to become rich were not
pure enough for performing this sacrifice of
incorporating the sins of the kingdom. On the other
hand, the Brahmans are obliged to perform rituals even
if they become polluted themselves. As shown with the
katto-ritual, the main goal is to keep the king pure, and
the Brahman’s own purity is a secondary concern.
Following Quigley, when he rephrases Hocart’s theory,
“there are two kinds of families: those who rule and
those who are ruled. It is the ritual of the ruled to keep
their rulers free from pollution and the ritual task of the
rulers to ensure that they do” (Quigley 1995:122), or
even more simply (ibid):
Those who rule must be pure.
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Fig. 4.5. Hocart’s and Dumont’s interpretations of castes

Hocart (1950)
God
Royal
Good people
Priestly
Farming
Low

Dumont (1970a)
God
Water
Brahmans
acceptable
Chhetris
Matwalis
Water
Non-acceptable
Sudras

Various

That is the king. The Brahmans work as servants for
society in the cosmogenetic operation. They have to
refrain from polluted tasks if these tasks are secular, but
if the ritual commitment involves pollution the priests
cannot transfer these personal defiling acts to others. In
Hocart’s caste system the priests are obliged to transfer
or leave polluted tasks to the low-castes if these tasks
belong to the profane sphere. This means that they
cannot accept water or impurities in forms of marriage
or intercourse from lower castes in the profane life. They
have to be pure when the ritual starts.

Dumont, on the other hand, although he aims to describe
a social organisation, his classical pyramid is actually a
description of the qualities of the flesh prior to ritual
participation and potential fleshly contamination. The
Brahmans have to stay pure to be able to fulfil their
ritual functions. Consequently, they cannot eat meat (i.e.
incorporate flesh of beings with soul) because it will
deteriorate their mandatory state of purity prior to the
rituals. However, their ritual tasks may involve highly
polluted activities, but the priests must stay pure before
the rites start.

Consequently, one has to distinguish sharply between
pollution within a ritual and religious setting and
pollution in the secular sphere. In the ritual sphere the
priests have to become polluted, whereas in the profane
sphere they have to refrain from it. Since their “vessel”
function has the capacity to absorb more pollution than a
low-caste, it necessitates “an empty vessel” which can
be filled with impurity whether this is dan in normal
cases or katto in the most extreme case, and thereafter be
“emptied” by the Brahmans’ religious penances. If a
priest is capable of “emptying” his “vessel” and
returning to a state of purity, then he may gain status, but
if he is unable as the katto-priest, he even loses his social
life and country.

Secondly, it is possible to use Dumont’s classification
with some alternative premises and modifications.
Dumont’s schema is not about rank and status in the
traditional sense. Although Dumont categorises the caste
groups holistically in relation to rules of purity and
pollution, ritual purity is not identical with social status
in the profane sphere. A linear hierarchy of status is
impossible to establish between groups who have no
economical or ritual interaction (Quigley 1995:151).
Dumont’s analysis is basically a description of different
levels of purity among groups when they are not
assisting in the king’s sacrifice. The king is not a part of
Dumont’s scheme, and interpreted positively it seems to
be an attempt to describe the organisation of the profane
society in terms of purity and pollution in between the
king’s sacrifices.

Seen from this approach one may understand why
Brahmans instead of Sudras cremate and mourn the dead
at Pashupatinath. If caste is basically a ritual
organisation the emphasis should be put on the ritual
aspects and not necessarily the profane structures in
society even though there are similarities between the
spheres, which partly overlap. Thus, Hocart’s (1950)
interpretation of the caste system seems to be the most
accurate, at least for Kathmandu and the ancient, divine
kingdoms, and this is where Dumont’s approach to caste
(1970a) in a modified form may illustrate some implicit
premises of Hocart’s theory (fig. 4.5). One failure
(among others) in Dumont’s approach is that he mixes
the ritual and the non-ritual aspects, or even neglects the
ritual basis in the caste structures as emphasised by
Hocart.

If the Brahmans are to fulfil their dharma and perform
the ritual sacrifices for the king, they have to maintain
their purity in between the king’s sacrifices. The
Brahmans have to stay pure and observe strict rules in
order to fulfil their dharma and assist the king as
sacrificers in his ritual. The other castes are, however,
not required to maintain an equal purity while fulfilling
their caste duties as farmers or providers of other
services. Thus, Dumont’s theory of caste is more a
profane consequence of Hocart’s ritual theory than a
caste system on its own. If society is supposed to
perform the king’s sacrifice, then it necessitates a
cultivation of a caste whose ritual purity may enable
them to assist the king. The common confusion that
ritual purity necessitates high-ranking status at the social
ladder is misleading. The escalating ladder where ritual
purity corresponds to the social hierarchical pyramid is a
crude simplification, because social status is not
identical to ritual status and purity.

The differences between Hocart’s and Dumont’s
analyses of castes can be seen from two perspectives.
Firstly, from a ritual perspective, Hocart describes the
cosmogenetic purpose of the caste system, which is a
ritual organisation structured around the king’s sacrifice.
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The Funeral priest as Brahman

continues, “one might say with just as much conviction
that since the function of the Brahman priest is to be the
vessel of other people’s impurity, he is essentially
indistinguishable from those who remove pollution but
who are normally seen as belonging at the bottom of the
caste hierarchy” (Quigley 1995:81). His conclusion is
that if both Raheja and Parry had relied more on their
own ethnography, they would have ignored the
Brahminical and Dumontian hierarchy, which is based
on purity and pollution (ibid:81-82). Quigley argues
“when Parry, for example, writes that the Mahabrahman,
though in many respects treated like an Untouchable, is
“after all a Brahman”, he is effectively denying the
validity of his own observations, indeed of observation
in general. The ideal Brahman to whom he is ultimately
referring cannot possibly belong to the observable
world” (ibid:82-83).

Returning to the Mahabrahmans, Jonathan Parry argues,
they “are in many contexts treated much like
Untouchables, and are described as achhut (“not to be
touched”). No fastidious person of clean caste will dine
with them. In theory, they should live outside the village
and to the south of it – that is, in the direction of
death…the Mahabrahmans’ relative degradation is rather
a consequence of the fact that they participate in the
death pollution which afflicts their patrons. Since they
have many jajman [clients] they are – as it were – in a
permanent state of impurity” (Parry 1994:77). A similar
situation is evident at Pashupatinath, where the
Mahabrahmans are called Ghati Bahun. They are
working on the ghats, mourning the dead, and they may
also light the fire during cremations if there are no sons
or close relatives. There is also an ayurvedic doctor
called Ghati Baidhya who sometimes predicts the exact
time of death for dying people in The house of the
Dying. None of these Bahuns are identified as low caste,
and they are also wearing the janai – the sacred thread.
They can go to houses of other Brahmans and they also
participate in rituals together with other Brahmans. The
Ghati Bahuns have been initiated into, as discussed
earlier, the bartamande ritual, which is mandatory for
being employed as a Funeral and Cremation priest.
When a Ghati Bahun dies, he may either be cremated at
Arya or Ram Ghat. The fact that he might be cremated at
Arya Ghat shows that he is treated as a Brahman and not
a low-caste, and the informants at Pashupatinath
emphasised that the Ghati Bahuns are Brahmans
regardless of their profession. Parry has stressed the fact
that even though the Mahabrahmans become highly
polluted and gain an ambivalent character because of
their work as funeral priests, “they are after all
Brahmans” although ill-omened ones (ibid:78).

I disagree with Quigley precisely because my own data
confirm Parry’s interpretation and strengthen Hocart’s
hypothesis of caste. I will argue that the debate has been
blurred due to the failure of distinguishing between the
state of flesh prior to the ritual and the polluted
consequences afterwards. The distinction between
temporary and permanent impurity is crucial when
approaching the problem why the Mahabrahmans are
impure but still Brahmans and not untouchables. A
Brahmin son cremating his father and observing the
obsequies is impure, and he has as such a moral duty to
observe taboos, which restrict normal social interaction
with his fellow Brahmans or his family. This means in
no way that he is a Sudra, although he is treated as an
untouchable during the mourning period. However, the
Brahmin son’s most impure state lasts for 11-13 days
only. Hypothetically, if he had 100 fathers and cremated
one each 11th or 13th day successively, he would have
been in a state of temporary death pollution for 11001300 days, or more than 3 years. Nevertheless, he would
still have been a Brahmin and not a Sudra, although the
consequences of the obsequies would have put sincere
limitations on his social interaction.

The Mahabrahmans explain themselves that the reason
why they are treated as low-casts in some spheres is their
participation in death pollution. Since they have many
patrons they are in a state which seems to be similar to a
permanent state of death pollution (Parry 1980:94).
When other Brahmans treat the Funeral-priests as lowcaste, it is not because they are not acknowledged as
Brahmans, but because their “vessel”-function is filled
with impurity. He is “worshipped as the deceased, he is
dressed in the dead man’s clothes, is made to wear his
spectacles or clutch his walking stick, and is fed his
favourite foods…At a rite which marks the end of the
period of the most intense pollution the chief mourner,
and then the other male mourners, are tonsured by the
Barber. But before even the chief mourner, the
Mahabrahman should be shaved as if he – as the pret
itself – were the one most deeply polluted by death”
(Parry 1994:76).

A Ghati Bahun I met at Pashupatinath estimated that he
had cremated approximately 15.000 corpses during the
last twenty years. This is not more than approximately
two cremations every day, but his bodily “vessel”
accumulates sins and pollution continuously. Still, this
pollution is only a temporary impurity. Permanent
impurity (or purity) is only achieved through birth and
marriage. Consequently, at least theoretically, the
Cremation priest would have been pure after he had
observed the obsequies for all his cremations. But if he
is going to observe a 13 day mourning period for these
15.000 cremations it will take him more than five
hundred years (!) to regain the purity of a Brahman who
does not cremate. Nobody counts this way, but there is
an implicit agreement that the Funeral priest is impure.
Nevertheless, a Ghati Bahuns is treated as a Brahman,
but as a Brahman observing death pollution. Thus, there
are no structural contradictions that a Mahabrahman is

Quigley (1995:81) makes a point of Parry’s conclusion
that “but having said all this…He is after all a
Brahman” (Parry 1980:81, Quigley’s emphasis), and
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impure and still treated as a Brahman, rather the
contrary; it is a consequence of his ritual role in
cosmogony.

empirical facts, Gunnar Haaland has made some
illuminating clarifications regarding criticism and
models (Haaland 1991:14): We must not confuse and
mix the conceptual map (the model) with “reality” (the
modelled). A model does not represent the totality of
reality, but “serves as a means for modelling some
aspects of social “reality”, but the model constructed is
of course not identical to all the characteristics of the
reality modelled” (ibid.). The observable fact is that a
Brahman priest is so highly polluted that he is treated as
a low-caste, but he is after all a Brahman. In funerals
the role of Brahmans is to become impure, to digest the
patron’s sin. Cremations are cosmogony, and the caste
system is a ritual organisation structured around the
king’s sacrifice. This is especially evident in the king’s
cremation, where the priest who consumes katto is
expelled from the country.

The Funeral and Cremation priests are constantly
purifying themselves; they have the capacity to improve
their ritual impurity even if it would take five hundred
years to complete and retain their purity. Crudely put,
the problem is only that too much impurity has been
filled in the vessel, but still, the “vessel-emptying”
function works. But despite the Brahmans capability to
purify themselves, they are in constant danger of
incorporating too much sin, which is exactly what the
katto-priest did, and that is intolerable from society’s
point of view. The flesh of low-castes is not capable of
having this vessel function. They are born permanent
impure, and cannot incorporate more impurity. The
degree of impurity inherent in the flesh of Sudras is
severe, according to Brahmanistic values, and ideally
they should live outside the village. Sudras are without
spiritual capacities because they are not twice-born –
which is the initiation ritual that enables Hindus to read
the Holy texts. In theory, those who have not undergone
this ritual are not religiously fit and capable of
understanding the Vedas, and it is even stated that “He
who ignorantly or deceitfully misquotes sacred texts –
these go to Lalabhaksa Hell” (Siva-Purana III, 16.14 p.
1515). This is, of course, a highly suppressing regime,
but these notions were underlying the actual ritual
scenario, which took place during the katto-ceremonies
of the kings at Pashupatinath; it was impossible for lowcastes to conduct the rituals.

This is the theory, but as shown, the actual practices
differ. Since Durga Prasad Sapkota was deceived, he
was not expelled from Nepal, and he has even started to
work as a priest again, despite his alleged ritual
impurity. There are no contradictions between ritual
impurity and being a Brahman priest. And finally, it
seems that being born as a Brahman implies in practice
and daily life an inherent purity, which the other castes
do not possess. The mere fact that Durga Prasad Sapkota
returned to his priestly profession after a couple of years
stresses that even though it is mathematically possible to
multiply all the pollution from thousands or even
millions of people, it is in reality possible to erase all this
impurity through simple, daily penances. Lived life is
practical, not theoretical.

In Quigley’s discussion of Hocart’s theory of caste and
kingship, he points out this ambiguity: “while the king is
venerated as a god, he is simultaneously made the
scapegoat of society’s ills. In a way, the king’s position
is every bit as perilous as that of the brahman, indeed
more so because it is he who is ultimately responsible
for order and well-being. The function of brahman and
sudra alike is to ensure that the rulers are kept pure –
free from the dangerous and polluting forces of nature –
particularly at the moment of sacrifice when order is
ritually re-established…[…] It is not that the priests
must be kept pure but that kings (patrons) must be kept
pure. The priest is essentially a vessel and as such is a
liminal, ambivalent character – at once necessary but
dangerous” (Quigley 1995:139). Thus, when Quigley
criticises Parry and others for reverting “to an
explanation of Brahmanical pre-eminence in terms of
transcendent authority” where “in the end, a sliding
renunciatory scale is the best way of ordering Brahman
caste and, by implication, of relating non-Brahman caste
to them since the Brahman is alleged to be the pivot of
the system” (ibid:83), his criticism seems unfair, and
indeed wrong.

At Pashupatinath and in Varanasi the Funeral priests are
Brahmans, and consequently this is the empirical
foundation, which has caused a lot of theoretical debate.
These problems are, as I see it, superficial, following
Hocart that all societies are communities of persons
organised for ritual purposes, and the main aim is to
secure and procure life in its broadest sense. This has to
be seen in relation to the divine king, who was both god
and human. The Mahabrahmans’ inferiority and polluted
state after the ritual commitments are necessary
prerequisites and a premise if we extend Hocart’s theory
of caste and put emphasis on the qualities of flesh. The
priest’s flesh must be pure prior to the ritual, and it is
defiled afterwards. The hierarchy of flesh in terms of
escalating purity does not necessarily correspond to
other hierarchies such as economic, social, and political
ones, although they sometimes might be identical. The
main point is that such correlations are neither obvious
nor mandatory, a standpoint everyone agrees upon.
Quigley argues that “Caste requires the existence of
kings and priests; it does not require that these priests be
Brahmans, and even in parts of South Asia where caste
organization is found, Brahmans are sometimes absent”
(Quigley 1995:164). Hocart would have been the first to
agree with this because he analyses caste formations not

Paradoxically, Quigley has given the answers himself in
his discussion of Hocart’s theory and the relation
between the king and the priests. Returning to the
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only in India, but also South Pacific islands, particularly
Fiji, and even in Egypt, Persia, ancient Greece, and
Rome (Hocart 1950).

In this community there are hardly any Brahmans and
the few priests who live there are without real religious
power. Bangladesh is not a Hindu kingdom, and the
Hindus are, although a minority in a Muslim world,
comprised almost solely of low-castes. But still, they
believe in a caste system, and hence, I will agree and
conclude so far with Quigley that “If ever there was a
Pandora’s box, caste is it. Immediately one is drawn into
every sphere of anthropological concern: ritual, kinship,
politics and economics, ethnographic and historical
analysis, the nature of comparison and the difficulties
which arise when trying to understand another society
whether through indigenous or imported concepts. The
central problem facing any explanation of caste is that,
in the end, one is not confronting one question but
several, and any form of reductionism is bound to fail”
(Quigley 1995:158).

So far, I have followed Hocart’s line of argument, but I
have limited the analysis to Nepal and Kathmandu,
where the empirical facts suggest an interpretation of
castes as a ritual organisation structured around the
king’s sacrifice. In part 2 I will analyse Hindus in a
small town named Faridpur in Bangladesh, located close
to the mighty Ganga. The emphasis on the Hindus’
concern with purity and pollution during death rituals,
and the role of the Brahman as a funeral priest at
Pashupatinath, is highly contrasted by the Bengali
example. At the Hindu cemetery there is a Muslim
woman devoted to Kali who cremates and works as a
Cremation priest: a fact that in religious theory should be
impossible both from a Hindu and Muslim perspective.
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Part 2:
The Sisters Kali and Ganga
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Chapter 5:
“I am on my dharma, but Kali is on my karma”

Low-castes in Bangladesh

Bangladesh is the third largest Muslim country in the
world after Indonesia and Pakistan. Being a Hindu in
Bangladesh is different from being a Hindu in Nepal.
The lives that Allah gives include the water world of
floods, which turn the plains into nothing but water
(Gardner 1997:18). Bangladesh is often flooded and
seventy percent of the country is covered with water
each year. The rivers give life but also take life, and the
relation between life, death, and water is intricately
interwoven and structured around the goddesses Kali and
Ganga.

This part will analyse death and life-giving waters from
the vantage point of the low-castes in Faridpur in
Bangladesh. Faridpur is a small town located along
Ganges 130 kilometres southeast of Dhaka (fig. 5.1). In
a Hindu minority and Muslim dominated world, lowcastes have different schemes for perceiving their own
life-worlds compared to high-castes and priests in a
Hindu majority world. Anthropological studies in India
have focused largely on the higher castes or on the lower
castes from the vantage point of the higher (Mencher
1998:37). Any study which only sees the low-castes
from the perspective of the high-castes, and
consequently places them at the bottom of the social and
religious ladder, is biased.

Although the physicality of death is the same
everywhere – a corpse – the social and religious worlds
in which death are incorporated into are dependent upon
but not determined by the ecological and environmental
factors. A water perspective is therefore an approach by
which it is possible to theorise and develop an
understanding of how humans with the same religion but
living in totally different environments are able to deal
with and handle the same problem: death and the recreation of further life. Thus, this part is mainly
empirical and the aim is to present a detailed account of
the actual lives of low-castes and their relations to water
and the high-religion’s perceptions. The social and
physical environment challenge the believers to find
radical solutions to the answers provided by the highreligion and the Brahmans.

Inden stresses that “persons as agents are themselves
composed of entities that overlap” (Inden 2000:25), and
therefore, “…agents are constituted neither as systems in
the classical mechanical sense nor outside of natural
systems in the opposite, idealist sense. They are
constituted as systems, but the systems…are constructed
along different lines. They consist of overlapping entities
which agents themselves are making, remaking and
relating to one another through a dialectical process into
“scales of forms” “ (ibid:23).
The emphasis on agency softens up the sharp and
hierarchical positions of caste systems as they are
normally presented. “The shift from a quest for essences
to a focus on agency, the shift from the positing of a
substantialized agent to the description of the actual,
transitory agents entails a heightened focus on the
actions of those agents and the constitution of those
agents themselves” (Inden 2000:264). Social sciences in
India have developed from Western rather than Indian
cultural realities, and hence, there is a need for
constructing a theoretical social science that builds on a
general system of concepts from the culture’s own
natural categories that will be analytically powerful
without violating the culture’s ontology, presuppositions,
or its epistemology (Marriott 1990).

The Bangladesh government tried to implement
secularism when the first constitution was passed on
November 4th 1972, and it abolished all kinds of
communalism, gave political recognition of any religion
by the state, banned exploitation of religion for political
ends and discrimination of anybody on religious grounds
(Moshin 1983:23). Despite the government’s good
intentions, the social realities were different. In
Bangladesh it has been a trend to view caste as solely a
cultural phenomenon and thus limited to the Hindu
minority. In structural aspects caste is applicable to all
religions despite the cultural variation. Although it is
stated in the Quran that God created all men and
preached equality, the followers of Islam have partly
neglected this doctrine, and the Muslims are classified in
hierarchical orders (Ali 1992:3). In a traditional caste
society the individual’s status stems basically from the
status of the caste, whereas in a class society the
individual’s status is a result of his own attributions
(ibid:23). Nevertheless, Ali argues that in Bangladesh
both caste and class hierarchy are mostly determined by
economic and political powers of the occupations and
therefore, “there is no difference between caste and
class. In other words, caste is class” (ibid:31).

Seeing the world from the perspective of the low-caste
enables other insights and perspectives, which challenge
the high-caste’s hegemony of the worldview. The term
“low-caste” is used in the current lack of more
satisfactory alternatives and due my comparative
approach, which is related to the previous voluminous
anthropological debate that has described people and
groups as “low-caste”. I reject as a humanist, of course,
any negative connotation connected to “low-caste.
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Faridpur

Bay of Bengal

Fig. 5.1. Map of Bangladesh with Faridpur and the rivers Ganga and Brahmaputra.
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Fig. 5.2. Population Census 1961, Faridpur District (Kahn 1977:59).
Total population:
3,178.945
Muslims:
Caste Hindus:
Scheduled Caste Hindus:
Christians:
Others:

2,347.173
228.506
596.558
9.158
550

Fig. 5.3. Population Census 1991, Faridpur Thana.
Total

Faridpur thana
Rural area
Municipality

H
60,454
47,954
12,500

Muslims
P
335,386
266,448
68,938

H
53,034
43,111
9,923

Hindu
P
293,913
239,218
54,695

H
7,253
4,776
2,477

P
40,489
26,775
13,714

Buddh. Christian

Tribal

H
4
2
2

H
106
21
85

P
33
25
8

H
161
64
97

P
922
411
511

Other
P
577
128
449

H
2
1
1

P
29
19
10

H = households, P = population

Among Muslims there is a social stratification following
the Hindu patterns where groups are divided into
hereditary entities on religious categories, and these
groups are mutually exclusive and arranged in a
hierarchy of status (ibid:250). Following Inden’s
emphasis on overlapping identities, the constitution of
agency and castes is a product of social interactions in
daily life and not an automatic response to the
worldview presented by the high-castes.

original Vaishyas caste left in Faridpur. The latter group
also faced criminality and insecurity after the
independence so they fled to India. The few higher caste
Brahmans who still reside in the area look back at the
British administrative period as a good period; a period
ruled by George VI who was seen as a strong and
efficient monarch.
Faridpur Thana, which is an administrative area
including the town and some of the surrounding rural
areas in the vicinity, covers 100,480 acres, and there are
307 mosques, 37 permanent temples, 3 churches and 3
rivers, and the total length of the rivers are 37 kilometres
of which Ganga is approximately 30 km long. Faridpur
District covers 51, 938, 159 acres, and there are 2,365
mosques, 468 temples, 3 churches and 20 rivers, and the
total length of the rivers is 214 kilometres.1 The total
area of the Municipality is 22,39 sqkm, and the total
population was 109,038 in 1994 of which approximately
20% were Hindus (fig. 5.3). This population index might
be too high because it was used for the election, and the
number of inhabitants tends to be exaggerated in order to
get more voters.

The pre-Muslim history in Faridpur is difficult to
reconstruct. It is believed that an independent kingdom
was established on the ruins of the Guptas. The centre of
this kingdom was apparently the modern Kotalipara area
of Faridpur district where three coins with inscriptions of
post-Gupta kings have been found. Large mudfortifications can be found, but more investigations are
necessary (Chakrabarti 2001a:68, 158). During the
Muslim era, Faridpur was originally called Fatehabad
after Fateh Ali who made the area possible for human
habitations. Later, Shah Fariduddin, a disciple of Hazrat
Mainuddin Chishti of Ajmeer, established himself in the
area in the early part of the thirteenth century, and the
place was renamed Faridpur. When the British were
granted the Diwani of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa in 1765,
parts of the Faridpur area was included in the Dacca
Niabat (Khan 1977:1). Most of the Hindus in Faridpur
are low-castes. There have been two major migrations of
high-caste Hindus to India, basically to Calcutta. After
1947 most Brahmans migrated back to India because
their life situation became difficult in East Pakistan.
Muslims surrounded the Brahmans and the high caste
Hindus became a minority group in the social
environment (fig. 5.2).

Ambikapur Shashan Ghat
“Shashan” means “crematorium” or “place where a dead
person is cremated”. The Shashan in Faridpur is named
Ambikapur Shashan Ghat (fig. 5.4), and this Shashan is
the Hindu cemetery for Faridpur town and Thana (town
district). The emphasis will be on the cemetery and the
people who work and have worked there, and the Hindus
who die and are cremated there.

After the Liberation War when Bangladesh became an
independent nation, there was another migration of
Brahmans and Hindus to India. Therefore, there are
literally no Ksatriyas and very few businessmen of the

1

Thana Profiles 1994. Regional Statistical Office,
Faridpur.
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Fig. 5.4. Ambikapur Shashan Ghat.

Fig. 5.5. Cremation platform.
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The names of the informants are not pseudonyms. In
many anthropological case studies it is a practice of
courtesy to hide the real identities of the informants.
This is not done in this case because it is basically
impossible, and anyone who visits the cemetery in
Faridpur will immediately reveal the real names.
Moreover, much of this information is common in the
local community and not conceived as sensitive or
controversial, and the three persons concerned are
acknowledged by the laymen for their duties and their
work performed at the cemetery. These three are Hazera
Begum, who is currently in charge of the cemetery,
Badol Mohanta who worked and cremated at the
cemetery until his death in 1997, and his former wife and
now widow Reno Mohanta, who is working as a temple
assistant in the Shashan Kali temple at Ambikapur.

he or she would like to be buried, then the request is
normally fulfilled, but the majority of Hindus are
cremated. Both boys and girls below twelve years are
buried, but if the deceased is older irrespective of
gender, he or she is cremated. Some may even cremate
their deceased if they have passed the age of seven.
Unmarried women are cremated except if they are
Brahmans. In both cremations and burials men lie on
their chest whereas females lie on their back. The
entrance into the next world is a birth, and the positions
in funerals have their counterpart in the common
understanding that during delivery the boys are born into
the world on their chest and the girls are born into the
world on their back.
Water is used to extinguish the fire on the pyre and the
remains of the wood used during the cremation is
collected and piled at the west side of the crematorium.
Water is added to cool the iron bars and to wash the
ashes into the river, but most often the channel is not
drained properly, and therefore it contains bones and
ashes from cremations. In dry periods when the water
table is low, there might be a lot of ashes and bones in
the channel depending upon how meticulously the
charcoal and the bones have been washed away. It is the
sons who are responsible for washing the ashes down
into the drainage leading to the river. The ashes of the
deceased are not immersed directly into Padma since the
main course of the almighty river flows several
kilometres away. Hence, the ashes are immersed into a
local connecting river – Kumar River – which is a
contributory to Ganga, and as such, immersions in
Kumar River are seen as ritually and spiritually identical
to immersions of ashes in Ganga. All rivers are
connected, and when the ashes are immersed in the local
river they will flood to Ganges and the deceased will
attain heaven. Although the ashes will not pass by
Varanasi, which is the case for upstream Hindus, it is
believed that when the ashes reach the ocean, the soul
will attain heaven. Every Shashan is supposed to be
located at the riverbanks of Ganga. The main importance
is the Ganga water, not whether it is located upstream or
downstream of Kashi. After a cremation the ashes are
immersed into the river, which purifies the deceased, and
the soul is freed from guilt and the dead will go to
heaven.

The Shashan was established before the British period,
although nobody knows the exact age of the cemetery.
150-200 years ago the Shashan Ghat was located by the
riverside of Padma (the Bengali term for Ganga), but the
river has changed its course during the last two
centuries, and today the cemetery is located several
kilometres from Ganga. Before 1971 there were three
cemeteries in Faridpur. The two other cemeteries went
out of use after the Liberation War since most of the
Hindus migrated to India, and the Muslims complained
that the cemeteries were located too close to the habitual
areas. The name of the Shashan Ghat at Ambikapur was
originally Govindapur, but since there was another place
in town named Govindapur, the cemetery was re-named
Ambikapur in order to avoid confusion. The cemetery at
Ambikapur was initially located in an open, wide space,
but now the river has destroyed most of the original area.
The municipality has the official responsibility for the
buildings and the Shashan area, but there is a Cremation
Committee which has the practical and daily
responsibility for the cremations.
At the Shashan Ghat there is a cement block on which
the dead body is laid and on which the oldest son, who
takes water from the river, washes the corpse before
cremation. There is a crematorium platform with two
iron made pyre constructions used to cremate the dead
(fig. 5.5). The platform made of cement is covered with
a roof, which gives the cremations shelter from rain
during the monsoon. From each of the two pyre
constructions runs a cemented channel, and the two
channels conjoin and the channel continues into a small
river (fig. 5.6), which in the dry season is more like a
pond of stagnant water than a floating river.

In low-caste funerals the relatives cannot give anything
but water in the deceased’s mouth. Other castes boil rice
and mix it together with banana into a paste which is
given to the deceased in his hand or mouth before the
pyre is lit. According to the high-castes, due to caste
sanctions and jati rules, the low-castes are not allowed
to be cremated. However, even though the prescribed
authoritative and orthodox funeral practice is burial,
today the majority of the low-castes are cremated at
Ambikapur Shashan Ghat. The cemetery for burials is
located south of the crematorium (fig. 5.7). The most
recent graves were located N-S or NNW-SSE with a
ceramic pot at the head to the north.

There are three possible ways to perform funerals; the
deceased might be cremated, buried, or flooded.
Flooding is very rare and mostly performed when
cremation and burial as ways of disposing of the
deceased are impossible, for instance during the
Liberation War when too many were killed and the only
way to solve the problem with all the corpses was to give
the dead water burials. If a person expresses a wish that
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Fig. 5.6. Channel from the pyre where the ashes are washed into the river.
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Fig. 5.7. Pile of burnt wood next to the cremation platform.

Fig. 5.8. Newly built grave with crushed ceramic pot by the head.
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The head is always supposed to be directed towards
north with the face turned to the west. This has its
rationale in the Muslim practice by which they face the
deceased towards Mecca. All participants in the funeral
procession give Ganges water into the mouth of the
deceased since water has life-giving powers and
strengths. Bones lie at the surface of the cemetery
because new graves are dug into older graves and the
bones become exposed. The ceramic pots at the headend of the graves have a little hole in the bottom (fig.
5.8). The pots are crushed as symbols of fulfilment of
the descendants’ duties, and the departures of the souls
for further life: one sequence is finished. The breaking of
the pot is a symbol of crossing different life stages. The
mourners will not look back when they leave the
cemetery because then the dead will become attached to
this life, and thus, the relatives will cause trouble for the
deceased’s incarnation. Breaking the pot is a means of
ending the ceremony, which socially and ritually cuts the
bonds to the deceased.

temple, it is necessary to have a priest to conduct the
rituals, and they would like to provide sufficient material
facilities for him. The land problem is, however, the
main problem at Ambikapur. Ten years ago (1992) there
was a Muslim land case against the Cremation
Committee, which had to be settled in court. The
Muslims wanted the cemetery as a residential area, and
they claimed that the cremations disturbed people’s life
and welfare, and they demanded the cemetery to be
vanished. According to the constitutional laws, the
government or other individuals cannot receive religious
places like cemeteries, temples or mosques for
residential, practical or commercial purposes. The
Cremation Committee tried therefore to resolve the
problems but the conflict escalated, and the army was
mobilised and the case went to court, which in 2002
decided that the Cremation Committee had legal rights
to use the Shashan area as a cemetery.
The Shatghar Committee is a humanitarian organisation
which helps poor people who cannot afford to pay for a
cremation or a burial themselves. As they say; “in life
we are Muslims, Hindus or Christians, but when we are
dead we are all corpses”. Particularly the poorest people
can often not afford to cremate their kin and deceased,
including childless people or persons who have died in
accidents whose relatives are unknown. The committee
cremate these dead at their own cost, and such a
cremation normally costs around 1500 taka.2 It is
expensive to cremate people who have died in accidents
because after post-mortem surgery the hospital never
sews the body together with stitches. If the committee
does not pay the hospital to stitch the body together, it is
impossible to cremate the corpse. The committee helps
both deprived Hindus and Muslims alike. Thus, there are
mainly three categories of funerals at the Shashan ghat;
Hindu cremations, Hindu burials (of some low-castes)
and Muslim burials of prostitutes. The families of
Muslim prostitutes never allow burials of their disgraced
women at a Muslim cemetery. The cemetery at Shashan
Ghat is therefore located and organised according to the
Muslim principles so the Muslims are not offended. The
philosophy of the Cremation Committee is that also
prostitutes are humans with dignity, and the committee
aims to serve all humans equally. When prostitutes are
buried, other Muslim prostitutes perform the rituals.
Muslim prostitutes also donate money to Kali and they
pray in the temple at the Shashan Ghat.

The Cremation Committee
The Shatghar Committee is the name of the Cremation
Committee at Ambikapur Shashan Ghat. As with the age
of the cemetery, the question as to when the Cremation
Committee was established is uncertain and without
relevance. The government does not maintain the
cemetery at Ambikapur; too many people are dying and
there are not sufficient resources to take proper care of
the number of dead bodies which have to be cremated or
buried. The Cremation Committee has therefore both
administrative
and
practical
responsibilities.
Administratively, it co-operates with the governmental
administration to resolve problems regarding facilities
and complains from people living in the vicinity.
Practically, and most importantly, the Committee is
responsible for the daily work performed at the Shashan
Ghat.
The area where the cemetery is located is government
property, and the Committee claims that the
Municipality is not doing enough for improving the
conditions and the problems they are facing. According
to the Cremation Committee, there are five main
challenges and problems for the development of the
cemetery. Firstly, the cemetery is too small and when
they bury dead people they disturb older graves.
Secondly, some households have received land from the
Shashan and they established their houses too close to
the cemetery. Thirdly, the area has no outer boundaries
and it is insecure. Especially during evenings and nights
criminals haunt it, and during the annual rituals people
are afraid of going there. Fourthly, at the ghat there is a
traditional water supply system without electric pumps.
The pumps are manual and the drainage system is not
sufficient, and consequently, it is difficult to keep the
area clean. Finally, they need a separate building for the
thakur (priest). Since the temple at the cemetery is a Kali

Hazera – A female Muslim Kali devotee as Hindu
undertaker
Hazera Begum is a Muslim woman and a Kali devotee
who cremates Hindus at the Shashan Ghat in Faridpur
(fig. 5.9). Theoretically, this constellation of overlapping
identities and social roles contradicts most of the
common principles of ritual purity and caste notions in
2
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Fig. 5.9. Hazera.
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Hinduism. She is employed as a caretaker but works as
an undertaker at the cemetery, where she also worships
Shashan Kali. Shashan Kali is a particularly dangerous
and powerful manifestation of Kali. Some thirty years
ago, Shashan Kali came in a dream and told Hazera that
she would take care of her, and from that day Hazera has
been a devotee of Kali and done everything the goddess
has demanded from her. Once she explained the seeming
contradiction between being a Muslim and a Kali
devotee; “I am on my dharma”, meaning that she follows
and obeys the Muslims’ code of conduct, “but Kali is on
my karma”, meaning that Kali is her path in this life.
Kali is the only goddess who has enough power to save
the world from the evil, the sins, the disasters, and the
calamity that constantly threaten and kill common
people. Her dharma is, according to herself, good, and
she follows the Muslim way of living in accordance with
the religious path laid down by Islam. The karma is what
she has got in this life, and that is Kali.

and family situation prospered somehow, but even with a
monthly salary they suffered from poverty because the
income was not enough to support the family.
When Ainil was employed at the Shashan Ghat,
according to Hazera, she did most of the work because
he was occupied with fishing. In 1984 Ainil quit his job
and worked full-time with catching and selling fish to
the local farmers, and Hazera continued in his position
as a caretaker/night-guard. The role as caretaker has to
be seen in light of the current caste system existing in the
Muslim community. When Hazera married Ainil, she
was working as a sweeper at hospitals, first in Rajbari
(the neighbouring town) and then in Faridpur. When she
was transferred to the job in Faridpur, they settled down
in the Muslim community next to Ambikapur. Her
Muslim father in law prohibited her from continuing
working as a cleaner because it was impropriate,
inauspicious, and below their dignity as Muslims.
Therefore, she started as a caretaker at the Shashan Ghat.
This was before she received the revelation from Kali,
and at that time she was a Muslim.

There are no contradictions between dharma and karma,
between being born as a Muslim and practicing this
religion on a family level, and still being a regular Kali
worshipper on a personal level. One is born into a
religion and cannot convert, but that does not mean that
one cannot worship other religions’ gods and goddesses.
Thus, there is a difference between the societal or family
identity and the individual identity, and these layers of
identities are superimposed upon each other rather than
being mutually exclusive and contradictory. Together
they form the medium in which religious practice and
social conflicts are played out, and to understand why
she is a Kali devotee in a Muslim society, it is necessary
to reveal some of her background.

Hazera has three sons and two daughters. Foreigners
adopted one of her sons at the age of five, but he has
recently returned to Faridpur and works as a chef in a
local restaurant. One of the daughters is married to a
Muslim man and his family live in the neighbourhood
across the river. All of her relatives live in, and belong
to, a Muslim society. Neither her Hindu Kali worship
nor professional career as a full-time Cremation priest or
undertaker have changed her social position in society in
a negative way. She still lives among her relatives and
she observes the Muslim rituals and prescriptions of her
family life. Even though she is a professional Hindu
undertaker, private Kali worshipper, and belongs to the
Muslim society, these identities seems to be noncontradictory and unproblematic in the wider social
setting involving her kinship relations. She is explicit
about her belief and states everywhere and to anybody
that her fate is in the hands of Kali. Ainil is not a Kali
devotee although he is very familiar with the Hindu
Parthenon of gods and goddesses. Thus, in Hazera’s
family sphere and life she is a Muslim but in the public,
professional, and intimate private sphere, she is a Hindu.
The vision of Kali did not, as indicated, affect her social
status in a derogatory or negative way by social
sanctions and taboos from her father’s family and
society in general. She has a personal freedom very few
women may gain: she works freely in the public sphere
and talks to everyone, and she works late at night and
whenever people are being cremated.

It is difficult to reconstruct Hazera’s life-story because
age does not really matter, and most of the dates are
relative in terms of “before” or “after” epochs, such as
the Liberation War in 1971. Hazera’s exact age is
therefore uncertain, but after internal discussions in the
family they all agreed that she was approximately fiftyfive years old (in 2002). Her husband Ainil was married
for the first time in 1968, he has two wives, and he got
married with Hazera in 1972. Hazera was married once
before the marriage with Ainil, but she divorced from
her first husband after only half a year. Ainil used to
work as a rickshaw-puller, day labourer, and he took
many stray jobs. His salary was low and they had
difficulties getting ends to meet, and the problems
escalated. In 1975 their social situation was miserable,
and Ainil faced troubles with the police. After his legal
problems were resolved, the local Puja committee
offered him a caretaker job at the cemetery. In the
beginning of the 1980s the new buildings at the cemetery
were constructed, and when they were completed in
1981, he was offered a permanent job as a caretaker.
Although his main job was to take care of the physical
constructions, he also helped the undertaker Badol
Mohanta with funerals if his assistance was needed, but
Ainil never cremated himself. Gradually their social life

She had her vision of Kali some years after she started
working as a caretaker at the cemetery. Although there
are many incarnations and manifestations of Kali, it is
particularly the Shashan Kali at Ambikapur Shashan
Ghat who Hazera is a true devotee of. It is this Kali
goddess Hazera saw in her revelation, and she therefore
offers and pays homage to Kali in the temple at the
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cemetery each day. She did not have any children before
she came to Ambikapur, and according to herself, her
fecundity was due to Shashan Kali’s power and will. She
had been married with Ainil for two years without being
able to become pregnant before they moved to
Ambikapur. After settling down at Ambikapur Shashan
Ghat where she resides next to the cemetery, she
delivered her first son who is now 24 years old (in
2002). Thirteen years ago she had another son. The baby
was born during a night when two corpses, which had to
be cremated, arrived at Shashan ghat. Immediately after
she delivered her son she got back to work and helped
the relatives with their cremations, and for this work she
received 600 takas from each of the families and 700
takas from the Municipality in gratitude.

injury. Then Kali appeared in another dream and told
Hazera to apologise for her misbehaviour. Hazera took a
holy bath in the river and made penance in front of Kali,
and her son recovered. Dreams are a direct means of
communication through which the gods manifest
themselves for their devotees. This incident points out
two aspects. Karma is important for Muslims living in
Bangladesh, and karma may work in the lineage and not
causally. Even the son who was an innocent victim
suffered from his mother’s misconduct. Particularly
Hazera but her family in general are, according to
Hazera, in the hands of Kali. She has nothing but Kali,
and the goddess takes care of her in all aspects of life
and death. The examples of how Kali provides
everything for Hazera are numerous, and include
mundane problems. One day she had no money to buy
food, and she was in despair as to how to provide food
for the family. Kali appeared and saved her again, and
the Goddess of Death provided two corpses that day.
Hazera assisted the mourners while they cremated their
deceased, and she earned 300 takas. In Hazera’s opinion,
this was all the work of Kali, because if nobody had died
that day she would have starved and suffered, but Kali
provided enough dead for her survival – Kali always
takes care of her devotees.

Dreams and personal visions are important when
explaining religious experiences for both Hindus and
Muslims in Bangla. Hazera has the capability, according
to herself, to feel and see when something is happening
at the Shashan Ghat. One night ten years ago she woke
up around 1 am in the morning and felt that there were
problems at the cemetery. She went to the ghat area and
saw that somebody had broken through the wall of the
rest house. She opened the door with her key, and found
the thief ready to escape with all her equipments for
conducting cremations. He threatened her with a huge
knife, and she feared that if she screamed and called the
attention of the other villagers, he would kill her. But
then, she cast a magic spell and he became paralysed;
she took the knife from him and led him to the iron bars
at the crematorium where she tied him up. The villagers
woke up and she went to the police. Hazera requested
them not to take her cremation implements, but the
police confiscated them as evidences for the trial. When
the thief was carried way, he screamed that he would
come back and kill her in the name of Kali. He got a one
year penalty in jail, and she has never seen him since.
According to Hazera, the theft was a Muslim set-up that,
if it had been successfully, would have proved that she
could not take care of the buildings, and then she would
have been fired. The Muslims in the neighbourhood,
who want to take over the cemetery and use it for
agricultural purposes, have been against and after her for
a long time because she favours Hindus by performing
their obsequies. Once some Muslims tried to bribe
official authorities at the Municipality with 20,000 takas
so they could fire her, but she filed a case in court and
won. If the Muslims are to succeed in their plans
claiming the rights to the cemetery, then the first step is
to get her fired, Hazera claims.

Officially, the municipality employs Hazera as a night
guard and caretaker, but she also supervises cremations
and offers the necessary equipment and arranges the
practical facilities for the descendants who are cremating
their deceased and performing obsequies. She is a
member of the Managing Committee of the Shashan,
which is responsible for those who die without any
relatives. Hazera is not permanently employed at
Ambikapur Shashan Ghat, but hired on a continuous
daily basis of thirty takas per day. Although she is only
appointed as a night guard, she works both days and
nights, and she receives a monthly salary of 900 takas
from the Municipality. This is not enough money to
survive on, and she depends on money donated from the
mourners who cremate their dead. If there is wood and
straw left after cremations, she will receive it and store it
for other cremations, and then later give it to the poor
and needy people who cannot afford to buy all the
necessities which are required for a proper cremation.
One deceased came in a coffin from India, and she got
the coffin and 2000 takas. There is no fixed price for her
assisting labour during cremations, and the relatives may
offer and give what they want according to their social
and economic situation. Normally she receives 50 or 100
takas for a cremation, sometimes 150 takas or even
more, and in addition she charges twenty takas when she
registers the deceased in the Book of Death. This is a
death diary Hazera keeps where she records the number
of dead bodies, and on average there are approximately
fifteen cremations each month. In the book she collects
the name of the dead, the cause of death, names of
relatives, age, caste and jati belongings, and other
relevant information.

The visions may not only be protective but they can also
be dangerous for Hazera. Once a mad woman who
wanted to pray in the Kali temple came to Shashan Ghat,
but Hazera chased her away. That night Kali appeared in
Hazera’s dream; Kali was furious, and asked Hazera
why she chased away a devotee of hers, and Kali cast a
curse and said that Hazera’s family would be punished.
During the next week one of her sons faced a head
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Only Hindus are cremated at the cemetery, and if there
are unidentified bodies after accidents, she must confirm
the religion before she starts cremating since Muslims
cannot be burned. If poor Hindus cannot afford to
cremate their relative, she will recommend the
Cremation Committee to buy wood for the deceased and
issue a death certificate, and thereafter she will cremate
the dead. The Committee appoints the person who
cremates in such cases, but in practice it is always
Hazera who conducts these funerals, and she cremates
whenever somebody needs her services. If there is
nobody to cover the expenses, she may give the
deceased a burial. Hazera has so far buried more than
two hundred people with her own hands. She knows
where the old burials are located, and she tries to disturb
the old ones as little as possible when new corpses are
buried upon older graves.

good as another”. They knew that her mind and spirit
were good, and therefore, it did not matter that she was
both a woman and a Muslim because she was devoted in
her duty and practice. The Brahmans too were fully
aware that Hazera was working at the cemetery and that
she was a Kali worshipper, but they had no problems
with the fact that she was born as a Muslim. They
believed that she had broken all relations with her family
and the daily work, and only worshipped Kali. Thus,
according to the high religion, she belonged to Kali; she
had come in touch with the sacred and divine through
Kali, and they did not see her as a Muslim anymore; for
them she was a Hindu.
Every dead Hindu in this area is carried to Ambikapur
Shashan Ghat for a funeral. As indicated, even the
poorest that cannot afford their own cremations are
carried to this cemetery, and Hazera will help them with
the necessary wood and practical arrangements. The
commoners bring with them food and beverages, they
burn and then relax in the rest house where they eat and
drink before returning back home. The Brahmans
normally use their own priests during the funerals
whereas the common people do not, and Hazera will
supervise the descendants. If the sons cannot cremate or
if there are no sons, then she performs the cremation
herself on behalf of the sons. Sometimes the flesh lingers
to the bones if the cremators are unskilled, and since
such cremations are highly inauspicious, Hazera helps
the descendants conducting the funeral. Moreover, she
provides the funeral procession with water and tries to
fulfil their demands and needs during the funerals in the
best manner. When funerals are performed during night
time, the relatives are afraid of entering the cemetery
alone. They call on her, and she guides the funeral
procession into the cemetery. There are numerous evil
spirits at the Shashan, and she waits at the cemetery until
the cremation is completed, and then she follows the
funeral procession out from the ghat. The locals in the
area, both Hindus and Muslims, are afraid of the ghosts
– especially during night time – and nobody wants to do
the work Hazera does. But, according to herself, ghosts
have never attacked her because Kali takes care of her
children.

According to the Cremation Committee, there are two
advantages with Hazera working at the Shashan; her
house is close to the Shashan and she is a poor and
needy woman who would otherwise have been
unemployed. Other Hindus reckon, acknowledge and
appreciate her knowledge and skills as an undertaker
even though she is a Muslim. She is well known for her
ritual practices, indeed some Hindus think she knows the
rituals and the different practices better than the Hindus,
and they want her to perform the death rituals. She
perceives herself as a Muslim Kali devotee, and the
Hindus perceive her as a Muslim but as an expert on
Hindu death rituals in particular, and Kali pujas in
general. Some of the Hindus emphasise the advantages
of her being a Muslim because then the society might
avoid similar problems as the communities have
experienced in Gujarat and Allahabad where Muslims
and Hindus oppose each other on religious grounds.
Thus, the Hindus in general do not see it as problematic
by having a Muslim woman as Cremation priest or
attendant, although they do not use the word “priest”.
Some Hindus address her as “kaki”, meaning aunt, and
call her “the aunt who knows better than us”. Since she
has been living next to the ghat for more than thirty
years, followed her husband is his work, and worked as a
caretaker for almost twenty years, she has gradually
learnt how to cremate by watching and practising
herself. The experience she has gained by observing and
participating in numerable cremations where the sons
have conducted the rituals, has enabled her to know how
the prescribed rites are to be performed. She has learnt
the Hindu rituals by personal experience, and now she
knows more about Hindu death rituals and cremations
than the common Hindus do.

Badol Mohanta and Doms
Badol Mohanta was employed as an undertaker from the
1960s and he was highly dedicated to his work. Badol
Mohanta was devoted to the Shashan Ghat and to
cremations, and the Cremation Committee has helped
the widow after his death because she has been very
poor. Badol worked day and night, and whenever they
called upon him, he was available. Badol even used to
carry the dead bodies himself from the hospital to the
cemetery. This was a difficult job due to the stitching of
the corpses, which could come loose. Badol Mohanta
was appointed for the Dom job and he was responsible
for the post-mortem care of the dead at the cemetery.

In Sree Angam Ashram, the main ashram in Faridpur,
they were fully aware of the fact that she conducted
funerals and cremated Hindus, but Hindus are
pragmatics if they have to be, and they acknowledged
her skills. As they said, “in Hinduism there are many
thoughts and therefore many paths. The goal is the same,
and as long as the mind is pure and good, one path is as
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However, he was also an alcoholic who died of cancer in
1997. Nevertheless, his work was highly appreciated and
acknowledged. Badol Mohanta’s name was written on
the temple gate since he worked as a caretaker, not as a
priest, and he burnt numerous bodies in his career.
Before his death, Badol requested to be buried because,
as he said, “I have burnt so many people, don’t burn me,
bury me”. He was buried in the cemetery at Shashan
Ghat in front of the cremation platform, although the
Mohantas as a group generally cremate their deceased.
Next to his grave a sweeper is buried. The sweeper
wanted to be buried in front of the Kali temple, but
Hazera refused and did not allow a burial there because
it would disturb Kali and her devotees.

the work at the Shashan was related to the work he
already did, he thought that he could change his
occupation. The work as a Cremation priest has to be
done by a Dom, and he belonged to this low-caste. In
theory, the position as a Cremation priest is reserved for
members of the Dom caste, but Hazera as a dominant
person excluded Akla Dom from any such aspirations.
When Badol Mohanta died, Hazera could not be
appointed as a Cremation priest since this post was for
members of the Dom caste, but at that time nobody
wanted the position. Thus, the post as a Cremation priest
at the Shashan Ghat was not filled for four years after
Badol Mohantha’s death, and Hazera did all the work
that had to be done. In late 2001, however, Naba Dom
was appointed to clean the drainage at the cemetery, but
not as an undertaker. He is not permanently employed
and works only when needed, and he does nothing other
than cleaning the area of debris from the pyre after
cremations.

Reno Mohanta, the widow of Badol Mohanta, was born
in Ayodya in India and she currently lives in a Mohanta
para in the outskirts of Faridpur. Reno and Hazera
dispute each other’s roles and the work and importance
of Badol Mohanta as an undertaker. Thus, there are
always two versions of the undertakers at Shashan Ghat.
Most commoners and Hindus acknowledge both Badol
and Hazera as skilful caretakers and cremators, and in
general they sympathise with Reno’s version of Badol
Mohanta’s role as an undertaker. It is basically the
Mohantas, and especially those who knew the former
Cremation priest and those who may have an
opportunity to get Hazera’s job, who complain about
Hazera and her skills. The kin and relatives of Badol
Mohanto complain that it is inauspicious and impropriate
that a Muslim woman performs the duties which should
solely be performed by Hindu Doms, and they argue that
no Hindus can perform Muslim death rituals. The only
reason Hazera could continue her work is because Badol
Mohanta had no son who could succeed him. According
to the Mohantas, Hazera only got the chance to work at
the ghat because her house was located in front of the
cemetery and because her husband had been employed
there. They claim that Hazera is not concerned about the
sacredness of the Shashan ghat and that she does not
follow the prescribed Hindu codex. They also claim that
Hazera pretends that she knows what she is doing, in
reality she cannot give religious explanations for the
rites she conducts. Further, they complain that she was
appointed as a sweeper but now works as a priest, but
since nobody else complains, they cannot do much about
it. According to the Mohantas, Hazera is not allowed to
touch the body, wash or burnt it, but Badol Mohanta
could do this since he was a Dom. Despite the
complaints, in reality nobody else than Hazera is willing
to do the job and therefore she can continue her work as
a Cremation priest. The work is hard and few will
actually do the undertaking.

In the discussion of how castes work, it is worth
mentioning that Reno Mohanta applied for her husband’s
job after he passed away. She was not offered the job as
a Dom or Cremation priest but Hazera’s position as
caretaker and night guard. She turned the offer down
straight away because she was not a sweeper but a
Mohanta! The relation between being a caretaker and a
Cremation priest is neither fixed nor obvious. Officially
these occupations are different but in reality, the one
who is the caretaker in daily practice also works and
functions as a Cremation priest. For the Mohantas, the
Doms do not belong to the low-castes, or more correctly,
they might be characterised as Doms but they are not a
low-caste (see next chapter for a further elaboration and
the history of the Mohantas and the caste system in
Faridpur).
Being a Cremation priest is the work of Doms. Badol
Mohanta had this job, and other Hindus consider the
Mohanta caste as a low-caste and Dom caste. However,
as written on the gate of the Kali temple, Badol was also
employed as a caretaker, but he worked and functioned
as a priest. Thus, it was not necessarily the job as
“caretaker” in itself Reno turned down, but the fact that
it was associated with Hazera who once worked as a
sweeper. Other Hindus categorise the Mohantas as Doms
in a derogatory way. On the one hand, the Mohantas
acknowledge that they are Doms but they consider their
branch of this caste as being higher than the Brahmans.
This of course has consequences for the perception of
what a “Dom” is. On the other hand, they deny that
Badol Mohanta was a Dom, and argue that Dom is the
profession of sweepers only. Although Badol was
employed as a Cremation priest (or caretaker), they
refuse to acknowledge this profession as a Dom’s job.
Badol was, however, the only Mohanta who worked as a
Cremation priest because he was not responsible for his
household. He drank too much and came back to his
house only to spend the night there.

After a guru from the Ashram of Ram Krishna Mission
approved of Hazera and her qualities, other Hindus
accepted her as well. Today, only Hazera, and nobody
else, can work the way she does. Akla Dom, a Hindu
who used to work with post mortem bodies at the
hospital in Faridpur, once tried to get Hazera’s job. Since
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According to Hazera, Badol cremated if the deceased
had no other relatives, and he was mainly responsible for
cleaning the drain; that is, performing the work of a
sweeper, meaning Dom. Officially, Hazera helped
Mohanta in his work. Although she was only employed
as a caretaker and night guard, she had to work as a
Cremation priest when Badol was drunk. Badol Mohanta
cleaned the drain and performed cremations now and
then, following Hazera’s version of the labour division,
and he also conducted some Kali pujas. The currently
employed Naba Dom only cleans the drain after fourfive cremations when Hazera calls the Municipality. He
does not do puja, and according to Hazera, Badol
Mohanta was better than Naba Dom. Hazera
consequently categorises Badol as a Dom and the
Mohantas as a Dom caste: meaning low-caste.

on drums the skulls were dancing to his music. Although
he was a tantric sadhu, Bashudev Mohanta was a
follower of Jagadbandu and spent much of his time in
the Ashram. He did not work at the cemetery but he
observed rituals and pujas in the Kali temple. On the
other hand, Hazera claims she has taken the two skulls
from the cemetery and placed them inside the Kalitemple. During a flood, the relatives of Nirmal Shah
requested Hazera to take their mother’s skull and place it
inside the temple. The other skull is from a Muslim man,
whose daughter was Muslim prostitute, who requested
that his skull should be placed in the temple after his
death. Regardless of who the original owners of the
skulls were, it is commonly believed that all Shashan
Ghat Kali temples need skulls of humans. The skulls are
used in Kali puja, and before the annual Kali ritual the
skulls are taken out from the temple, washed in the river,
given tika, and replaced in the exact same place on the
altar. The temple sanctuary is purified before the annual
ritual, the skulls included. Today, this is the work of
Reno, who is responsible for the skulls during the
Shashan Kali ritual. Nobody dared to do the job, and
according to Reno, the Cremation Committee asked her
if she wanted to obtain this ritual post. Thus, during
annual festivals Reno Mohanta conducts these tasks,
even though she in not a priest, but a temple attendant.

The disputes between Hazera and the Mohantas include
almost everything that concerns the cemetery. According
to Hazera, she saved Badol’s life twice by her religious
visions; once she warned him of two snakes while he
was cleaning the drain before she killed them, and
another time she saved him when ghosts almost drowned
him in the river. A more serious dispute among them
concerns who is responsible for the temple. Reno
Mohanta claims she is the priest and responsible for puja
rituals at the Kali temple at the Shashan. According to
Reno’s opinion, she is the actual priest of the Kali
temple, and she performs the puja the auspicious way at
the prescribed times. She also claims that the Faridpur
Puja Committee, which is another religious committee,
requested her to do the priestly function Hazera currently
does, but since the Municipality had given Hazera the
sweeper job the Puja Committee could not do anything.

Hazera’s life story and current work illuminate the
multiple and overlapping identities which are at work in
a caste society. Identities are not frozen constructions
transferred from the past but are made through social
interaction with other humans. Hence, the particular,
historical setting influences the development and the
perceptions of a given phenomena. The basic domain of
the study of social sciences is the social practices
ordered across time and space (Giddens 1993:2).
Conceptualising the variables explaining social change is
consequently one of the main aims of social and human
sciences. An understanding of castes and identities
presuppose an understanding of the social mechanisms
in that society, and I will therefore in the next chapter
stress the particular, religious development in Faridpur.

There are two human skulls in the Shashan Kali temple,
and few people know anything about them, the priests
included. Again Reno Mohanta and Hazera have two
different versions. On the one hand, the Mohantas claim
that the skulls at the Shashan Ghat have always been
there. Bashudev Mohanta – Badol’s father – was a
tantric sadhu and devoted to Shashan. When he played
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Chapter 6:
Castes without Brahmans

Jagadbandhu

The Lord came to earth and manifested himself in
human form, and this need to attain a human form is
more a divine need that a human need, because it is the
very nature of God to reveal himself. From the view of
Jagadbandhu’s disciples, there have been three main
divine manifestations. Firstly, Krishna came with all his
divine force. Secondly, Sri Gauranga who brought about
a heavenly unification between men and God, and
finally, Prabhu Jagadbandhu, who manifested himself in
Murishidabad and Faridpur. As an incarnate the Lord is
both Man and God, and God is a real human but without
the human imperfections. Thus, Jagadbandhu is seen as
the full and complete manifestation of God who started
with Krishna and then Gauranga (ibid:1-3). Although
Jagadbandhu had a mother, he was not born from the
mother’s womb. Jagadbandhu declared himself “I am the
eternal Lord Srikrishna and Sri Gauranga. The sum total
of the two manifestations is Haripurush Jagadbandhu.
Know it for certain. I am THAT” (ibid:19), and such
declarations are interpreted as evidence for his divinity
and God-consciousness (ibid:20). According to
Radhakrishnan, “religion is the name for man’s total
conscious attitude toward life as it is found and
enlightened by rational awareness and knowledge”, and
the aim is to achieve union with the Ultimate Reality –
the Godhead (ibid:34).

The development of religious practices and the relation
between Brahman priests and low-castes are partly
dependent upon the political and demographic situation
in the area. Structures of dominance are not only
ideological and religiously defined but maintained
through presence of people and social interaction. When
Brahmans represent a small minority without actual
powers to influence and manifest their position as a
“high-caste”, new social institutions and solutions
appear. Today, the financial condition for the Brahmans
in Faridpur is not prosperous. There is little ritual work
despite the high number of Hindus in the area, and
consequently the earnings from being a priest are low.
The low-castes are seldom using Brahman priests for
their rituals, and the number of priests has decreased.
Nowadays Brahmans are engaged in agriculture,
commerce and service, and they work as teachers.
Another reason for the decline of priests is the high
number of Kali temples, and the Kali cult is particularly
a “low-caste cult” in this district. In Faridpur, there are
estimates that there are approximately five hundred
temples altogether including private and personal
temples, and of these five hundred temples some four
hundred temples are Kali temples. The four main
temples in Faridpur are: 1) Shree Angan Temple
(Jagadbandhu Ashram), 2) Tepapola Krishna Temple, 3)
Shareshor Durga and Krishna Temple, and 4) Nuton
Kalibari Temple.

The teaching of Jagadbandhu emphasises that all are
equal for God and there are no castes. Jagadbandhu
himself taught and helped outcastes back into society,
and they are now enjoying social benefits within society
as respected members of the community. The deviations
from traditional presentations of caste systems have to
be seen in light of Jagadbandhu teachings and the
general absence of Brahmans. The disciples of
Jagadbandhu are continuously helping deprived people
in the town, and the ashram is highly acknowledged
among the common people. Mahatma Ghandi’s
movement against untoucahbility is, according to
Jagadbandhu’s devotees, initiated and has its origin in
the teaching of Jagadbandhu (Dutta 1994:42). In
Calcutta Jagadbandhu also helped the untouchables back
into society, and this is mainly what distinguishes
Jagadbandhu from the other Godheads because the latter
gods did not pay so much attention to the fallen,
deprived, and drowned people (ibid:53).

The temples and the religious development in Faridpur
have to be seen in light of Islam, but more importantly,
the cult of Jagadbandhu (fig. 6.1). Jagadbandhu – a
Hindu Godhead who the devotees claim is Krishna and a
direct incarnation and manifestation of God himself –
has a crucial role in the religious and social development
in Faridpur. “Lord Jagadbandhu came down to this
mundane plane with a view to protecting the world from
imminent danger of annihilation of “Mahapralay”. The
Dark Age (Kali Yuga) is over and the Bright Golden
Age is knocking at the door. We are now in the final
phase of the transition”, the believers claim, and “this is
the most crucial period in the history of human
civilisation. Birth of a new world order shall be preceded
by unprecendented destruction. Lord Jagadbandhu, the
saviour of the world, advises the mankind to live like a
“Brahmachari”. Such a philosophy of life alone can save
us from imminent destruction” (Dutta 1994:30-31).
Jagadbandhu – “The Friend of the Universe” – was born
April 28, 1871 (ibid:12). For Hindus it is an axiomatic
truth that God exists, and the supreme Lord is called Sri
Hari.

In the Bengali year 1298 (1891 CE), Lord Jagadbandhu
went together with a large number of followers to
Nadawip. One day, when the high-caste had their meal,
some devotees of the Mohanta community (Bagdi)
came. The high-caste abandoned their meals on the plea
of losing their caste, and the Mohantas became insulted.

89

Fig. 6.1. Statue of Jagadbandhu.
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The next day Jagadbandhu arranged a court of justice,
and told that there is only one caste or community in this
world, which is the human community, and from that
day Jagadbandhu fought against untouchability. Thus,
the difference between people is only between those who
follow the Sri Hari consciousness (Jagadbandhu) and
those who do not (ibid:42-43); “He who is deeply
absorbed in the Sri Hari consciousness and who
continuously chants His Name, is definitely a superman.
No distinction can be made on the basis of caste or birth.
Superiority or inferiority of man has to be judged by the
intensity or the degree of his adherence…He alone is
untouchable who keeps himself away from the touch of
Sri Hari” (Dutta 1994:44).

and worship in the temple. Thus, Jagadbandhu replaced
the lowest castes with the most respectable and adorned
position of the Brahmins (ibid:46).
Jagadbandhu did not consider anything impure, and he
said, “whatever I touch becomes pure and holy” (Dutta
1994:65), and this is per se a divine and holy capability.
His teaching was twofold; practice and singing. “Being
engrossed into the Ocean of His own thought, He
allowed His divine pen to reveal spiritually allegorical
truth for the benefit of His created beings. Most of the
contents are beyond human comprehension. Even then,
some portions of this holy book makes highly absorbing
and interesting reading – though not wholly intelligible”
(ibid:63). Lord Shri Chaitanya initiated kirtan – a
worshipping celebrated in songs and glorifications of
God, and this mode of worship was perfected by
Jagadbandhu, who is seen as the embodiment of kirtan
(ibid:16-17). The songs composed by Jagadbandhu are
perceived as super-excellent and uttermost holy
(ibid:61). To Jagadbandhu, kirtan was “not merely a
source of inspiration, rather it was the only method of
universal emancipation”, and he said, “if kirtan is
propagated, the creation would be protected”, and the
Buno-Bagdis saw the light and changed their way of
living under the influence of kirtan (ibid:72).
Jagadbandhu instructed his followers to perform kirtan
everywhere and at every time, “chant Kirtan with
dancing. All sins wash out if you can dance properly”
(ibid:95). Jagadbandhu died Aswin 1 in the Bengali year
1328 (1921 CE). In their confusion and lamentation after
losing their lord, the devotees started chanting
“Mahanam Kirtan”, and hoped that Jagadbandhu would
return to life when hearing the chanting, but the lord did
not wake up. On the 12th day, Krishnadasji, a true
devotee, informed the others that he had got instructions
from Jagadbandhu in a dream that he would not return to
earth for the time being, and they should bury him after
having performed proper rituals. The kirtan stopped, and
there was a great sorrow among the devotees. After
discussions among the disciples, they came to the
conclusion that Jagadbandhu would return in the same
body one day, a promise also given by the lord himself.
So with a gap of three weeks, the chanting of kirtan
started again Kartik 2nd in 1328, and this “Mahakirtan”
has continued uninterruptedly since then, it continues
today, and the devotees’ continued chanting shall bring
back Jagadbandhu (ibid:98-100).

Jagadbandhu – Sri Chaitanya Mahaprabhu – said; “Low
caste persons who worship the Godhead are better than
those Brahmins who do not worship” (Dutta 1994:44),
and he continued, “low-caste is not unsuitable for
worshipping Krishna, High-caste Brahmin is not suitable
for worshipping Krishna, He is great who worships,
worst is the non-worshipper, No scrutiny of caste and
community is Krishna worship” (ibid). These quotations
are frequently used by the Mohantas and have a
fundamental role in their identity as a group, not as a
schedule caste or low-caste but as a group higher than
the Brahmans, or even above the caste system. There
are, however, other reasons why Jagadbandhu started
including the outcastes into the caste system and granted
them equal privileges as humans and Hindus.
Jagadbandhu came at a time when people were
suppressed by the tyranny of Brahmans as well as other
forms of oppression. Christian missionaries tried to
convert the Buno-Bagdis into Christianity, which made
Jagadbandhu upset. The Buno-Bagdis lived in Faridpur,
and they were highly demoralised and accustomed to an
ugly life-style. Society did not accept them, and they
were alienated from mainstream Hinduism. Seven
thousand “Bunos” were converted by Rev. A. Chillas
Midd. When Jagadbandhu got this news he went to
Rajani, who was the leader of the community. The Lord
asked him; “Rajani, you are going to be Christian?
Why?” Rajani replied humbly, “Prabhu! We are
untouchables. Everyone hates us. We have no place in
Hindu society. We want to get rid of this unbearable
situation by adopting Christianity”. The Lord sharply
replied, “Who says you are base? You are men. You are
the creatures of “Sri Hari”. From today onwards your
clan will be known as “Mohanta” (fig. 6.2). Rajani
praised the lotus-feet of Jagadbandhu, and received a
new life, and all the Mohantas received the blessings of
Jagadbandhu and moved from the world of darkness to
the world of light. From that day they were no longer
untouchables, but earned a reputation as chanters of
Harinam and beaters of drums (ibid:50). Jagadbandhu
elevated Rajani Bagdi to the status of “Haridas
Mohanta”, and he was granted the privilege of giving the
lord water (ibid:45). The “Buno-Bagdis” and other lowcastes were treated as equal in the Sri Angan Ashram,
and they were allowed to prepare the meal for the prabhu

Sri Angan Ashram and the disciples
The cult in the Ashram and Faridpur has to be
understood in relation to how Jagadbandhu is perceived.
Jagadbandhu is a type of Godhead which best can be
understood when compared to Christ because they share
many similar features, and indeed, the disciples
compared him with Jesus in Christianity and Mohammed
in Islam. Jagadbandhu was floating on the river when he
meditated sitting in the lotus position (figs. 6.3-6.4).
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Fig. 6.2. Rajani receives the blessing from Jagadbandhu.
92

Fig. 6.3. Jagadbandhu
meditating in lotus
position.

Fig. 6.4. Sree Angam Ashram with the river where he floated while meditating.
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His disciples are like missionaries who preach and
distribute his messages while conducting social welfare
work in society. The Mohantas attained a position
similar to that of the Jews, the chosen people, and even
Brahmans and high-caste people recognise the “former”
untouchables as a special group since Jagadbandhu
himself favoured and chose them.

say fifteen) years old at that time. Jagadbandhu
requested her parents not to marry her with somebody
else since they had this special relation. The parents,
however, arranged a marriage, but Hemangini’s husband
died of a heart attack the very night of their marriage.
She returned to her father’s house, and was a true
devotee of Jagadbandhu for the rest of her life, until she
died at the age of seventy.

The life of Jagadbandhu has made a sacred topography,
a physical setting which defines the religious world of
Jagadbandhu’s followers. The devotional practices and
the penance life are structured around the different
places where Jagadbandhu lived, worked, and prayed in
his life. Most of these places are in the close vicinity of
the Ashram, except the Jagadbandhu Ashram in Calcutta
where the human remains of Jagadbandhu are
safeguarded. The bones were removed from Faridpur
during the Liberation War and carried in a box of
sandalwood. Even though the Ashram in Faridpur is the
most central pilgrimage site in the cult of Jagadbandhu,
the bone relics are still kept in Calcutta in fear of Muslim
fundamentalists who may take and destroy them.

Jagadbandhu spent most of his religious life in the Sri
Angan Ashram where his rooms are preserved. The
disciples of Jagadbandhu follow the orthodox path as
initiated by the master himself. They avoid a luxurious
life, and central in their way of living and philosophy is
celibacy. Crucial in their penances is the achievement of
the Brahmachari state of body and mind. Brahma is the
Lord and Chari is moving around. The bodily part of this
mental stage includes celibacy, which has a religious
significance. The preservation of sperm in their own
body is important. Sperm inherits power, and by the
perseverance they achieve more spiritual power,
capacity, intelligence, and judgement, which in the end
enables them to come nearer to God and find the truth in
God. Achieving the state of Brahmachari is precious and
difficult, and it may take many lives before a person is
able to achieve this spiritual position. The lifestyle is
hard, and it is difficult to maintain the purity, which the
Brahmachari title prescribes. If the sadhus deviate from
the path, then they will lose their position and title as
Brahmacharis; it is easy to lose but difficult to achieve.

Jagadbandhu spent his childhood and youth in
Brammankanda, where there has been made a temple in
his name. He planted a jackfruit tree, which bears fruit
throughout the year. When he was fifteen years old,
Jagadbandhu came to Bakchar village, located sixteen
kilometres northwest of Faridpur, and he was requested
by villagers to settle down there. First he lived some
months in a house next to a Kali temple, and he enjoyed
staying in the village so he asked the villagers to build a
temple for him, and they did. Jagadbandhu stayed in the
temple for twelve years (fig. 6.5). Today, parts of the
current temple and its objects are donated and sponsored
by Muslims, because they also respect and are devoted
to him. In Bakchar village there are several memorial
sites and images from the time when the Lord spent
some years of his earthly life there. A snake that passed
Jagadbandhu’s feet, which the villagers later found dead,
was given a burial in a stone sarcophagus in the
courtyard. Similarly, a cow, which Jagadbandhu took
care of, was also buried in a sarcophagus in the same
courtyard of the village. The believers’ perceptions and
worship of the greatness of Jagadbandhu’s spirituality
and divinity are undoubted. Jagadbandhu is the true and
only direct incarnation of the ultimate Godhead.

There are two paths of worship; one may either follow
Vishnu or Shiva. According to the sadhus in Sri Angan
Ashram, there are two types of holy men, the Vaishnavas
and the Shaivas. This distinction is based on who they
are praying to. The Vaishnavas claim that they pray
directly to God whereas the Shaivas as tantrics pray to
God via Kali as a mediator. Among these two groups
and ways of worship, there are two ways of living, either
as a sadhu or as a sannyasi. The sadhus live permanently
in either ashrams or temples, and the sannyasis are
wandering ascetics living in jungles and forests. In
Faridpur, the sadhus following the Vaishnava path live
in the Sri Angan Ashram and in Ram Krishna Mission,
but there are also Vaishnava sannyasis who wander
around and sleep in forests. The Shaivas sadhus live in
temples, and if they are sannyasis they live as forest
dwellers. According to the Vaishnavas, their approach to
God is the direct approach. There is only one god – the
main god – who is Bhagaban (literally meaning “God”).
The Vaishnavas approach God directly through kirtan
rituals and prayers, and they do not use mantras. The
Shaivas, devotees of Kali and Shiva, use mantras and
magic. The former ascetics never marry, whereas the
latter group most often become ascetics after marriage,
although they may join the spiritual path prior to the
establishment of a social life. From the Vaishnavas’
point of view the main difference between them and the
Shaivas is that they follow the teachings of Jagadbandhu.

At the age of 25-26 he married a girl from Bakchar
village, although this marriage was only spiritual and
neither juridical nor carnal. The “religious” bride’s name
was Hemangini, and they did not have any children since
the marriage was purely spiritually. Hemangini and other
young girls used to sing in the early mornings, and
Jagadbandhu enjoyed their singing and the girls gave
him flowers. One morning Hemangini was too late for
the morning singing, and she went to his house
afterwards. She smiled to him passionately, and
Jagadbandhu told her that they had a spiritual bond like
the one husbands and wives have. She was twelve (some
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Fig. 6.5. Jagadbandhu disciple in the Bakchar temple.
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Mohantas – The Chosen People

In the Ashram all the expenses are covered and they
receive meals each day consisting of only vegetarian
food. As forest dwellers the Shaivas eat more fruit than
rice, and they use ganja which is strictly forbidden
among the Vaishnavas.

The majority of the Hindus in Faridpur are low-castes,
and many of these were outcastes before they received
the teachings of Jagadbandu. The Mohantas became
disciples of the Godhead, but most of the low-castes, and
Brahmans as well, are followers of Jagadbandhu. The
Mohantas are Sudras according to the caste-system, but
they have ascended due to the opportunities created by
Jagadbandhu when he allowed them to touch him and
prepare his food. The Brahmans do not, however, take
water from the Mohantas, and inter-caste marriages are
also strictly prohibited. Despite Jagadbandhu’s elevation
of the Mohantas, in the Sree Angan Ashram some
sadhus perceive the Mohantas as Sudras or belonging to
the schedule castes. Others, however, argue that the
Mohantas are neither Sudras nor belonging to any of the
three other castes. After they received the teachings from
Jagadbandhu and became enlightened, they have been
outside the caste system, not as an outcaste but within
society as a respected group since Jagadbandhu preached
and taught them that all men are equal and that there are
no castes. Before they received the name Mohanta they
had their tribal name Bona. The Bona were Pahari –
“hilly” – forest people form the tribal areas. During the
British period they came to the lowlands from the hills
and worked in the indigo production. Indigo was largely
produced and manufactured in this area, but after its
decline in the 1860s the cultivation of jute increased.
When machines took over they became unemployed, and
fell under the power of the landlords, and served as
soldiers and warriors until Jagadbandhu enlightened
them. The Bonas as an ethnic group was the lowest of
the low, and they were stigmatised as an outcaste. They
were deprived socially and were not allowed to be in
public spheres.

In Bangladesh the Vaishnavas are buried and the Shaivas
are cremated. The dead Vaishnavas sadhus are an
integrated part of the ashram and are taken care of by
their fellow disciples of Jagadbandhu. Eight sadhus from
the Sri Angan ashram were killed during the Liberation
War, and these were buried and given memorial statues
in the compound of the ashram. There are also other
memorials from sadhu burials within the Ashram area. In
2002 the disciple of Jagadbandhu, Shochi Nandan
Brahmachari, died at the age of 85, and according to the
other disciples he went to the Other-world and attained a
place in the heavenly abode (fig. 6.6). As indicated, the
Brahmacharis live in celibacy throughout their lives, and
since they are not married and live without family, there
is no mourning period after the burial, but three days
after the funeral the other sadhus offered him food. A
tulsi tree was planted on the grave. Before the funeral he
was lying within the ashram with the head towards
north, guarded by other sadhus who kept fires in a circle
around him while they were playing music and chanting
kirtan. He was carried seven times around the ashram,
clockwise, before he was brought to the cemetery south
of the temple. During the procession the participators
were continuously singing and drumming. At the
cemetery the deceased’s body was prepared for the last
rituals and the forthcoming entrance to the other world.
On the body, blessings were painted, and thereafter he
was raised and placed in the lotus position facing south.
A young disciple conducted the ritual of soul liberation
guiding the soul from his body into heaven and the
divine realms. The rite was shamanistic in character; the
musician sadhus were playing and the participants in the
procession were chanting louder and more intensively as
the ritual succeeded. The sadhu in charge of the funeral
guided the soul out of the body by various means; he
used two types of fire, water, flowers, and fans, and he
made smooth movements in front of the deceased’s
head, dragging and pulling the soul swiftly from the
dead body. Guided by the young sadhus’ gentle
movements, accompanied by the ecstatic music, all the
members of the funeral procession were throwing
flowers on the deceased. Thereafter, the dead sadhu was
carried in the lotus position to the grave flocked by the
procession. The grave was approximately 1,5 metres
deep, and a cubic coffin was placed at the bottom in
which the sadhu was seated (fig. 6.7). He was buried
sitting in the lotus or Buddha position with his back to
the south and the head facing north. The music and song
continued while the top of the coffin was put on, and
everyone in the funeral procession gave soil on the
grave. The grave was rapidly covered by soil, and the
procession went for prasad.

There is a main difference between Bona people and
Ksatryias as warriors. The Ksatryias were religious
fighters who protected and fought for the religion and
country as a whole, whereas the Bona soldiers fought for
money and various landlords. Depending on which
landlord paid the highest salary, the Bona would change
their master and fight for the one who paid the most.
After being converted by Jagadbandhu their social life
improved; the Mohantas became socially and religiously
accepted, and could work and participate freely
wherever they wanted in the public sphere. They
contributed to society, and society acknowledged at least
parts of their new status, and this advancement of group
status is seen as a reciprocal relation. The Mohantas
claim that they are ranked higher than the Brahmans, but
it is only themselves who characterise them as
something else than Sudras. When Jagadbandhu said
“low caste persons who worship the Godhead are better
than those Brahmins who do not worship”, this is
consequently interpreted by the Mohantas in the way
that they are ranked above the Brahmans. This
interpretation has importance in the daily life.
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Fig. 6.6. Shochi Nandan Brahmachari.
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Fig. 6.7. Burial in coffin.
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Jagadbandhu’s statements regarding the social ranking
of devotional Mohantas are fundamental in the group’s
self-ascription of identity. The Mohantas have become a
part of society due to Jagadbandhu, and they are truly
proud and grateful for being chosen by Jagadbandhu as
his people. They are running their own temples, and they
may choose not to employ Brahman priests in their
rituals, and it is socially and religiously accepted.

to pay attention to the sweepers in Faridpur. When I was
searching for Kali temples and statues, many
recommended “Bandhabpalli” - the sweepers’ quarter to me. Allegedly there was a high concentration of Kali
temples among the sweepers (fig. 6.8). The other reason
why I chose to look at the sweepers was that the
sweepers are generally perceived as being ranked the
lowest in the caste system. Thus, the relation between
Kali and untouchability seemed to be an interesting
approach to the caste system. After I returned back from
the fieldwork in Bangladesh, I found, to my surprise,
that Asaduzzaman (1990, 1996, 2001) who studied at the
University of Bergen had conducted intensive research
among the sweepers in Bandhabpalli in Faridpur, and his
studies are some of the very few studies of sweepers
conducted
in
Bangladesh.
Although
most
anthropologists want to have “their own people” to
themselves, I found it very useful and fascinating with
other studies emphasising the same and other aspects
that I investigated myself. The following description of
the sweepers in Bangladesh is therefore a combination of
Asaduzzaman’s works and my own observations and
data.

When Mohantas were warriors, they worshipped Kali’s
power and strength, but they also worshipped her
because they were poor and powerless. Today, Kali is in
many regards as important as Jagadbandhu, despite the
fact that he is acknowledged as the God who raised their
social status and improved their lives. In the
neighbourhood of Badol Mohanta they have their own
Kali temple. This temple is, however, not a permanent
temple because the Mohantas have not enough land to
make it so. The sacred ground is a very small area in
front of an old tree next to a pond. The altitude of the
sacred ground is too low, and the tree grows near the
water level, which during the flood will rise and cover
the shrine. Thus, although the tradition of the Kali
worship is ancient, they have to rebuild the temple every
year. During the last month of the Bengali year they
perform the annual Kali puja worship. The statues of
Kali and her attendants cost only 300 takas (in 2002). It
is a privately financed temple for the public. One of the
villagers was responsible for the temporal temple and its
statues, and he had, during the festival, ordered a larger
statue for the next year. He paid for the statue himself,
but since it is used publicly he could have collected
money from the other villagers, but he chose not to do
so. The statues were placed on a podium made in front
of the tree, and around the tree bamboo-poles were
erected, clothes covering the sides made up the walls,
and a tin sheet was the roof. During the Kali puja only
women were sitting around the Brahman priest, who was
hired for the purpose. Some men came by and praised
Kali, and went, but a dozen women were sitting and
chanting together with the priest throughout the night.
The drummer sat outside the tent drumming at the exact
time when the priest performed his rituals. The priest
chanted and praised Kali in Sanskrit, and the women,
Reno Mohanta included, were sitting around. Thus,
although Reno claims to be the priest of the Kali temple
at Ambikapur Shashan Ghat, and the Mohantas claim
that they are ranked higher than the Brahmans, for the
most important and annual ritual they are employing a
real Brahman priest. The takur priest hired for this ritual
was a part time priest who is used regularly for ritual
purposes.

The sweepers originally came from Bihar and
Allahabad, they say, and the first sweepers were
transferred in 1757 by the British to do sweeping work
for them. The majority of the sweepers, however, came
to Faridpur during World War 2. Both in India and
during the British reign they lived under fairly “good”
conditions, but after the British left their social
conditions have deteriorated and they were not satisfied
with the current situation. The total population of the
sweepers in Bandhabpalli was 309 in the late 1980s
(Asaduzzaman 1990:24), and they estimated their own
population in 2002 to comprise approximately five
hundred. The sweepers are divided into three jatis; the
Hari community whose forefathers migrated from
Bhagalpur of Bihar province, the Hela community which
migrated from Allahabad of Uttar Pradesh, and the Dom
community which migrated from Mongher of Bihar
province (ibid:25). Doms are untouchable for “caste
Hindus”, and this is most likely one of the reasons why
the sweepers recently have been followers of the
Jagadbandhu sect. In the Ashram everybody enjoys the
same privileges and status irrespective of caste, not only
the Mohantas, and the sweepers take part in the meals,
and worship the godhead indiscriminately (ibid:40-41).
Whereas a caste group or jati seems to be “excluding”
in nature, religious sects might be “inclusive”. Although
Mahatma Gandhi categorised all untouchables as
“harijan” (children or creatures of God), the sweepers
find such an euphemistic term useless in their daily life
concerning social status and respect. However, being
identified with Jagadbandhu gives some social benefits
(ibid:52-53). By acknowledging the sweepers as
belonging to the Jagadbandhu sect, Brahmans avoided
losing a large number of Hindus to Christianity or Islam,
although for society the sweepers’ religion is irrelevant
as a long as they do their cleaner job.

Sweepers and untouchables
Despite the fact that the majority of Hindus were lowcastes in Faridpur, caste hierarchies are preserved, and
notions of “untouchability” are kept, even within the
low-castes. There were two main reasons why I decided
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Fig. 6.8. Private Kali temple in Bandhabpalli.
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Today, many sweepers working in the municipality are
also Muslims (ibid:65), but the Muslim sweepers try to
avoid contact with the Hindu sweepers, and the Muslims
are often carrying out the work involving excrements –
the most defiling work (ibid:117-118).

Nowadays the sweepers have their own Kali temples, but
before they made their own temples, they had go to other
Kali temples ruled by Brahmans. Since they belonged to
the schedule castes they could not enter the temples
themselves, and they needed others to perform sacrifices
for them. This was a highly unsatisfactory situation, but
Kali has always been the goddess for the low-castes, and
Brahman priests are not mandatory in Kali temples.
Therefore, they built their own Kali temples and started
to worship the Mother. This triggered off other religious
changes, and gradually they were allowed into other
temples in Faridpur, although they were mainly using
their own temples. In other words, when they were
prohibited from participation in other temples, they
became devotees of Kali, and performed the rituals
without priests. This was also unsatisfactory for the
Brahman priests. After Dr. Brahmachari taught them the
truth they became more accepted by other Hindus and
could perform rituals in the same temples. According to
the sweepers, not only Brahmans but everyone in the
town refused to accept water from them, but after they
received the teachings from Jagadbandhu everyone
accepted water from the sweepers, including the
Brahmans. They may arrange marriages without
Brahmans, but nowadays most sweepers think it is better
and more appropriate to employ a priest, although some
marriages are conducted without priests. They observe
13 days of pollution after death, and for death rituals
Brahman priests are not necessary. Today, within the
community there are ten personal Kali-temples, one
Maneshor temple (Maneshor is perceived as a sister of
Kali), one Shitola temple (Shitola is another sister of
Kali – the shrine is a tree and a Shiva-linga), two
communal temples for Kali, Saraswati, and Durga
rituals, and finally the Jagadbandhu temple located in
heart of the sweeper’s para.

Since Jagadbandhu loves everyone and he is the “friend
of the universe”, the sweepers chose the name of their
para “Bandhab-palli” meaning “friend(ly)-locality”
(Asaduzzaman 1996:14). The sweepers are followers of
Jagadbandhu, but they still perform Kali puja, Durga
puja, Saraswati puja, and Duljatra puja (a colour
spraying ritual, similar to Holi), among other pujas. The
Jagadbandhu temple was built in 1975 by the community
(fig. 6.9), and each day they pray to the God and offer
him fruit, but they never sacrifice animals in this temple
(fig. 6.10).
Dr. Mohnam Brahmachari from the ashram taught them
Jagadbandhu’s truths, and according to themselves, they
saw the light and became blessed and saved. Dr.
Brahmachari was from Calcutta and he came three-four
times after they built the temple. Today, Shubratu
Bhottacharya from the ashram is in charge and
responsible for the teaching, and he comes monthly to
guide and supervise the sweepers. Before they received
the teachings of Jagadbandhu they had a lot of problems,
and many were addicted to alcohol. Even though there
are still many problems, and the sweepers continue
drinking alcohol and making their own local rice beer,
they have improved their condition and social life.
Until 1979 no images of Durga or Shama Kali were
found within Bandhabpalli, “in fact, up to that time it
was extremely difficult or perhaps impossible to find a
Brahmin who would perform such pujas inside the
Bandhabpalli, the place of Untouchables whose contact
not only makes the Brahmin ritually polluted but also
may entail the danger of being outcasted” (Asaduzzaman
1990:124). Some sweepers used to respect Durga by
paying homage to the goddess when they passed by such
temples on the street. However, they emphasised that it
was the sun puja, and not Durga puja, that was the most
important (ibid). No Brahman or ritual specialist was
needed for performing the sun worship, and everyone
among the devotees could communicate directly with the
Sun God (ibid:129). Since 1979 Brahman priests have
been used in the Durga and Shama Kali pujas in
Bandhabpalli. Especially the Shashan Kali ritual seems
to be particular to the Hari community (ibid:131).
Shashan Kali is, they believe, the most powerful, since
she is connected with death, fire, and destruction, and to
avoid unexpected misfortune they have to propitiate the
Goddess (ibid:134). The sweepers worship Shashan Kali
in their homes on family or household basis within
Bandabhpalli, and not at the Shashan Ambikapur Ghat.
There is basically one person from the household, even
an unmarried girl, who may have the responsibility of
performing the puja, and they have their own religious
specialists for these rituals (Asaduzzaman 2001:237).

Twice a year the sweepers organise a religious gathering
where they invite a priest to read from the Vedas and
teach them religion. These religious gatherings are
expensive, and they only arrange them if they can afford
it. Before the gatherings they announce the happening in
the town by loudspeakers carried on rickshaws, and the
meetings are open for all Hindus. The low-castes sit
together at the main compound where the Jagadbandhu
temple is, and they learn about the religion. They are
truly devoted, and as illiterate and non-scholars they
want to learn more about their faith. Especially during
the six-day Durga festival the sweepers employ a
Brahman who conducts the appropriate rituals. The
sweepers themselves initiate the divine soul in the statue,
but they need a Brahman priest to keep the ritual
continuity throughout the festival. The first new-year
day (Bengali year) they observe puja in the Jagadbandhu
temple, and on the last day of the year they observe Kali
puja, which includes slaughtering of a goat for Shitola –
a sister of Kali. Shitola is the goddess for protection
from diseases, especially chicken pox and water pox,
and by the sacrifice Shitola will protect the para.
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Fig. 6.9. Jagadbandhu temple in Bandhabpalli.

Fig. 6.10. Pig sacrifice among the sweepers.
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They change the Kali statues annually in the end of
October, and the statues are thrown together with other
Kali images into the river. Ganga is holy and pure, and it
is therefore important to immerse the Kali statues in the
river.

Brahmans as a problem, but they regret that the actual
number of Hindus in Faridpur in particular, and in
Bangladesh in general, is decreasing, and they fear that
one day they may all have vanished. The Brahmans refer
to the traditional distinction of four castes; Brahmans,
Ksatriyas, Vaishya, and Sudras, but the classification
scheme is interrupted by the role of Jagadbandhu. The
Sudras consist of sweepers, barbers, washer men, and
leather workers/shoemakers. They are still Sudras,
according to the Brahmans, because they did not receive
the teachings of Jagadbandhu directly but only indirectly
through some of his disciples. They were once outcastes,
but improved their social lives and were accepted
socially and ritually within society when they changed
their religion and became followers of Jagadbandhu.

The sweepers are buried at Ambikapur Shashan Ghat.
Burial as a funeral practice represents their tradition, but
if they want to be cremated they have the possibility to
do so, and they are very satisfied with the work of
Hazera. If the sweepers are cremated, then it is only
Naba Dom who can light the fire in the deceased’s
mouth. Although high-castes perceive burials as
inauspicious, in rituals, and especially during death
rituals, everyone perceives their own rite to be the most
perfect and preferable for the deceased and themselves.
This represents a paradox within Hinduism. On the one
hand, the Brahman priests may stress that in Hinduism
tradition is more important than what the religious texts
prescribe, even though this may imply that the priests
become redundant in some of the rituals. On the other
hand, the same priests may emphasise that inhumation as
a funeral practice is highly inauspicious for a Hindu.
What is important to stress from a caste perspective is
that burials are their funeral custom, and each tradition is
seen as positive from the indigenous point of view. This
raises another paradox. The sweepers are not evaluating
themselves and their practices from the orthodox,
Brahman perspective. But still, the different perspectives
are inter-mixed, and there is a flux in the perspectives
depending upon the situation and who are in positions of
gaining strategic advantages from the social interaction.
One sweeper may in one sentence say that there is a
caste system in Faridpur, and in the next sentence that
the sweepers do not belong to any caste because there is
no caste system, and then continue by saying that since
they clean the drains and toilets they are untouchables.

According to the Brahman priests, the low-castes need
Brahman priests for marriage, death rituals, Durga and
Kali puja, but not for birth rituals. The 11 day mourning
rituals are only observed for the Brahmans, they claim.
According to the Vedas, Brahmans, Ksatryias, and
Vaishyia should observe an 11 day mourning period, and
the Sudras thirty days. The priests explain the world
from their orthodox worldview and from how they want
the ritual scenery to be, although the actual practices
differ and deviate from their prescribed values. When
they say that the low-castes need Brahman priests for
their mourning rituals, this does not mean that the lowcastes actually employ priests and observe thirty days of
mourning, but the answers are in accordance with their
beliefs of the auspicious and prescribed performances of
the rituals. The caste system as normally presented is the
life-world and the religious cosmos seen from the
Brahman’s perspective when they perform the rituals;
they are in the centre of the world and cosmos.
Dumont’s caste system is the Brahman’s caste system
and world view as seen from the altar when they are
prescribing who they may accept water from, how they
are to perform the rituals, and for whom. Therefore,
Brahmans may read from the sacred books while
explaining the world because it is the world they believe
in and want to create and fulfil. But the Hindu religion is
more than the orthodox interpretation of the world and
cosmos. Manu advocated the four castes, an institution
which is possible to find support for in the sacred
scriptures, but at the same time the books and scriptures
also mention that there is only one God which is equal
for all – interpretations that will demolish the caste
structure and hierarchy. The selective nature of the
interpretations has supported a caste system in favour of
the Brahmans, and to a lesser degree the Ksatryias. The
suppressing and dominating power structure in this
religious ideology is evident in that the Brahmans’
worldview has been common property even for the
deprived people. But the absence of Brahmans to
advocate this ideology and to manifest it through actual
practice has made an open sphere for constructions of
hierarchies in Faridpur.

Absence of Brahmans and caste confusions
There are approximately thirty Brahman households in
Faridpur, and in between fifteen and twenty full time
Brahman priests, and each of the priests come from a
separate household or lineage. There are eight different
types of Brahmans, but all the different lineages are
allowed to marry each other. The Brahman groups are
classified in two overall Brahman groups; Rar
Brahmans, who are ranked the highest, and Barind-tracts
Brahmans. Belonging to the Rar Brahmans in Faridpur
are Chakrabarti, Bhanarjee, Gangulee, Chatterjee, and
Mukarjee Brahmans. The Barind-tracts Brahmans in
Faridpur are Bhottacharya, Bhoumik, and Mojumdar.
Social structures are not merely abstract concepts but felt
experiences through daily, social interaction. At a
personal level a Brahman priest is not suppressing other
people and groups, but when the knowledge is a part of a
leading group’s social and political institutions, then
religion is a power structure creating hierarchies. The
Brahmans themselves do not see the absence of
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The importance of the priest in rituals has been confused
with the status of the priest. Ritual importance and status
are two completely separate entities although they are
often presented to be identical. People in general
acknowledge the importance of the priest’s work, but
they do not necessarily rank him socially at the top of an
imagined pyramid.

Confusion regarding caste belonging are not solely for
low-castes, but include high-castes. The Bhairagis were
traditionally tantric sadhus, and they are, according to
themselves, particularly high-ranking Hindus due to this
alleged religious supremacy, which is indicated by their
use of double parallel tika. Today, most of them live like
ordinary people but they use the sadhu identity as a
means for constructing social identity in their daily life.
In Faridpur there are approximately forty households of
Bhairagis, and most of their households are located
along the riverside in the vicinity of Ambikapur Shashan
Ghat. They accept water from, and marriages with,
Brahmans, things which make them equal in status.
Nevertheless, despite claims of being high ranking
Hindus, in daily life they have accepted a lower status
which enable them, on the one hand, to marry within
other groups, and on the other hand, to indulge in
commercial enterprises by which they gain financial
advantages. Hierarchies within the jati are also disputed
and challenged. Members of one household
acknowledged only their own lineage as being pure
Bhairagi. The rationale behind the claim was that the
Bhairagis in India were exogamous, but in Faridpur and
Bangladesh the real Bhairagis should be endogamous.
Thus, according to the informant, all the other Bhairagis
had married exogamously, even in Faridpur, and they
were consequently less pure compared to his lineage,
implying that his household is the only one that can keep
up the endogamous practice, which might be slightly
problematic in the future.

Regarding statues, the devotees are not concerned with
the rituals and what the priest actually says as long as the
statue is “activated” and it “works”: the main question is
whether or not the god or goddess is initiated and
immanent in the statue. The worshippers are concerned
with the outcome of the priest’s work, not the way he
works. When the priest chants and recites in Sanskrit the
devotees cannot understand what he says and does, but
that is of no importance as long as the priest is able to
“activate” the statues. The priest does not need to be a
Brahman – the main importance is that the ritual
functions are done, and most often this task involves a
Brahman priest. Nevertheless, if the sweepers manage to
do the rituals alone, they are confident without
Brahmans, although culturally and religiously there is
the implicit understanding that a Brahman priest is
needed if the rituals are to be conducted properly. In
reality, the solutions to ritual problems are irrespective
of caste and gender as long they are solved.
Without Brahmans to conduct rituals, local practices and
traditions have developed in the temples. In Tepakuli
Krishna temple the women sit on the right side and the
men on the left side in front of the temple during pujas.
There were two female priests from the low-castes
performing the weekly rituals. They were appointed to
the posts by the temple’s puja committee to do the work
of Brahmans. The puja committee consists of 43
members, and most of them belong to the low-castes.
The female priests are wives of carpenters, and they
were employed because of their skills and devotion to
the gods and the temple. A ten year old girl named
Purnema from what they labelled as “schedule” caste
and “sudra” – a relative of the priests– went among the
devotees giving them tika and blessings. Each Friday the
community arranges a musical program and prayer, but
there are on occasion other rituals in the temple. Only
men were playing, and most of the musicians and the
participators belonged to, according to themselves, the
schedule castes. But the caste system is in flux, and there
is no clear knowledge or agreement regarding what
castes are, who belongs to which caste, and even more
importantly, what the different dharmas according to the
castes are supposed to be. The low-castes use the terms
“low-caste”, “schedule-caste”, and Vaishya without any
clear distinctions. Occasionally they distinguish between
four castes; Brahmans, Ksatriyas, low-caste, and
schedule castes, but most often the so-called low castes
operate with three castes (Brahmans, Ksatryas, and
Vaishya), and the sweepers as the only outcaste which is
not a part of society, although a sweeper can proudly say
“We are Sudras!”

In the Sri Angan Ashram I asked a sadhu which caste the
Bhairagis belonged to. He thought for quite some time
before answering that they were below Brahmans but
above the three other castes; they are very near the
Brahmans but not exactly the same as Brahmans. In
other words, everyone has been taught that there are four
castes, but they are unable to fit the jati groups into the
prescribed system. Others, however, claim that the
Bhairagi jati belongs to the Vaishya caste. Moreover,
the conceptualisations of caste are complicated by other
factors. Many low-castes work in Faridpur as
businessmen, and therefore they characterise themselves
as Vaishyas. As indicated earlier, most of the “original”
Vaishyas have migrated. Once I asked about caste
belonging, most agreed on belonging to the Sudras –
especially the women – but the one who spoke English
said Vaishya because they were businessmen, working
as tailors and hairdressers, but not fishing!
This was a general trait among most of the Sudras. All
those who earned money from a profession regardless of
their occupation; tailors, hairdressers, goldsmiths, or
blacksmiths etc., characterised themselves as
businessmen, and as such belonging to the Vaishya
caste, but they could equally describe themselves as
Sudras depending on the situation. Goldsmiths claimed
they are Vaishyias, although one of the female members
once advocated that they were Ksatriyas, but then all the
others refused and agreed that they were Vaishyias. In
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Mutual feeling of responsibility

Faridpur, the goldsmiths numbered approximately 150
and they may marry silversmiths and blacksmiths.

Generally, the Brahman priests perceive themselves as
responsible for the temples and rituals. All castes, lowcastes included, may pray in the temples, but only Hindu
priests can perform and be responsible for the rituals.
Even though low-caste priests perform rituals in various
temples, this is seen as unproblematic as long as a
Brahman priest is officially responsible and in charge of
the temple. Thus, the Brahmans perceive themselves as
religious patrons or mentors who delegate ritual tasks
and duties. Particularly during the important rituals such
as the annual pujas, the Brahmans claim that the priest
has to be a Brahman and not a low-caste. The fact that
low-castes work as priests in the daily and weekly pujas
is, according to the Brahmans, a practical solution in
terms of a “delegation” of responsibility (which makes
themselves unemployed). Thus, the low-caste priests at
Horishaba Tepakuli were allowed to work as priests
because God had blessed them. The Brahmans claim that
there are, nevertheless, important differences between
Brahman and low-caste priests. Only Brahmans are the
actual priests in a Hindu community. All the others are
not priests but followers, attendants, and practitioners of
the religion. Low-caste priests themselves, however,
characterise and perceive themselves as priests, and seen
from their perspective, they are the real priests who
actually conduct rituals. The Brahman priest is only
conducting one ritual a year but the low-castes are
performing rituals throughout the year, and in some
temples even every day. Thus, from a low-caste priest’s
perspective the Brahman priest is a kind of figure head,
sometimes important but most often not.

At an individual and household level most people
upgrade their own status and degrade others. Intermarriages between castes or jatis are most often seen as
unproblematic within the involved families, whereas
external groups of the same caste may see it as a
degradation of the jati’s or the lineage’s purity. The
social structures and the impact these opposite views on
status have in social constructions are a result of the
influence and power each group possesses. Most often,
there is a mixture of notions of caste, jati, and lineage
when people characterise themselves and others.
Even though there are few Brahmans, the people
belonging to what traditionally have been labelled as
“low-caste” are taught to believe that Brahmans are the
highest ranked in the caste system. They do not follow
the orthodox Brahmanistic worldview, but still they
perceive the Brahmans as the highest, although nobody
will acknowledge their own social position and status at
the bottom of the very same hierarchy they advocate.
Each group have different versions and perceptions of
the castes, and most often they rank themselves at the
top of the societal pyramid (although they may say that
Brahmans are the highest). Despite the fact that
Jagadbandhu proclaimed that there are no castes,
everyone talks about castes as the most mundane object
without any problems. Thus, there is flux and ambiguity
in definitions of identities both internally and externally,
and the absence of Brahmins is the key to understanding
their conceptions of castes. Without any institutionalised
powerful strata of Brahmans at the “top” upholding a
suppressing regime, the low-castes do not place
themselves at the bottom.

Everyone feels responsibility and ownership towards the
religion, the cult, and the temples, and any task, practical
or ritual, creates a notion among the actors that it is their
temple, ritual, and religion. The Shashan Kali temple
illustrates this process of multiple ownership perception.
The Cremation Committee has the responsibility for the
buildings and the physical surroundings as well as
arranging and organising pujas and providing facilities.
The Municipality is politically responsible for the area
and the integration of Hindus and Muslims. The
Brahman priest sees himself as responsible for the
temple since he is ritually in charge of the puja, although
he is there only twice a year. Hazera perceives the
temple as hers, since it was this Shashan Kali that came
to her in the dream; she prays to Kali every day, and
works at the Shashan Ghat day and night. Reno Mohanta
works as a temple assistant during the Shashan Kali puja
and she prepares the temple before the priest comes. In
fact, during the Shashan Kali puja in 2002 she did a lot
of the work that normally belongs to the priest. Her
daughter helped her, and Reno perceives herself as the
one who has the responsibility for the temple, a notion
which is strengthened by Badol’s work at the cemetery
as an undertaker. A member of the Cremation
Committee was also preparing the temple prior to the
priest’s initiation. Thus, numerous people are engaged in

This is reflected in the changes in practices. The
Jagadbandhu sadhus receive and accept water from the
Mohantas – even some Brahman priests do – but the
Brahmans do not accept water from the sweepers. The
sadhus of Jagadbandhu accept water from the sweepers
since they are all followers of the same god and guru.
Nowadays the sadhus of Jagadbandhu also teach and
preach to barbers, leatherworkers, shoemakers, and
washer men because all these groups have been deprived
and have lived socially miserable lives. This has
consequences for the Brahmans’ uphold of social
practices. When a Brahman priest accepts water from
low-castes, as they say, it is basically a personal matter if
they chose to drink water from the Sudras, and it does
not affect their ritual or social status. The relative
difference between the castes is, seen from the
Brahmans’ perspective, maintained by accepting only
water but not food. This does not imply that there is no
caste structuring principles operating in society, rather
the contrary, but it is impossible to encapsulate the social
outcomes of these structuring variables in a holistic
system.
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the rituals, and they have different roles and particularly
contradicting perceptions and evaluations of their own
importance in the rites. During the annual initiation of
Shashan Kali, Hazera was a shadow of herself, staying in
the background when others were in charge of Shashan.
This ritual was for one night only, and the rest of the
year she is in charge of the cemetery; from Reno’s
perspective this is the most important day throughout the
year, and the small daily pujas are irrelevant. Although
Hazera agrees that this festival is ritually the most
important one, the major work is done the rest of the
year.

can advocate a high-religion, the different individual
devotions and multiple ownership perceptions of rituals
create an open field of religious practices that contradict
simple notions of a coherent Hindu religion.
There is, nevertheless, one factor which unites all these
different perceptions and practices: the water-world. The
caste system is a social organisation based upon
transactions of water. Everyone uses water as a medium
to express distinctions. The caste system is the most
persistent social organisation that has been created, it
still exists, it is at least 2500 years old, although other
“proto”-types might be much older, and the structuring
principle is: Pure people cannot receive water from
impure people. Water and people are one – they are
indistinguishable. Although the caste system as a social
principle is abolished in theory and by law, the actual
social practices communicated and differentiated by the
use of water are, as seen, long lasting processes which it
is difficult to change. The pervasive role of water in
society as a structuring principle and means of
controlling people work and function because water is a
very efficacious metaphor and symbol when people
explain themselves and the world they live in. Therefore,
a social organisation structured around the accepting or
rejecting of water may work in society although people
dispute and disagree over who are the pure and the
impure ones. Thus, regarding caste, the emphasis should
be put on transactions of water as a social practice and
principle rather than on searching for a holistic system
everyone agrees on, because they don’t. The role of
water is crucial not only as a medium differentiating, but
also as a structure creating people’s life-worlds.

As long as everyone feels that they are important,
sometimes even the most crucial person in the ritual, and
nobody challenges these perceptions, there is a
tremendous dynamic and flexibility in social positions
and roles which transcend any strict caste rules and
notions of purity and pollution. As a consequence, there
is a flux in the perceptions of when it is necessary with
Brahman priests. According to the Brahmans, they are
compulsory in any rituals except the daily pujas when
old women are giving flower, fruits, and water to Kali.
But this is only the priestly perspective; the complaints
from the few priest who cannot maintain a living as a
priest because the devotees manage quite well alone. In
one Kali temple where the devotional practice deviated
somewhat from both the Vaishnava and Shaiva
practices, they wanted to employ a priest on permanent
basis but they could not afford to bear these extra
expenses. Since they were without a priest, one of the
devotees in the neighbourhood, who also supported this
permanent temple financially, had started to educate
himself as a priest. His father used to perform all the
rituals in the temple, but after his death they were
without skilled persons to perform the rites on a more
continual and daily basis. At the main festivals they still
employ a “normal” Brahman priest to perform the
rituals, but they decide themselves, in accordance with
their own understanding of when a priest is needed for
the auspiciousness of the performance, on which
occasions they need Brahmans.

Schutz defines life-world or the world of everyday life as
“the total sphere of experiences of an individual which is
circumscribed by the objects, persons, and events
encountered in the pursuit of the pragmatic objectives of
living. It is a “world” in which a person is “wide-aawake,” and which asserts itself as the “paramount
reality” of his life” (Schutz 1970:320). The life-world is
a universe of significations to us (Schutz 1971:133). The
world of my daily life is in no way my private world
only, in so far as it is from the very outset an intersubjective one – it is a common world to all of us
(Schutz 1970:163). “The world of everyday life is the
scene and also the object of our actions and interactions.
We have to dominate it and we have to change it in
order to realize the purposes which we pursue within it
among our fellow-men. Thus, we work and operate not
only within but upon the world” (ibid, my emphasis).
We are always in the process of worldmaking (Goodman
1978).

There is also a social competition and rivalry between
the different Hindu temples regarding the importance of
the rituals and performances. On the one hand, those
advocating the Vaishnava rules do not participate in
Shaiva rituals, and vice versa, although they may attend
the gathering and the village fair before the festivals. On
the other hand, being a devotee is a personal matter. In
the afternoon during the Shashan Kali puja there were
two orthodox Muslim women wearing burqa at the
cemetery, and approximately half of the participants
were Muslims despite the fact that the puja was solely a
Hindu ritual. Outside the Kali temple a Muslim woman
was chanting religious hymns, although not related to or
directed towards Kali. Personal perceptions and
penances may contradict the orthodox established
boundaries defining religion and ritual participation.
Combined with an absence of a Brahman caste, which

The relation between phenomenology and archaeology is
complex (see Fuglestvedt 2001, Kyvik 2002a), and not a
matter for discussion here. The importance is that when
humans create their world and world-views, it is a
process of close and distant horizons which is possible to
interfere with and manipulate according to personal aims
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and wishes. Schutz distinguishes between “worldwithin-everyday-reach” (Schutz 1971:306), where its
counterpart is the “world-outside-everyday-reach”
(Kyvik 2002a, 2002b, 2002c). The water-world is crucial
in all these facets, and the pervasive role of the mighty
Ganga in the construction of society and cosmos will

therefore be stressed in the next chapter. The ecology of
Bangladesh has enabled certain world-views that
transcend religions. People’s lived experiences have
created a world of Kali where Ganga is the life-giver.
There is nothing but Kali and Ganga; they encompass
everything.
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Chapter 7:
Water burials of Mother Goddesses

A Hell filled with good things!

Shiva-linga. The linga or the male principle is “…the
ontology of existence, placed on the yoni as its pedestal,
[it] rises out of the yoni, the womb; it does not enter it”
(Kramrisch 1981:242-243). Thus, the linga – the penis
or male regenerative organ – is not prior to the womb or
female principle, but antecedent to it. Everything starts
and derives from the female forces in the universe.
Mother is a priori and primordial.

There are two types of Mother Goddesses – one gives
life and the other takes life. Kali is traditionally seen as
the Goddess of Death and destruction, and Ganga as the
almighty life-giving Mother of the World. Water and
death are intricately interwoven. Without consumption
of water humans will die within a short time. Absence of
water takes many forms, including droughts, but the
presence of water may also take life. The annual floods
in Bangladesh are a re-occurring problem, which is
incorporated into the low-religion of common people.
Each year the river will kill people and destroy land, but
the river and the floods are also pre-requisites for a
successful harvest and further life (figs. 7.1-7.2). Too
much or too little water is the wrong water for life. The
most popular deity in Faridpur is Kali. She is the
supreme goddess, the Mother of the World. Ganga is
also a Mother, but Kali is always the most powerful of
them. Kali and Ganga are often seen as sisters, and
Ganga may even be seen as a daughter of Kali.
Therefore, even though water is the substance of life, it
is also the substance of death for ambivalent reverie. The
relation between water and death is not solely for
humans but also includes gods and goddesses. Kali
statues in particular, but also statues of other gods and
goddesses, die each year, and they are given water
burials in Ganga.

There are three main spheres of Mother – the Divine
Conscious Force – who dominates and upholds all
existence. Firstly, transcendentally – as the original
supreme Shakti she stands above the world and links
creations to the Supreme. Secondly, universally – as
Mahashakti she creates, maintains, and sustains all
beings. Finally, individually – she embodies all powers
and mediates between human personality and the divine
Nature. On earth and in the universe Mother has four
main powers or personalities: 1) Maheshwari is
characterised by calm and comprehending wisdom. 2)
Mahakali is characterised by splendid strength and
irresistible passion – the warrior mood. 3) Mahalaksmi is
characterised
by
vividness,
sweetness,
and
wonderfulness in beauty and harmony. 4) Mahasaraswati
is characterised by profound capacity and intimate
knowledge of the perfection of everything. Thus, the
four qualities of Mother are Wisdom, Strength,
Harmony, and Perfection (Aurobindo 1972:20-26). The
feminine power of the world is most explicitly expressed
in the earth’s seasonal generation of food, but everything
living is regarded as having a female nature. “The soil,
nourished by the composed elements of the dead, in
interaction with the forces of heat and moisture,
unfailingly produces out of itself fresh vegetations which
sustains life” (Caldwell 1999:104).

Ibn Batuta characterised Bengal in 1345 as “A Hell
filled with good things!”– referring to the richness of the
region but also the dangers of the mighty Ganga (Darian
1978:142). The river is a double-edged sword. It both
gives and takes life, but it is nevertheless the same river:
“Bengal is literally a child of the Ganges. At one time,
the delta lay beneath the water and the river touched the
sea in one unbroken stream…Gradually the silt, carried
down from the Himalayas along the Ganges Valley,
began building up the land, dividing the river again and
again…From that time until today, the fate of the delta
has been tied to Ganga and its intersecting streams”
(ibid:135). The ambivalence between life and death has
to be seen in light of cosmic theories. In Hinduism there
is a masculine and a feminine theory. According to the
former everyone and everything stem from and are
derived from Shiva, whereas according to the latter all
gods and goddesses are forms of Kali. In Bengal the
Mother is the supreme being and the absolute force of
the world. Shakti means power or force, and this is a
feminine energy, and the whole universe is a
manifestation of shakti. This Universal Energy is
manifested in the goddess (Mookerjee 1988:11). The
primordial origin of the feminine force is evident in the

Although my emphasis is on the feminine theory and
force of cosmos and society, this approach deviates from
traditional gender studies of Mother goddesses and cults.
Lynn Meskell has rightly argued that parts of the
interpretations within feminist and gender archaeology
are simply hopeful and idealistic creations reflecting the
contemporary search for a social utopia. The past is used
in the present as a historical authority for contemporary
efforts to secure gender equality (or superiority?) in
spiritual and social domains (Meskell 1995:74-75).
Female imagery is important in male spheres and not
only within the woman’s domain (Haaland & Haaland
1995). Mother goddesses are not only feminine and
peaceful – this is only one side of the coin – in Hindu
culture the other side is represented by Kali
manifestations.
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Fig. 7.1. The mighty Ganga.

Fig. 7.2. River erosion.
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Kali is cruel and ferocious, she is four armed, garlanded
with skulls, with dishevelled hair, she holds a freshly cut
human head and a bloodied scimitar in her left hands.
Her neck is adorned with a garland of severed human
heads dripping blood, her earrings have two dangling
severed heads, her girdle is a string of severed human
heads, and she is dark and naked. With full prominent
breasts she stands on Siva, who lies corpselike beneath
her.

warfare against the asuras and evil. 4) Bhuvanesvari –
the goddess of all spheres who pervades and illuminates
the universe with her grace. She supplies power in the
cosmic war against evil. 5) Tripur-Bhairavi – the
goddess who dissolves the world in all its facets. 6)
Chinnamasta – the most fearful and dreadful
manifestation of Kali (see fig. 7.11). 7) Dhumavati – the
symbol of darkness and ignorance. Sometimes she is
perceived as the married Kali – other times as the widow
of Shiva. 8) Bagla-Mukhi or Bhogola – the goddess who
reveals illusions among humans, and thus enables
consciousness. She is also the owner of wealth, earthly,
and divine resources. 9) Matangi – the goddess of
domination exercising justice and dispelling evil. 10)
Kamala – the embodiment of everything desirable
representing good fortune, and she connects humans
with their origin and divine state of being. She is also
distributing wealth to her devotees.

Kali is the Mistress of time. The current cosmic period
in Hinduism is Kali Yuga or the Age of Kali. This is a
dark age characterised by degeneration, sins, greed, and
lust, and a continuous struggle between good and evil
(Kinsley 1977:140). The present condition of the world
is a part of the cosmic drama, and Kali manifested
herself for the annihilation of the asuric (demonic male)
power in the universe which had dominated and
oppressed the world for a long time. The opposite of the
Divine love is ignorance and asuric influences. In the
current crisis of the world – the Kali Yuga – Kali is the
answer and solution to the cosmic calamity. She will kill
the enemies of humanity (humans included) and “she
will have to annihilate again in order to reveal the truth
of things, which is her mission, and to restore to our
natures that divine feminine spirituality which we have
lost” (Mookerjee 1988:9). Hence, the brutal and bloody
cosmic battle is between Kali and the asuras – the
demonic male powers (ibid:8).

Kali is most often associated with blood and death – the
two most polluting realities in the Hindu culture
(Kinsley 1989:128). Kali controls everything and
everyone, no one can escape her, and consequently, it is
best to surrender to her power and become a devotee of
her. As a Universal Mother she protects her children and
grants their desires (Olson 1990:37). Although Kali is
slaying demons, she is also a threat to stability and order
because she becomes so frenzied on the battlefield,
usually drunk on the blood of her victims, that she starts
destroying the world she is supposed to protect (Kinsley
1989:120). The normal Kali statues depict Kali in this
condition; “with tongue lolling out and dripping with
blood, she then went on blind, destructive rampage,
killing everything and everyone in sight, regardless of
who they were” (Marglin 1985:214). Mythological,
everyone in cosmos – gods and humans alike – became
extremely worried and appealed to Shiva for help when
Kali started to kill mercilessly. The great Mahadev
agreed to save cosmos and laid himself down, “sleeping
on the path on which the ferocious, black and naked Kali
was coming. In her blinded anger she did not see him
and stepped on his chest. At that moment Shiva’s penis
became erect and entered Kali. At the instant Kali
recognized her husband and pulled out her tongue in
ecstasy and her anger disappeared” (ibid:215).

The cosmic battle between Kali and Asuras
Kali has 108 forms. These are various manifestations of
the deity, and as such they are not sisters in a strict sense
since they are all parts of the same goddess, although
according to the local view they are sisters, of whom
Ganga is one. All the various forms co-exist since they
are facets of the Universal power. There is no temple in
Bangladesh with all the 108 forms of Kali. In Kaita
Kalibari (temple) in Talma village in Faridpur district,
there are ten different statues of Kali symbolising the ten
great wisdoms, or the circle of Shakti (figs. 7.3-7.10).
Each year the ten statues are replaced and immersed in
Ganga. The ten Mahavidyas are normally perceived as
forms of Kali – forms of the Great Goddess – sometimes
as sisters, stages in women’s lives, or stages among
creation and destruction (Kinsley 1997:40pp). The
different forms and associated qualities are as follows: 1)
Kali – the transcendent power of time. The world is now
in Kali yuga, and Kali is the embodiment of time.
Worshipping Kali enables the devotees to transcend time
and hence attain an unlimited and eternal existence. Kali
is the main form for asura destruction. 2) Tara – the
power of aspiration and spiritual potentiality. Her
creative seed mantra is OM. She is also the medicine
man and in this form she cures the gods and souls
attacked by the evil asurs in the battlefield. 3) TripurSundar or Shuroshi – the manifestation of totality,
sustenance, and perfection. She is also the advisor in

As indicated, both Kali and Ganga are mothers – Kali
Ma and Ganga Ma. Kali and Ganges are also seen as
sisters, but Kali is perceived as the firstborn. Since Kali
is the most powerful of all gods and goddesses, any
prayer can be directed to her, and during floods people
pray to Kali for salvation. There are more Kali temples
than other temples in this area because common people
believe that they are more protected and secured
receiving greater prosperity and wealth from Kali than
any other god or goddess, and they sacrifice to Kali after
their prayers and wishes have been fulfilled. Although
the Muslims have their Allah and saints from which they
benefit and receive security and prosperity, even
Muslims worship Kali’s powers.
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Fig. 7.3. Tara.

Fig. 7.4. Tripur-Sundar.

Fig. 7.5. Bhuvanesvari.

Fig. 7.6. Tripur-Bhairavi.
112

Fig. 7.7. Dhumavati.

Fig. 7.8. Bagla-Mukhi or Bhogola.

Fig. 7.9. Matangi.

Fig. 7.10. Kamala.
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Fig. 7.11. Chinnamasta.
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Some Muslims believe that Kali’s powers will protect
them more than any other god. A few decades ago
Muslims also performed rituals to Loki – the god for
wealth – for achieving wealth and prosperity. Muslims
also come to Ambikapur Shashan Ghat and pray to Kali,
and they may sacrifice male goats, money, milk, and
sugar. Nevertheless, while Hindus believe that Kali is
the most powerful of all gods and goddesses, Muslims
still believe Allah is the supreme godhead. Though it is
impossible to rank Kali and Allah against each other, the
Muslims respect Fatima as the daughter of Mohammed,
and she is conceived as the Mother of the Muslim
World. Kali is the Mother of the Hindu World and as
such they are equal, but not sisters, since they manifest
themselves in two different paths and religions.

people are killed by the river. Those who commit suicide
by drowning themselves in Ganga will not go to heaven,
and this is seen as immoral and has nothing to do with
religion and the divine, purificatory powers of Ganga. If
people die randomly or normally by Ganga during times
of flood, then it is seen as a natural death, and the future
incarnation is determined by the deceased’s karmic
debts.
There are different perceptions of the religious rationale
behind the annual floods. On the one hand, the flood is
not seen as a deluge killing only sinful people, and
according to some beliefs only God knows why and
when Ganga will start killing in what seems to be a
random process. This is beyond worldly matters, and
decided and determined by the gods. On the other hand,
there are beliefs that when Ganga kills during times of
flood, she only kills those who are enemies of society,
and in this regard the flood is a kind of deluge erasing
sins on earth. Finally, the pragmatics argue that Ma
Ganga is not responsible for death during times of flood,
and it is each and everyone’s responsibility to take care
of him- or herself. Kali takes and gives life. If a village
is attacked by for instance cholera, small pox, or other
diseases, then it is the work of Kali. Good and bad
people die equally by the powers of Kali, but she may
also save their lives. Those praying to Kali if attacked by
diseases might get their lives back. Thus, Kali may
return a life in the sense that she is not killing the victim.
Moreover, infertile women pray to Kali for fecundity,
and if they become pregnant and receive a child, then
they sacrifice a male goat to Kali. Despite her fearful
imagery, Kali is worshipped and loved as a Mother, and
she enlightens and creates rationality among humans so
that they can live peacefully together. Thus, the general
opinion is that Kali is not taking life but giving life. Kali
is justice, and she kills only those who are harmful to her
and society in general.

Kali, Ganga, and Chinnamasta
The agricultural prosperity in Faridpur depends more on
the floods than on local rainfall. The floods never fail
entirely in procuring the life-giving waters to the crops,
although they sometimes are inadequate for the higher
lands. The volume of the flood in the low lands may
sometimes make the cultivation difficult in the lower
regions. The main problem, however, is not the total
amount of water, but the rapidity of the rise and fall of
the water level, which may destroy the crops (Khan
1977:25, 78). The water-world is a part of the
cosmology. Kali is more important than Shiva because
she is the Mother. Being a Mother is cosmogonically
more precious than being a Father. Women have more
passion and energetic power than men since they carry
babies for nine months and give birth. The hydrological
cycle is completed as one informant presented the
cosmogony: Ganga is the Daughter of the Rain-Father
Shiva, and the almighty, Mother Kali. Thus, Ma Kali and
Ma Ganga are identical but still different, and therefore
they might be perceived in mother-daughter relations or
as sisters.

God has many powers, one is Ganga and another is Kali,
but Kali is the most supreme and powerful of them.
Ganga is a special mother and a pathway to God, but
Kali is the supreme Mother who encompasses all the
powers of the world. Both Ganga and Kali remove sins,
but in various ways. Mother Ganga is perceived more as
a personal goddess who removes an individual’s sins if
he or she prays to the river and takes holy baths. Kali
destroys sins, and evil in general, on a worldly and
cosmic level. Kali kills and destroys enemies of peace
and humanity, and she will protect the humble people
who pray to her. Although there are other gods who may
fulfil the same aims, for instance Saraswati who is the
goddess of education and knowledge, all the other gods
and goddesses can only fulfil one particular type of
prayer because they possess one particular, divine
capability. Kali possesses, on the other hand, all divine
qualities. Kali is therefore the most powerful and
supreme goddess of them all, and she can help the poor
and powerless devotees with any kind of problems. A
sacrifice to Kali is the best, fastest, and safest way to get

Not only Kali Ma and Ganga Ma are sisters, but all
rivers are connected and seen as sisters, and all water is
perceived as water from Ganga. The rivers have
different colours, and during flood periods the various
colours from the different sisters of Kali are mixed
together. The flood itself is not perceived, however, as a
sister of Kali. Despite the nutritive aspect of Ganga, she
is also vengeful and destructive, and the devotees pray
directly to Ganga during times of flood. When Ganga
kills, the devotees may also pray to Kali, but such a
prayer is indirect through Kali as a medium, and
therefore most people pray directly to Ganga when she
attacks. They need the life-giving water, but not the
death-giving water. Padma is the almighty river, which
erases the sins of all humans. Even if the river kills a lot
of people during periods of flood, it does not become
contaminated, polluted, or less holy, because Ganga is
Ganga; the supreme river of all rivers which always
remains pure and divine. There are two ways by which
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immediate divine access and godly grace and one’s
wishes fulfilled.

copulating bodies of Kama and Rati – the god of sexual
lust and his wife. Chinnamasta has decapitated herself,
and jets of blood spurt from the neck, feeding two
female attendants, but also her own severed head
(Kinsley 1989:162). Life, sex and death are inseparable
(ibid:173). The Hindu and the Buddhist Chinnamasta is
the same, and she represents the unconditioned reality.
She drinks her own blood, and the severing of her own
head symbolises the destruction of the illusional belief in
a permanent self (Benard 1994:96). According to myths,
Chinnamasta’s two attendants, Dakini and Varnini,
begged and prayed to her for food, “We are overpowered
with hunger, O Mother of the Universe! Give us food so
we may be satisfied, O Merciful One, Bestower of
Boons and Fulfiller of Desires”. The goddess smiled and
severed her head with her fingernails (ibid:7). This is a
primordial sacrifice and renewal of the creation. The
goddess sacrifices herself and the mother’s blood feeds
her attendants. Chinnamasta is the food and the feeder,
she eats herself and is consumed by others. The
dichotomy of giver and receiver disappears – she is the
sacrifier, the sacrificed, and the receiver of the sacrifice
(ibid:9).

In Faridpur, Kali temples are mostly for devotees who
observe rituals at a personal level in a local setting.
Worship in the small Kali temples is conducted without
a Brahman priest, but his services are mandatory for the
annual pujas, particularly in the communal temples. The
devotees may perform the rituals themselves without
Brahman priests enforcing their orthodox world-view
and caste-system onto the rest of the population. Women
are actively engaged in the Kali worship, but the power
of Kali is a double-edged sword. If a person establishes a
Kali temple but does not maintain it, then Kali will kill
someone in the family or lineage.
Most of the people living by the river have at least once
in their lifetime lost their houses and fields, and
therefore, even Muslims are praying and sacrificing
goats and money to Kali and Ganga in order to avoid
new catastrophes. Moreover, the majority of the Hindus
in this area belong to the deprived tribes and schedule
castes, and most of these out- and low-castes have
prayed to Kali hoping the goddess will improve their
situation. In the past, the landlords were their enemies
since they suppressed them, and Kali kills the enemies of
society and all sinners who harm other people. Hence, it
was generally believed that Kali protected the common
people from the landlords, and the heads in Kali’s
necklace are also interpreted by local people as the heads
of the landlords; the sinners.

The head is the essential part of the body. Without the
head, no being or identity. It is from the head or the
mouth the “seeds of sound” as language come from,
emphasising the spiritual qualities (Kinsley 1997:153),
and life is often equated or seen as identical to the wind
force (Adhikary 1995:92). Other vital and life-giving
parts of the body might be sacrificed. The goddess
Pattini – a Kali type of goddess in Sri Lanka – mutilates
and sacrifices one of her breasts (Obeyesekere
1984:478). Sacrifices of the most vital forces are the
most pro-creative and vital offerings. One’s own death
may give life to others, but especially in mother-child
relations the death of mothers might be lethal and at the
same time vital. Life is death and death gives life, and in
these sacrifices life and death form a unity where
death:life :: life:death.

Yama, another form Shiva, is the God of Death
responsible for the actual execution of a person, for
instance when a man dies of old age. Yama received the
power from Vishnu (Narayan). There are no explicit
relations between Yama and Kali, because Kali kills
only those who are enemies of society. There is no
worship, no temples or rituals performed for Yama.
Shiva, on the other hand, serves many purposes, and
giving death is his main task. It is therefore not Yama
but Shiva who is responsible for death. Yama is the chief
servant and follower of Shiva who fulfils Shiva’s
wishes. When Shiva wants a soul, he sends Yama to
collect it, and as a servant he takes the required souls and
returns them back to Shiva. Yama is an executioner who
follows Shiva’s orders.

Shashan Kali is the cemetery or cremation Kali, and this
is another fearful manifestation of Kali. She lives only
on cemeteries, and she has numerous followers who
include ghosts and malignant spirits. A human body is
not necessary for being a Kali devotee. The cemetery is
therefore a dangerous place for humans. The ghosts
depend on and live in skulls, and human skulls are most
often a part of the Shashan Kali temples. When humans
offer food, fruits, and incense to the skulls, the ghosts
are fed and pleased, and the devotees pay homage and
respect to the ghosts who also worship Kali.

The popularity of Kali conveys epitomes or
embroiderings of fundamental truths in Hindu tradition
(Kinsley 1977:5), and if it was not for her extraordinary
popularity one would have characterised her as an
“extreme case”, but she is not (ibid:82). The most
terrifying forms of Kali are Shashan (or Smashan) Kali
and Chinnamasta (fig. 7.11). Kali’s preferred place to
stay is the cremation ground. The cemetery marks the
end of the bond to the material world and the entrance to
liberation. Kali is the gateway to the final destination –
the release from samsara (Kinsley 1977:143-144).
Chinnamasta is on the cremation ground standing on the

Shashan Kali has two arms instead of four unlike to the
normal Kali. Once Shiva stayed at the cemetery half
naked, drunk, and intoxicated on ganja, Kali thought that
her husband would be insulted if she appeared in front of
him when he was almost nude. Thus, Kali appeared in
the form of Vishnu with two arms when she visited
Shiva, but she realised that Shiva respected and adored
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her despite his condition, and she returned to her original
appearance although with two arms only.

can make more than forty statues a year. Although their
knowledge and skills are demanded and appreciated,
their salaries are low.

The making of Kali

Making statues is by far the most difficult, and also the
most dangerous, practice among the pot-makers. The
statue maker has spiritual capacities and he is often a
healer. The spiritual power is necessary in the process of
making the statues. The spirit of the god or goddess will
take part in his body when he makes the statue. The
divinity determines how the statue will appear, but it is
made through the healer’s heart, head, and hands.
During the process the healer and the god or goddess
have an intimate spiritual relation. While making Kali
statues they believe that Kali has blessed the statue
maker. Without the blessing from the goddess it is
impossible to make the statues, and not everyone is
enlightened or capable of receiving such a gift from the
goddess, and therefore the statue maker should possess
spiritual powers. The statue maker starts the process by
drawing a picture of the goddess in his heart before his
hands fulfil the image. Hence, without the blessing from
the goddess it is impossible to make this devotional
picture of Kali, and consequently impossible to create a
divine image. Everything takes form by his hands, but
the goddess’ invisible hands enter the statue maker and
she directs the process. Sometimes Brahman priests
make requests when they order a statue of a certain god
or goddess, but in the end it is the statue maker who
decides how the statue will appear through the divine
directives.

The gods are obviously invisible, but still visible. “Not
only are they present in a particular community, but they
may be present if invoked in other communities and
shrines at the same time. They must be in this place, and
that, in the then and the now. They therefore obviously
cannot be present in person; rather, they are there in
essence” (Obeyesekere 1984:51, original emphasis). A
statue aims to solve this problem by combining the
universal essence within a “body” – the statue –
regardless of whether the statue is made of clay, stone,
copper, or other metals. The process of making statues is
therefore a modification and consecration of the divine
in imagery form. From being omnipresent and invisible,
the universal force becomes visible and particular. In
Faridpur the statues are all made of clay with one
exception, and the making of statues is a dangerous
process. The statue makers belong to a branch of potmakers, and they classify themselves as Sudra. The potmakers in Faridpur live mainly in Bajondanga, Munzi
Bazaar, and Botthola. The statue is called “takur”,
meaning “priest”, and the name of the pot-maker caste is
Paal, which is identical with Kumar, meaning
“unmarried man”. The statues are made of unburnt clay,
whereas all other ceramic utensils are burnt. The
“skeletons” of the statues are made of bamboo and jute.
If a statue is protected from rain it may “live” for 20-25
years. However, most of the statues are replaced each
year and the old ones are immersed in Ganga.

As indicated, the Shashan Kali statue is one of the most
dangerous statues to build, and in Faridpur there is only
one statue maker who has the knowledge and skills for
this spiritual interaction with Kali. There are two ways
of making the Shashan Kali statue depending upon
whether the devotees will follow the Tantric or the
Vaishnava path of worship. The Tantric Shashan Kali
rituals celebrate the violent and ferocious Kali whereas
the Vaishnava Shashan Kali rituals celebrate the
peaceful Kali. The Tantric Shashan Kali is another form
of Kali called Chandalini, an uttermost dangerous and
destructive form of Kali.

In Babanandapur (Deura) village the furnace for burning
clay is located behind the temple. The ceramics are dried
in the sun for two days before they are burnt for ten
hours, and then the surface is treated and painted. There
are no special rituals or sacrifices by the furnace before
the clay is burnt, except that the pot-makers pray in the
temple prior to the process. Fire is used as a medium in
the process. The body of Narayan (Vishnu) is perceived
to consist of fire, and therefore the pot-makers pay
homage to Narayan when they burn the ceramics. There
are no statues of Narayan, since he is pure spirit, but in
the temple a round stone represents the god (figs. 7.127.13).

If the Shashan Kali statue is built according to either of
the rules of devotional paths, then the devotees have to
observe the rituals according to the prescribed path of
worship. Thus, the devotees order the statues made in
accordance with the rules they want to observe, or more
correctly, if a temple has been initiated to either of the
paths, the devotees have to follow the established
tradition. The Tantric rituals are more difficult and
dangerous to observe than the Vaishnava path, and
therefore, the latter path is the most common.

Both men and women are engaged in the ceramics
production making ordinary utensils, but only men make
statues although there are no prohibitions or taboos
regarding the sex of the maker. In Faridpur there are
between 15-20 professional statue makers, and it takes at
least a decade of practice to attain the necessary skills
for being a good statue maker. Skilled statue makers
often take jobs in other villages and towns because there
are few who can make the statues properly according to
all rules and prohibitions. Depending upon how much
ordinary ceramics a statue maker produce each year, he

If the statue is built according to Tantric rules, then the
statue maker has to use only clay from the cemetery. He
will mix the clay with alcohol instead of water and mix
the clay with hashish (ganja) and ashes from cremations.
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Fig. 7.12. Pot-maker in front by the temple with the furnace in the background.

Fig. 7.13. Pots in production.
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The intoxicants are incorporated in the statue since Shiva
was a regular consumer of drugs and wine, and Shashan
Kali also drank alcohol. The statue maker has to observe
fast while making the statue on the cemetery, and the
statue should be completed within one day. The priest
has to be naked while performing the worship, and the
ritual has to take place immediately after the statue is
completed. The prasad – rice and food distributed to the
devotees after the ritual – should have been cooked on
leftover wood from cremation pyres, and the priest has
to eat meat during the ritual. Making Chinnamasta is
even more dangerous, and the statue maker has to be
without children because they will die when the statue is
built. The statue maker who makes Shashan Kali statues
in Faridpur does not make Chinnamasta Kali.

fails to perform the rites in the prescribed manner.
Certain Kali manifestations have special qualities and
capacities, and as a general rule; the more penance
invoked, the more ferocious Kali rituals have to be
observed. If the devotees want to pay homage to such
manifestations, then they have to search for a statue
maker who is willing to make it. Among other fearful
Kali goddesses is Nisha Kali – the night Kali. The Nisha
statue has to be built and painted during one night only,
and all the rituals have to be observed before the statue
is given to the river the same night. This is an extremely
ferocious form of Shashan Kali, and commoners are not
allowed to see this statue, and if it is placed in the temple
it will harm people and consequently it has to be offered
to Ganga immediately after the rite is completed.

The Vaishnava rules are less strict, and the Shashan Kali
statue at Ambikapur Shashan Ghat in Faridpur is built by
Vaishnava rules. If the statue is made in the pot-makers
home, then wine and clay from the cemetery are not
compulsory, but the statue is smeared with cemetery
clay when placed in the temple. If the statue is made on
the ghat, symbolic alcohol and clay from the cemetery
are mixed with normal water, but ashes from cremations
are not necessary, and fasting is not prescribed while
making the statue. However, there are differences within
the Vaishnava rules for the making of Shashan Kali, and
if the statue maker follows all the rules and makes the
statue on the cemetery, then the total expenses are high.
If those who order the statue cannot pay the full amount,
then the statue is built according to the sum paid even
though the making may deviate from the rules, but
according to the statue makers, this neglect of the
religious rules will harm those who ordered the statue
and not the makers. The Brahmans used to insist on
following the orthodox paths, but they are less
influential nowadays. Still, they believe that the statue is,
once completed, made in accordance with the prescribed
rules even though they have bargained on the price.
According to tradition, numerous devotees and potmakers have died from failing to follow the rules, and
once, when a Muslim broke one of Shashan Kali’s
hands, his village was attacked by cholera. The Shashan
Kali puja is observed in accordance with either the
Tantric or the Vaishnava rules. Blood sacrifices are a
part of the Tantric path, whereby a goat is slaughtered,
but if goats are offered to Kali when following the
Vaishnava rules, then the animals are released and let
free. There is no determined size for Shashan Kali
statues, but it is a general rule that one shall never build
a smaller statue than the previous one which is replaced,
because decreased size is a sign of disrespect and neglect
of obedience.

The gods and goddesses in forms of statues are a part of
humans, and vice-versa, a fact which gives them their
particular characteristics and compositions. Durga
statues are made of clay from the prostitutes’ quarter.
While Shiva was married to Durga he spent most of the
time together with the prostitutes, indulging in nonfamily activities. Once he enjoyed non-social pleasures
Durga came and picked him up, and she made it
explicitly clear for him that this was unbearable and not
a place for him to stay as a husband. The prostitutes
complained and cried in despair, and asked Shiva what
would happen to them when he left and returned to his
wife. Shiva replied that they would always be a part of
him, and hence the statue of Durga is build from clay
from the prostitutes’ quarter. Thus, Durga consists of
ambivalent material combining two opposite types of
women – the wife and the harlot – the pure and the
impure (fig. 7.14).
The statue maker does not initiate the statue, and the
statue is “without” soul before the priest ritually gives
“birth” to Kali. The Shashan Kali ritual is feared and
only a few priests dare to perform the rite. If anything
fails some claim that they may have to pay with their
own lives. The priest has to drink alcohol and smoke
ganja (hashish) as a part of the ritual since Shiva used
these intoxicants. In the Shashan Kali installation rite I
witnessed at Ambikapur, the windows in the Shashan
Kali temple were closed and a blanket covered the
doorway just before the spirit took place in the Kali
statue. This was explained by an analogy to births of
humans, who as embryos cannot see anything in the
mother’s womb from which life appears. Similarly, the
birth of Ma Kali happened in the “womb” (i.e. the
temple which is the sacred place) and the devotees were
not allowed see this birth and “incarnation”.
The installation of Kali is not only a matter of initiating
the divinity’s soul into a statue, and most priests
emphasised that the ghata is the most important image in
a temple. A ghata is a large earthenware water jar filled
with Ganga water, and any god may be worshipped in a
ghata without an idol (Ghosha 1871:22, xxv). The ghata
consists of a coconut, ceramic pot, and cloth (7.15).

The tantric Shashan Kali and other Kali manifestations
are made if any devotees promise to observe the rituals.
Depending upon sins committed and penances promised
to Kali, there is an escalating ladder of danger involved
in the homage, and in extreme cases the rituals may
involve the devotee’s own death, at least if the devotee
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Fig. 7.14. The making of Durga.
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Fig. 7.15. Ghata.
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This image is the most important part in Kali temples,
and devotees can pray to Kali without a statute. Ma Kali
drinks both Ganga water and coconut milk. The cloth
covers the coconut so that Kali’s water will stay chilled.
The water in the pot is Ganga, it is taken from Ganga
and returned to the river. If Kali requests a meal, then
the devotees give fruit and water to Kali, and they may
drink the water in the pot during rituals and at specific
times. Whatever the devotees are offering to Kali –
water, fruits, or flowers – it is given to Ganga. Twice a
day Kali takes water by the priest’s prayers.

type of god or goddess manifest in the statues. Humans
can be buried, burned, or given to the river, and the
statues face the same destiny. However, a water burial is
the most common practice for statues. Besides Binodpur
Ronjit Shah’s Kali temple in Rajbari District there is a
cemetery of statues from temporary temples (fig. 7.16).
When the temples are de-sacralised the statues are
brought to the permanent temple. When the cemetery is
filled with statues they are brought to the river and
immersed. In other permanent temples there are
permanent cemeteries of Kali statues where the mud
statues “die” and disappear by natural processes; they
return to the earth element in a way similar to that of a
human burial.

In all temples the most important divine image is not, as
indicated, the statue, but the ghata. Although the priests
emphasise the latter image as the most important,
common people pay the most sincere homage to the
statue. The relations between the two images are
important because the divine spirit resides first and
foremost within the pot consisting of Ganga water
together with the coconut, which is a regenerative
symbol. The coconut consists of five parts; 1) the outer
part of the coconut with the skin/peel corresponds to the
human skin, 2) the hard shell represents the human skull,
3) the inner squash symbolises the human flesh, 4) the
coconut water is identical to the water in the human
body, and 5) the sprout and germ that will grow again
correspond to air. The ghata image includes everything,
and therefore the pot with water, coconut, and cloth is
the most important part of any puja. No living being can
stay alive without water, and the pot of water is an
auspicious and holy place for the goddesses. A plate
with rice or paddy, which is a symbol of Laksmi, is often
placed in front of the ghata.

The Shashan Kali statue is also changed once a year, but
this type of Kali is not immersed in the river (fig. 7.17).
At Ambikapur the Shashan Kali statue was taken out
from the temple the day before the annual Shashan Kali
ritual, which gave “birth” to the new Kali. The old statue
was placed behind the temple at the cemetery where
there were also remnants of other Kali statues. The spirit
of Kali disappeared in the jungle, and the soul started
living a life called the jungle life of Kali. The statue died
“naturally” according to the astrological calendar, and
there was no priest needed to guard or protect the
devotees at the time when Kali’s spirit left the statue.
After leaving the statue, the spirit would roam around in
the jungle, and a divine spirit without a statue may harm
and kill people on its way. The Shama Kali statue used
in the autumn ritual at the cemetery does not die
naturally, and it is therefore immersed in the river. Only
when the spirit is united with Ganga is the statue “dead”,
since the soul is within the statue at the time it is given
to the river. If this statue is placed at the cemetery, or
behind the temple as with the Shashan Kali statues, it is
harmful and dangerous for the people. The Shashan Kali
statue is not dangerous since the soul has gone by itself.
A statue with a spirit is dangerous outside the temple,
and the sacred space is not only for worship, but equally
important, it protects the devotees from divine forces
and ferocious powers.

The spirit or soul is both within the statue and the ghata.
The water in the pot is changed annually together with
the statue, and the goddess’ soul resides in the pot. In
this sense the birth of Kali happens from Ganga. Life
and death start and end in the river, and they form a
unity.

Cemetery of statues – water burials of
goddesses

Water burials have an extraordinary capacity to control
and demarcate the powers of divine spirits, which no
other burial forms have. The immersion normally takes
place one day and the next day the new statue is
replaced. Thus, there is one night without a statue, but
since this absence is a part of the annual Kali ritual there
are no dangers connected to it. But if Kali is absent more
than this one day, it is dangerous because Kali takes
numerous forms and may attack common people.

There are at least three alternative ways in which the
statues may “die” or ways in which the divine spirit
leaves the image. The lives of the statues are removed
ritually prior to the immersion of the image in the river
(Kinsley 1977:viii), but there are exceptions. Sometimes,
as with Shashan Kali, the soul leaves by itself, and the
soul of some Kali manifestations is still alive and within
the statue when it is given to the river. As indicated
earlier, there are two types of temples – temporary and
permanent temples – and there are some four hundred
temporary Kali temples. When statues are replaced
annually in temples the old ones are considered dead –
physically and spiritually – and these statues are
immersed in Ganga. The statues in permanent temples
are also given to the river annually irrespective of the

The process of immersion is, in the words of Eliade, “a
return to the pre-formal, a total regeneration, a new birth,
for immersion means a dissolution of forms, a
reintegration into the formlessness of pre-existence; and
emerging from the water is a repetition of the act of
creation in which form was first experienced”, and he
continues;
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Fig. 7.16. Cemetery of statues.
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Fig. 7.17. Replacement of Shashan Kali at Ambikapur.
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“every contact with water implies regeneration: first
because dissolution is succeeded by a “new birth”, and
then because immersion fertilizes, increases the potential
of life and creation” (Eliade 1993:188). Death rituals are
not performed for statues, but the lifespan of a statue is
similar to that of humans; they are born from the womb
and end in total dissolution in Ganga. “Each of the
elements has its own type of dissolution, earth into dust,
fire into smoke. Water dissolves more completely. It
helps to die completely” (Bachelard 1994:91). Ganga is
a cemetery for both humans and gods, whether this is in
the form of ashes, water burials of corpses, or immersion
of mud statues. Ma Ganga is the only cosmic force and
goddess who can dissolve and control the powers of
Kali. Seen from this approach Ganga is even more
powerful and almighty than Kali, although in daily life
Kali is the mother of Ganga, or the superior sister. But
when Kali is dying the structure is reversed. Kali dies in
Ganga and it is from this water the “rebirth” of Kali
happens since the image consisting of the pot of water,
coconut, and cloth is the most important. In the words of
Eliade again, “both the sacrality of the waters and the
structure of aquatic cosmogonies and apocalypses can be
completely revealed only through aquatic symbolism,
which is the only system capable of integrating all of the
particular revelations of innumerable hierophanies”
(Eliade 1987:131, original emphasis).

Most likely a myth of a real war has been melted
together with the ongoing cosmogonic struggle between
good and evil in the universe. The cosmogonic structure
of the ritual is evident. The demonic forces have to be
combated for the annual security, survival, and revival of
the earth. In this war, Durga is the most powerful of all
gods and goddesses since she is an amalgamation of
them, which is evident in her ten arms. This symbolises
the powers and forces the other gods have entrusted her
with in this cosmic battle. In Faridpur the relation
between Kali and Durga is somewhat unclear, and there
are many different versions and perceptions of the
goddesses. Durga is often seen as another form of Kali,
and as such a part of the Kali cult, others state that they
are the same goddess. Mythologically, there are
differences between Durga and Kali, but they are the
same in the sense that they both represent an extreme
form of goddesses who maintain peace in the world by
extinguishing evil, demonic forces, and the beasts in
humans.
Many devotees perceive Durga as a daughter and family
member rather than a warrior, and when she is carried
away for immersion many women gather together to bid
her farewell, and some may also be weeping when the
goddess or their daughter leaves (Kinsley 1989:24). The
main Durga celebrations in Faridpur are observed at
Sharbajanin Puja Parishad, which means the Universal
Puja Committee (temple). The temple was built in 1997
and the total cost was 400,000 taka. The Durga Puja is
worshipped in the month of Chaitra in the spring and in
the month of Asvin in the autumn. The spring festival
lasts for five days and the autumn festival lasts for ten
days, the total expenses for former festival is
approximately 25,000 taka and around 40,000 taka for
the latter. The Baishanti ritual, which is the spring puja
(fig. 7.18), is only celebrated in this temple in Faridpur,
whereas the Durga Puja in the autumn is celebrated in
both private and communal temples.

Worship of the warrior goddess and cosmic
queen
Durga’s mythological function is to combat demons –
asuras – and the most powerful and famous of the
demons is Mahisa – the buffalo demon. Durga was born
in a time of cosmic crises. The situation called for a
woman as a superior warrior, and the slaying of the
demon is the central image of the worship (Kinsley
1989:3-5). In the mythology of the Puranas the crisis is
described: “The kingdom of heaven was in danger, the
Demons and Asuras made all powerful by the sufferance
of the Almighty attacked the regions of the gods,
dethroned them, reduced them to the most abject
condition of poverty and defied the command of the
Creator himself.” (Ghosha 1871:xii) […] “Durga stands
with one foot on the lion whose Sanskrit name is Hari,
the god of the day, the sun, and the other on the demon
Darkness, for Dawn may be said to stand on both. The
left foot of Durga, with which she crushes the demon, is
raised a little in the attitude of employing force, for
Dawn virtually makes the demon Darkness bear the
weight. As the sun, upon which Dawn may be said to
ride, chases away in darkness into shadows, so the lion
of Durga tears the Asura into pieces (ibid:xix) […]
Under her lies a headless Buffalo carcass, whence rises
the demon with a sword in hand, pierced in the heart by
the Devi’s trident, his lungs drawn out, his body
besmeared with blood, and eye balls distended encircled
by the serpent noose” (ibid:35).

In the Bashanti ritual, the divine Parthenon images
consisted of Durga with Shiva on her throne, and
Ganesh, Laksmi, Sarasvati, and Kartikeya. The Bashanti
ritual started the 6th day of the Bengali new-year with the
reception of all the divinities under an apple tree in the
backyard of the temple. On the 7th day the goddesses and
gods were placed on the temple altar where rituals took
place until the 10th day when the statues were immersed
in the river. In other words, Durga manifested herself
and descended from Heaven to earth for five days before
she returned back to Heaven. The Durga statues were
given to the river because when she ascended to Heaven,
they could not offer the statues upwards, so the devotees
immersed them in the river. And according to the lore, it
will always start to rain after the statues are given to
Ganga. The reason for celebrating the autumn Durga is
explained in a way similar to the above description of
the cosmic war, but the reasons why the spring festival is
celebrated differ.
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Fig. 7.18. The Baishanti Durga puja. The finished statue, see fig. 7.14.
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According to myth, there were two kings fighting each
other.1 King Ravon reigned in Sri Lanka and King Ram
in Orjuddha in India, although some claim that both
were kings in Sri Lanka. The kings pledged Durga for
help and victory. First King Ravon observed the Durga
ritual at the Baishanti time (spring), which was a
seasonal ritual. Afterwards in the autumn, King Ram
worshipped Durga out of season aiming to receive her
divine blessing. Ram needed 101 flowers for the ritual,
which he had promised Durga that he would provide, but
he was only able to obtain one hundred. Unable to
provide all the 101 flowers, Ram wanted to offer one of
his eyes to Durga instead of the last flower. Then Durga
appeared in front of him and said she did not want his
last sacrifice. By this act Durga favoured Ram who won
the war against Ravon, and Ram worshipped and praised
Durga for the victory. As Hindus the commoners are
followers of Ram and worship Durga in the autumn. The
problem is then to explain why they celebrate the spring
festival since King Ram won the war and was favoured
by Durga.

When the priest conducted the rituals, there were hardly
any people participating; when the commoners were
engaged and participated in the rituals, there was hardly
any need for the priest. The role of priests was losing
importance because the devotees could perform what
they thought was the most important for themselves by
themselves. According to the priests, the rituals were
possible to conduct without statues, but not without the
pot of water, coconut, and cloth. Durga was received in
this form in the backyard of the temple the first evening,
and she resided there that night and only thereafter was
she transferred to the temple the next day. The initiation
was rather informal. The priest initiated the ritual
together with two drummers and another low-caste
assistant who blew a conch-shell. Four other Hindus
watched the ritual, which lasted for an hour.
On the last day of the Baishanti ritual the priest finished
his part of the ritual just after noon. The ghatas were
collected and placed next to the altar on which the
statues were standing. Even though the priest was
absent, the common devotees crowded around in the late
afternoon and early evening. The festival continued with
more intensity without the priest, the drummers played
and youngsters danced, it was a village fare and market.
The Hindus in Faridpur respected the Muslims and
postponed their ritual until after the Muslims had
finished their prayers avoiding disturbances in the
mosques. Women gave tika and sweets to all the
goddesses and gods, and even the chief asura who hid in
the Buffalo carcass received tika and sweets. He had
been converted by priests’ rituals from evil to good, and
as such even he had become a god. Evil had been
defeated and good had won for the time being. It was
basically married women, but also a few unmarried
women, who gave the farewell tika, similar to the tika
mothers give to their daughter when they get married
and leave their parental home. The women gave tika to
the statues even after the priest had ritually removed the
goddesses’ souls.

The explanations differ, and there is no real consistency
among them. Some myths depict Ravon less attractive;
he had ten heads, and as a king of Sri Lanka he was a
devotee of Brahma. Ram was married to Sita, but Ravon
abducted her, and this triggered off the cosmic war. Ram
went together with his divine brothers Laksman and
Hanuman, to rescue Sita, and by the help of Durga they
won. Some claim that Ravon was an asura, or even the
King of all asuras. King Ram, on the other hand,
appears and reveals truths when time necessitates it, and
he reveals truths by killing the cosmic enemies, and
especially Ravon – the chief of all monsters and the
symbol of untruth. However, it is explained that this
asura, Ravon, belonged to another time period than King
Ram. The Baishanti ritual started in the first period – the
Trust period. The autumn ritual started in the second
period – the Treta period. Before the Treta period they
used to worship Durga only during the spring in the
Bhaishanti form. When Ram performed the Durga ritual
in the autumn, it was no longer inauspicious to conduct
the ritual since he won the war against the great evil, and
therefore, the autumn offering became a regular event.
The Supreme godhead in the second period was Sri Ram
Chandra (King Ram), and according to the believers, he
also worshipped the Baishanti ritual in the spring,
although he invented the autumn Durga puja and by this
created the path for the devotees. Nowadays the autumn
Durga Puja is the most important worship and main
ritual among Bengali Hindus. Since they used to worship
Baishanti before the mythical war, the Baishanti ritual is
celebrated even though Ravon lost the war and
regardless of whether he was an asura or not.

The statues returned to the water after the ritual
completed the festival. The pots of water, coconuts, and
cloths were removed and given to Ganga prior to the
immersion of the statues. Seen from the priests’ view,
the pot is the uttermost important image, but the
devotees were mainly concern about the statues. Even
before the priest started the initiation and reception of
Durga in the backyard, common devotees praised and
worshipped the Durga statue, which from the priestly
perspective was without any spirit and thus technically a
dead statue. The commoners also wanted the statues
preserved instead of having them immersed in the river.
Even though Durga was only residing in the statue for
five days, the devotees would have liked to continue
praying to the statue. This caused a disagreement within
the Puja Committee whether they should immerse the
statues after the five days or keep them in the temple.
The statues were, however, immersed since this was the

1

The names of the kings and places are written in the
local language/dialect but refer to the Ramayana.
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tradition. The Bhaishanti Durga statue was the first of
the statues thrown in the river, accompanied by
drumming and singing, then the other statues. The
immersion of the statues was by far the most important
part of the ritual from the participants’ point of view,
and no priests were needed for this part. The majority of
participants were men, although a few women also
participated. When Durga was immersed in the river, the
goddess returned to the heavenly abode in Kailash in the
Himalayas from where she descended five days earlier.

offering arises the rain…out of this sacrificial offering
arises the food…out of this offering arises the semen or
the sperm. Indeed the woman is the sacrificial fire; the
lap or her sexual organ its fuel, when one appeals to her,
it is the smoke, the vulva the flame, the insertion the
coal, the sexual pleasure the sparks; into this fire the
gods sacrifice the semen; out of this sacrificial offering,
arises the foetus” (Lal 1995:12-13).
Of the five elements fire and water are regarded as the
most important (RV 1.161.9), although there is no
uniform cosmogonic theory of how the universe was
created. Creation is not a single definite act which once
happened, but it is an ever-proceeding process;
cosmogony. Water is transformed into “human beings”
through successive stages. The gross part of the water is
turned into wine, the medium part into blood, and the
subtle part into vital breath. It is fundamental in the
Hindu philosophy that water should be manifold, and
therefore the water created itself into food (Bhise
1995:63). “Life” is the “vital breath” which animates the
activities of nature – it is consciousness in matter (Wood
1995:84). The five elements in food are abodes for the
soul to nourish, as written in the Upanisads regarding
food, “when eaten, [it] becomes divided into three parts:
that which is the grossest component becomes excreta:
that which is the medium becomes flesh, and that which
is the subtlest becomes mind” (Filippi 1995:118).

To sum up, the worship was not only connected to the
cosmic battle between good and evil, but also to
fecundity and fertility. Since it is observed twice a year –
in the spring and autumn – it indicates a cyclical worship
of cultivation. There are many problems for the common
people – poverty, harvest failure, the environment – and
Durga is perceived as one of the most powerful
goddesses as she can handle all the problems. Durga is
associated with the fertility of crops, and the annual
immersion in Ganga strengthens the hypothesis of
mother cult worship. There are no contradictions
between the universal war against evil and the procreative and sexual regeneration through fertile fields.
The goddess just becomes more powerful and perfect
when numerous facets and spheres belong to her realm
of justice and action. In this sense Durga bears many
similarities to Kali, and they are also seen as different
manifestations of the divine Almighty Mother.

Food symbolism is always a part of water symbolism.
Rivers are not only goddesses but also mothers who
protect and feed their children (Feldhaus 1995:82). The
rivers of India are “mother rivers” and the nurturing
waters are compared to the milk of cow-mothers (Eck
1983:73-74). The river nourishes and fertilises the land
through which it flows. Ganga’s maternal character is
especially seen in her nourishing aspect, and her water is
sometimes called milk or the drink of immortality. She
nourishes her children with water as a mother feeds her
infant with milk (Kinsley 1989:194). In Rig-Veda 2.35.4
the birth of Agni – fire – is described; “Three women,
goddesses (the three mothers of Agni are the waters of
the three worlds) wish to give food to the god so that he
will not waken. He has stretched forth in the waters; he
sucks the new milk of those who have given birth for the
first time”.

Rivers of milk, food, and blood
In some origin myths there was nothing in the beginning
but water, and water had an apriori existence. From the
water originated Shakti – the goddess – and when she
started to churn the waters, seeds of grains and species
of plants and grasses came up, then the Kapila cow.
Only later did the other gods appear (Purohit,
Poornanand & Richa Negi 1995:56). Water is the
primordial element from which everything, including the
goddess Shakti, emerged. In other primordial myths
there are references to a lake of sperm instead of water
(Kramrisch 1981:52ff). The metaphors are structured
around fluid life-forces which have a bodily origin. The
origin myths emphasise the primordial and direct
creation through water, whereas other myths highlight
fertility through fields as a delayed or secondary
creation. The primary and the secondary creations
through water are in most myths combined and
inseparable; cosmogony is a process by which the
original creation is repeated in daily life for the making
of the future. In the Rig Veda it is stated that water is the
first element (RV 10.82.1) and heaven and earth were
floating on the water, and waters are the foundations of
all in the universe. The water of life and humans are
metaphorically related to the hydrological cycle. In the
Upanisads it is written that “(rain-cloud) is the sacrificial
fire; the wind its fuel, the clouds its smoke…into this
fire the gods sacrifice king Soma. Out of this sacrificial

The connection between water and milk appears as soon
as water is extolled fervently, and as soon as the feeling
of adoration for the maternity of waters is passionate and
sincere (Bachelard 1994:118). Water and milk become
identical since they are vital life-givers. Goddess Ganga
is worshipped as a source of life and regeneration. She is
also at one with all life-giving waters or fluids in their
many facets, including semen (Darian 1978:81). The
close association between mothers and birth leads
therefore to even further metaphorical elaborations of
water. Kali is described in a Tantric text as “standing in
a boat that floats upon an ocean of blood. The blood is
the lifeblood of the world of children that she is bringing
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forth, sustaining, and eating back. She stands there and
sips the intoxicating warm blood-drink from a cranial
bowl that she lifts to her insatiable lips” (Zimmer
1962:213). In the Chinnamasta goddess it is as the blood
has been transformed into milk feeding the devotees
(Kinsley 1997:161). In another context, Marie Bonaparte
in her Edgar Poe writes: “It is not difficult to recognize
this water as blood…a body whose blood nourished us
even before it was time for milk, that of the mother who
sheltered us for nine months” (Bachelard 1994:59). The
feminine creative principle is “the world from her
womb” (Mookerjee 1988:23). Kali subsists on the blood
of her victims and the animals offered her, and she is the
mad mistress of the universe (Olson 1990:34). Blood is a
beneficial and vital fluid (Benard 1994:102). In this
sense blood is more vital than water: it is intensified life
giving water.

cosmos as a whole is an organism at once real, living,
and sacred” (Eliade 1987:117). Seeing the universe as a
whole is the context of all contexts (Malik 1995:67), and
everything has its origin from and in water, integrating
macro- and micro- perspectives, humans as individuals,
society and cosmos.
“When a child eats the substance that comes from the
interior of the earth, the child ingests the weight and
quality of death. All that comes from Earth Mother
comes from the death that produces life. In this way, the
life that is maintained at the cost of death has to be
transformed into death”, Carrasco argues, and
importantly in a fertility cult, “if a human eats corn, he is
required to pay his debt to the earth by giving his body
when he dies. Throughout life, the human being is
sinning on the earth, is building up a debt to the earth.
This debt is disequilibrium, which must be paid or set
back” (Carrasco 1999:184). In Hindu thought the whole
universe is interlinked and in equilibrium linking
microcosm to macrocosm. The earth is a maternal
womb, which nourishes the seeds the humans will ripen.
But since Mother Earth controls life, she also controls
death (Khanna 1995:109). Kali is killing evil people and
blessing good people (Caldwell 1999:29). The poet
Ramprasad Sen (1715-1780) writes, “When Kali is
awake, then Ganga flows in your heart”, and in despair
he cried, “Afloat on the ocean of Samsara, I journey
back and forth, back and forth”, but Kali is the saviour:
“The Tara [sister of Kali] boat cast its anchor at the
landing place. O my mind! Come running if you want to
cross. Set sail by Tara’s grave and row it quickly, if you
want to cross the sea of suffering” (Darian 1978:148149).

All pro-creative fluids whether it be milk, sperm, or
blood can be imagined, explained, and understood from
water metaphors. A river is a continuous flowing source
for such metaphorical elaborations. As a river it is more
than just physical water or fluid H2O. It is spiritual
water, nourishing water of the fields, feeding milk for
children, and blood in the veins of the devotees. When
Chinnamasta sacrifices her head and feeds her devotees
with her own blood, it might be interpreted as an
extreme type of motherhood. If a mother cannot feed her
children with water or milk, she only has her own blood
to give. “Normally”, in the sense that it is not normal to
sacrifice oneself and feed one’s children with blood, this
is a destructive way of feeding. Immediately after she
has fed her devotees with her blood, she will die herself,
and then her children will die since they are without
Mother. However, Chinnamasta solves this problem
through the cosmogonic act of sacrifice by which she
also feeds herself with her own blood. Thus, this is one
of the ultimate forms of regeneration through sacrifice
by extreme aquatic symbols and metaphors.

Water nourishes life and rain fertilises, and in the erotic
symbolism of the creation the sky embraces and
fertilises the earth with rain (Eliade 1993:192). The
hydrological cycle includes both rivers and rain,
especially since Ganga has its origin in heaven and she is
a continuous, liquid link between the two worlds. She is
a tirtha; the pathway that connects all spheres of reality.
She is the mediator between this world and the divine.
Ganga is one of the most holy tirthas in Hinduism.
Tirthas are holy places from the first yuga – holy places
that have not decreased their sacredness although the rest
of the world has been de-sacralised. A tirtha is a
“crossing place” – a spiritual ford where heaven and
earth meet – a place where it is possible to attain
liberation. It is a place where the divinities appear on
earth (Eck 1983:34), or a hierophany in Eliade’s
terminology (Eliade 1987). It is therefore an auspicious
and preferred place to die, and where the ashes should be
immersed in water after cremation. A tirtha is also
believed to be a “place where you can settle to religious
practice and immediately reap the fruits of it” (Parry
1982:345). A tirtha is a place of pilgrimage in Hinduism
characterised by three qualities making the place sacred;
it is pure, it brings merit and auspiciousness, and it is
auspicious. It is a place whereby a devotee can gain

Mothers as life-givers and death-givers
The relation between cemeteries and sex is a symbol of
the living creation. Chinnamasta represents the truth that
“life, sex, and death are part of an interdependent,
unified system…life feeds on death, is nourished by
death, and necessitates death, and the ultimate destiny of
sex is to perpetuate more life, which in turn will decay
and die in order to feed more life” (Kinsley 1997:157).
Kali has to die in Ganga, and she has to be born from
her. The traditional vision of man is cosmocentric – man
is made up by the five elements – and the cosmic
equilibrium is maintained both in nature and culture.
There is no clear distinction between this world and
other worlds, and there is no ontological difference
between man and non-humans. The primal elements
have personal (material) as well as spiritual attributes,
and each element has a form, a location, a function, and
depends upon the other elements (Saraswati 1995). “The
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enlightenment and achieve liberation, and in the end, a
tirtha is a state of mind (Gupta 2001:4), uniting the
devotees with the divinities. The river as a crossing point
between the two worlds is best seen in death rituals
(Kinsley 1989:192-193). Charon is the mythological
boatman ferrying the dead across the river to the other
world. The ferryman is a symbol of crossing – from birth
to the life beyond (Terpening 1985:243). In Kashi it is
Shiva himself whispering the “ferryboat mantra” or the
“mantra of the crossing” in the deceased’s ear (Eck
1983:331). But the river is also a “well of wisdom” as
illustrated by the ferryman in Herman Hesse’s
Siddhartha (1985).

Gananath Obeyesekere asks the question “why is it
necessary to express ideas in terms of symbols whose
meanings are not apparent, on the conscious level at
least, to the participants in a culture?” and his answer is
that “certain ideas simply cannot be presented except
symbolically” (Obeyesekere 1984:465). Obeyesekere
analyses cultures of goddess cults from a
psychoanalytical perspective, and he seeks answers to
the presumable paradox and dichotomy of two types of
Mother Goddesses in Hindu India: the cow (or river) as a
passive and unconditioned nurturant and the terrifying
mother goddess which is vengeful and unpredictable.
One Mother gives life and the other Mother takes life.
These two extreme types of Mother Goddesses are,
according to Obeyesekere, “products of cultural
transformations of the infantile experience with actual
mothers in the Hindu joint family” (ibid:427).

Ganga is the most holy river in Hinduism, and she stems
mythologically from Kailash (Darian 1978:1). She is
eternally pure and cleanses sins. The holiest river in
Hinduism concentrates the sanctity of all rivers: “Not
only is the Ganges said to be present in other rivers, but
other rivers are present in her” (Eck 1983:214). Ganges
is the “nectar of immortality” which brings life to the
dead cremated on the banks of the River of Heaven
(ibid:215). “The Ganges is the liquid essence of the
scriptures, the gods, and the wisdom of the Hindu
tradition. She is the liquid essence, in sum, of Shakti –
the energy and power of the Supreme, flowing in the life
of the world” (ibid:219). “Water symbolizes the whole
of potentiality; it is...the source of all possible existence”
(Eliade 1993:188). Water will always exist, but never
alone since water is germinative, and it contains the
potentiality of all forms or Mothers, and this links Kali
and Ganga. “Kali is Mother to her devotees not because
she protects them from the way things really are but
because she reveals to them their mortality and thus
releases them to act fully and freely, releases them from
the incredible, binding web of “adult” pretence,
practicality, and rationality” (Kinsley 1977:146).

Numerous gender studies have been conducted which
challenge notions of women as more or less passive
victims of patriarchy, and they emphasise the different
spheres where women are in power or the various ways
women may challenge existing structures of power and
domination. (e.g. Raheja & Gold 1994, Raheja 2003,
Wadley 1980). Nevertheless, although these studies are
important, in my opinion they cannot give an account for
why the images of the goddesses take on the form and
popularity they do, and I will therefore follow
Obeyesekere in his interpretation.
The images of goddesses such as Kali (or Pattini) and
Ganga must in some or another way relate to life
experiences of the devotees who worship these types of
Mother Goddesses. The basis for the mother-goddess
phenomena lies in the implications of the Brahmanic
values for the female role and mother-child relation, and
these values are deeply rooted and experienced early in
people’s lives. According to traditional norms the wife is
supposed to perceive and treat her husband as a god.
“The husband as god is based on the model of the man
that the woman possesses in her own conscious, and this
is in turn based on her own perception of her own
father” (Obeyesekere 1984:434). However, it is most
likely that a huge number of husbands cannot match
their wives’ ideal. Jorimon, a poor village woman in
Bangladesh once said; “I never had any wish fulfilled at
my father’s home, neither did I have any better luck at
my husband’s” (Hashmi 2000:1). “Hence sensitive
females must search elsewhere for loving surrogate male
figures, which in Hindu society are the guru and the
idealized god…toward whom a woman can direct her
love, her bhakti, a combination of eroticism and
devotionalism” (Obeyesekere 1984:434-435). Child
marriages have been the norm and the woman is
transferred from her parents house to the husband’s
household soon after puberty, and “she is a physically
and psychologically immature girl who has hardly left
her childhood behind” (ibid:439). As a newly married
young woman, the spouse attains a secondary role in the
joint family as a daughter-in-law, totally under control

The Hindu religion has to a certain extent adapted more
sufficiently than Islam to the environment of
Bangladesh. The annual floods are a re-occurring
problem, which is incorporated into the low-religion of
common people. Each year the river will kill people and
destroy land. The Hindus pray to Ganga, but the dangers
of the floods threaten Muslims too, who may also pray
to the mighty river in order to save them. Humans in
their despair pray to the forces, which they perceive as
almighty. Although the gods appear as eternal and given
once and for all, man in his own image makes the divine
images; the gods might be eternal but their material
appearance on earth (as statues for instance) are made by
man and understood by man. Similar with sacrifices,
what is given to the god is not the god’s wishes, but the
devotee’s own deep motivation (Obeyesekere 1990:4).
The question then is why the sub-Indian people have
“chosen” goddesses like Kali and Chinnamasta? Why
are they “good to think with”, and why do they reveal
truths which cannot be expressed as forcefully as other
material manifestations, images, and statues?
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and authority of her husband’s mother. These are
traumatic experiences, and she has no possibilities for
letting out her rage (ibid).

the child unconditionally, but one day the social
umbilical cord is cut, represented by the Kali forces,
which are perceived as dangerous and ferocious. “The
mother goddess is all powerful, the male is crushed; he
abnegates himself in surrender to the deity. He is, as it
were, symbolically castrated. This reflects a dimension
of the Hindu experience not recognized on the formal
level – that is, the woman as wife, though socially
inferior and subordinate to her husband, is on the
psychological level a powerful person, as mother”
(ibid:444).

There are two main implications for the female role in
Hindu society: “First, the female’s need for love,
solicitude, and succour cannot be satisfied in the
situation that occurs soon after marriage in the Indian
joint family. Second, the female retrospectively
sentimentalises the love and affection she received in her
own family of orientation before her marriage and
contrasts the nurturance of her own mother with the
cruelty of her mother-in-law” (ibid:435, original
emphasis). When she gives birth to her child her starved
affectional needs are realised through her child. Thus,
eroticism as a value scheme is highly significant in the
Brahmanic cosmos since women are repressed sexually.
If she cannot be fully satisfied sexually with her
husband, some of these feelings will be displaced
towards the child (ibid:439).

Obeyesekere distinguishes between personal and
cultural symbols (Obeyesekere 1990:22). A symbol is
both personal and cultural. Personal symbols are public
symbols ”that permit the expression of the unconscious
thoughts of the individual; but since they make sense to
others, they also permit communications with others in
the language of everyday discourse” (ibid:22-23).
Personal symbols are cultural symbols that are related to
the individual motivation and make sense only in
relation to the life history of the individual and the larger
institutional context in which they are embedded
(ibid:25). The symbols are both enabling and
constraining the possibility of cultural change. Not all
forms of subjective imagery end up as culture because
they have to be legitimised by the group in terms of the
larger culture (Obeyesekere 1981:169). The mother
goddess cult and the different mother qualities have their
counterparts in the characteristics of mothers in daily
life, and vice versa. The different goddesses have
various qualities and capacities, and similarly, the
human mothers have various virtues and failures. The
daily life experiences of mothers are a well of capacities
and representations when webs of significance are spun
around the divine Mother Goddesses. Personal
experiences are spun into symbols, which are lived and
acted out in the public space.

The mother-goddess cult is a representation of human
mothers. The mother-child relationship can be seen as
responsible for three images of the mother projected in
Hindu religion: 1) The sacred cow. The mother is the
giver of milk and food sustaining and nurturing her
child. This maternal image is worshipped all over India
in the sacred cow. “It is the image of the mother as
totally non-demanding, unambiguous, and nurturant and
the child as the passive recipient of her love”
(Obeyesekere 1984:440). 2) The Parvati image. The
Mother is generally benevolent and idealised in images
such as Parvati, Laksmi, and Sarasvati. On a cultural
level this is the image of the mother as “father’s wife”.
3) The Kali image. This mother is the cruel,
unpredictable, and hysterical nature of women, basically
based on the maternal rage as perceived by the infant
(ibid:440). As a river or cow the Mother goddess feeds

131

132

Chapter 8:
Hindus in a Muslim World

Saint Farid and syncretism

certain where he was born or buried, but common people
believe that his grave was in the compound of the
current Dorga mosque in Faridpur. This is a
controversial matter. According to the myths, he stayed
at this place for some time, and after his death a tree
started growing on his alleged grave. Today, devotees
assume that a tree in the compound of Dorga mosque
was that original tree, and that he was buried beneath it.
That tree, which stood where the entrance to the mosque
is today, was cut 35-40 years ago. Muslims worshipped
the tree together with Hindu devotees, and the place was
a pilgrimage site where Hindu sadhus came and smoked
ganja. When the tree was cut, some people believed that
blood came from the roots and both the one who cut the
tree and his family died; others refuse this as a myth and
pure speculations. Nevertheless, both Hindus and
Muslims still worship Saint Farid, and they give
offerings and continue to donate milk, money, and
chickens to the saint.

With a population of almost 130 million living in
Bangladesh, the terms “Muslims” and “Hindus” are not
self-explanatory. In a country where the majority is poor
and illiteracy is widespread, questions concerning what
it actually means to be a Muslim or a Hindu, and what
kinds of rituals they observe, are crucial. There is a huge
variation within both Islam and Hinduism, and in certain
spheres there is a tremendous similarity in ways of
thinking, praying and believing within the two religions.
Hinduism is not necessarily opposed to Islam, and viceversa – the religions may co-exist and even give
contributions to each other – and Faridpur is such a place
where Muslims and Hindus live peacefully together
(Oestigaard and Alam 2002). One of the reasons for this
co-existence and syncretism of two religious paths is
found in the history of Faridpur. On the one hand, there
is a strong Hindu influence penetrating the Muslim
culture and religion. On the other hand, there is what
might be labelled a “downstream Hinduism syndrome”
in Faridpur. The disciples in Sri Angan Ashram, for
instance, emphasise that it is only possible to seek the
proper Hinduism in Kashi. It is in Varanasi where the
real and true Hindu rituals are performed, and not among
the common people in this local area. One of the sadhus
proudly said that he once had participated at Kumbh
Mela, and even though Ganga is sacred as a whole,
certain places and spots are more sacred, and all of them
are in India. Bangladesh lies downstream and in the
backwaters of mainstream Hinduism both physically and
spiritually. There is a kind of second ranked feeling
among many high religion devotees; Muslims surround
them, the core area for their beliefs is far away, and the
common people follow their own tradition which
deviates from the sacred books. Moreover, it is difficult
to recruit young Brahmans for priesthood. There is a
pandit school in Faridpur, but very few students are
studying to become priests. The orthodox Hinduism is
declining and the low-caste practices are flourishing.
The decline of Brahmanism is also a consequence of
Hindu-Muslim syncretism.

In Islam there is no ancestral worship. The practice of
praying to a Muslim grave is against the Muslim
orthodoxy. Muslims are not allowed to worship the dead,
and nobody can help the departed. Therefore, this
practice is seen as “pagan” or desecrating the “true”
orthodox Muslim values. Consequently, a local
committee of Muslims destroyed and removed both the
graveyard and the tree, but they built an orphanage on
the site and established a madras school in the name of
Farid. The orthodox Muslims have tried to undermine
and minimise the role of Shah Farid, claiming that he
only passed through this area and spent a few days
before he continued on his wanderings. According to
them, he was not buried in the town. Still, there is a
belief in a “virtual memorial” among the common
people. Regardless of any physical remains, the devotees
commemorate and pray to the symbolical burial and
memorial site of Farid.
The harmony within Islam and between Hindus and
Muslims has, nevertheless, been challenged, and the
problems have their roots in India. The Hindu god Ram
was allegedly born in Ayodya and his birthplace temple
was destroyed by Muslims who built a mosque on the
ruins, which generally are acknowledged to be the
original Ram temple. During the conflicts between
Muslims and Hindus in Ayodya in 1992, it became
difficult for Hindus to perform their rituals in Faridpur.
There were incidents of turbulence between Hindu and
Muslim fundamentalists, and a few Muslim extremists
tried to chase away the Hindus from Faridpur by force.
In the conflict Hindu temples were attacked and statues
destroyed. When they were unable to worship the
statues, the Hindus used the pot of water, coconut, and

Saint Farid is the mythological founding father of
Faridpur. There are three Farids in the Muslim world;
Shah Farid, Gange Farid and Shek Farid, and the first
one is allegedly buried in Faridpur. Shah Farid was a
Muslim saint who, according to some local people, died
in twenty-four places at the same time, and he was
therefore buried at twenty-four places. “Pur” means
village, and the town Faridpur means literally “Farid’s
village”. Shah Farid called people to Islam, and he was a
renowned and charismatic saint. Nobody knows for
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cloth. Although the Hindus in Faridpur faced only minor
problems compared to the violence in India, they aimed
not to provoke the Muslims directly and therefore
avoided rituals involving the worship of statues.
Moreover, as they claimed, since Ram worshipped
Durga out of season, there was no statue for his puja,
and therefore he used the pot of water, coconut, and
cloth as the divine image and by this rite initiated the
practice. This explanation seems to be secondary giving
legitimacy to ritual changes. Thus, the conflict in
Ayodya at least triggered off changes in the temple
worship and the relative importance and relation
between statues and the pot of water and items as divine
images. The Hindus carefully resisted the tension, the
tumults silenced, and it has been the municipality’s
official policy to avoid fundamentalism and to keep the
harmony between Muslims and Hindus.

however, numerous interpretations and understandings
of the relation between akar, sakar, and nirakar. This is
a consequence of, at least partly, the different
emphasises on which part of the Kali images are the
most important; the statue or the water pot with the
coconut and cloth.
Among the sweepers, the Kali statues are divided into
these three levels or aspects of the divinity: Akar is
being, sakar is matter, and nirakar is spirituality. Akar is
the living being and appearance of Kali – the form of the
images. Sakar is the earthly matters and items, from
which the images of Kali are built. Nirakar is pure
spirituality, and nobody can see or touch this dimension.
It is spiritual like the soul in the air; it is non-limited and
without any boundaries. More important than the statue
is the ghata. This is the ultimate symbol of Kali. The
water in the pot – Kali’s drinking water – not in its
physical but spiritual form, is nirakar. When they pray
to Kali, water is always in front of the shrine and image.
The water is changed once a year in a ritual called
Manosha, which takes place in August/September. The
water is taken from Ganga and returned to the river.
When they pray they always start praying to nirakar,
then sakar, and finally akar, which means that they start
preying to the spiritual dimension, then the material
dimension, and then the living Kali as she appears in
front of the devotees. Ganga and Kali are seen as equal
sisters, and Ma Ganga is also nirakar. All gods and
goddesses stem from Ganga and they will return to
Ganga. Thus, Ganga might be seen as the only truly
spiritual dimension, but they worship Kali since people
now live in the time of Kali Yuga. It makes no
difference whether Kali is worshipped as a statue or as a
pot with coconut and cloth. It is believed that if the deity
is present in a statue image, then it contains the
divinity’s soul, and this soul dimension is also called
nirakar. The statue dimension of Kali (or the form) is
then called akar, and the image of the pot of water, is
called sakar. But as indicated, the spiritual substance of
the water in the pot is still believed to be nirakar. The
open room where there is nothing and where they pray
belongs also to the nirakar dimension: it is the sacred
space.

The ritual significance of the water pot with the coconut
and cloth has continued, but there are also other reasons
why the latter image kept its importance. Statues are the
most vulnerable objects in religious conflicts. In the
Noton Kalibari temple there was a stone Kali statue,
which originally came from Kashi. During the
Liberation War Pakistani forces open fired at the temple.
One bullet hit Kali, but it ricocheted back and allegedly
killed, one hundred and fifty Pakistani soldiers. The head
of the Kali statue broke, and the statue has ever since
been kept in security from fundamentalist anti-Hindus.
Moreover, old stone statues are valuable and precious
for Hindus, and therefore popular objects for thieves and
smugglers. If the police catches criminals with stolen
statues, then the statues are rarely returned back to the
original temples because their origins often remain
unknown, and the statues are placed in museums. In
museums nobody can perform and observe the
auspicious rituals for the gods and goddesses, and this is
a problem for Hindus who have started to fight for their
rights to use their holy statues. Thus, the images of the
water-pot with the coconut and cloth seems to be the
most practical and sufficient substitute during times of
crisis, but this image is not acknowledged as a secondary
substitute; it is always the crucial image integrated in the
worship. The different emphasis on which part of the
image is the most important may explain why there are
various understandings of where the actual divine
qualities reside in statues and temples.

In the main Kali temple in town, the Nuton Kalibari, the
interpretation is the same; akar is the physical
appearance of the god, sakar is the matters of which it is
built, and nirakar is the spiritual part of the divine.
Moreover, the akar dimension is explained as what is
only visible, sakar is what is only possible to feel and
hear, and nirakar is what it impossible to see – the
spirituality. Akar is the statue, and ghata is sakar. They
pray to nirakar, and this dimension is not represented in
any of the images. Nirakar is the spiritual dimension,
which devotees focus on when for instance meditating or
worshiping without images. The akar, sakar, and
nirakar dimensions of the divinities are equally
important, or more correctly, they constitute a unity. If
Kali does not respond to the prayers, then everything is a

Akar, sakar, nirakar
In the religious worship of gods and goddesses there are
three fundamental concepts: akar, sakar and nirakar. All
statues and divine images are comprised of these three
facets. Akar is “form, appearance, figure, or its symbol”.
Sakar is “having a form or a body, bodied,
corporeal…form of worship in which deities are
conceived as having forms; idolatry”. The one who
prays to sakar is an idolater. Nirakar is “formless,
unembodied, incorporeal, the sky – God”. There are,
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part of the nirakar dimension since she governs cosmos.
If Kali responds, it is either through the media of akar or
sakar, which means that the revelations and
manifestations of Kali are directed through images in the
temple. They pray to the statue and not the pot, but still,
the pot of water is more important than the statue. The
water in the pot is almighty and spiritual, and it might be
used as medicine for any kind of sickness. However, the
water is not nirakar in itself, and there is no nirakar
dimension in the temple per se, they believe. In other
words, the nirakar dimension is a consequence of the
deity’s presence in the sacred space.

appearance of the gods and goddesses might somehow
be arbitrary. Gods and goddesses may reveal themselves
in any physical form, but whatever these forms are, they
have a material expression. The importance is the
nirakar dimension, the spiritual sphere, which might be
seen as similar to the signified. Akar, sakar, and nirakar
are one – but still three different facets – in a similar way
as a sign consists of signifier and signified. All divine
images have a physicality, the akar dimension (the sign);
which may have different forms (the signifier) – the Kali
statues may have two or four arms, represented by the
pot with water – but it is essentially one. The nirakar or
spiritual dimension (the signified) – it is only one
Goddess, but she may have different appearances. When
the spirit (the signified, meaning, or divinity) leaves the
statue, the signifier loses its meaning and cannot
represent the sign: Kali. The statue dies and it is
therefore given a water burial in Ganga. If one
understands the relation between akar, sakar and nirakar
from this perspective, then it makes sense why there is a
certain flux in the signifiers although everyone agrees on
the signified – the one and almighty Goddess Kali. There
is only one God but it may have many appearances (fig.
8.1).

One Brahman priest explained that akar consists of the
pot of water, coconut, and cloth, and that this dimension
is the most important in all Kali rituals. Sakar designates
a particular area, and the water in the pot is located in a
separate and consecrated area. The water is inside the
pot, and when they pray to Kali, the goddess appears
inside the pot. Nirakar is the imagination and the belief
that Mother resides there. Another Brahman priest
explained the akar dimension as the figure that forms a
body, which consists of the pot with the water, coconut,
and cloth. Sakar is the statue, but akar is the most
important part and it is impossible to perform any ritual
without akar. This means that the goddess’ soul cannot
take place in a statue without the pot, but it is possible
the other way around. In this regard the statue is
“useless” although it is more visible and therefore an
effective image. If mind is sacred then it is not necessary
with akar, sakar, or nirakar. When the goddess appears
through prayers, the devotees can see and feel her
appearance in the statue (or pot with water), which is
akar.

Kali and Fatima – Shiva and Ali
Both Hinduism and Islam basically share the same
environment and worldviews in Faridpur, but the
religious names and tags differ, and so does the ritual
practices. Although the orthodox Muslims will not agree
on these interpretations, common Muslims and Hindus,
even Brahman priests, advocate coherence between the
religions. There is only one God who the devotees can
approach in their humility, but they may approach the
divinity in different ways. Kali is the Mother of the
world for Hindus, and Fatima is the Mother of the world
for Muslims; the goddesses are the same. Allah is
identical to Narayan or Vishnu, Ali is identical to Shiva
or Mahadev; the gods are similar. Since there are two
religions, the paths are different. The contents of the
paths or the religions are identical, and there is only one
God in the world regardless of the different names. One
prays to Fatima in mosques and Kali in temples. Ali is
the husband of Fatima, and Mahadev is the husband of
Kali, and they are the same. Kali is the mother of
Narayan, and Fatima is the mother of Allah. Krishna is
identical to Mohammed the prophet, and Rada is
identical to Rabia. Rada was Krishna’s lover, and Rabia
Bosheri was an angel described in both the Christian
Bible and the Gita, according to the believers. The
Quran describes Alif Laam Meem, who correspond to
the Hindu gods Shiva, Vishnu, and Brahma. Although
Hindus pray only to the Hindu gods and goddesses, the
meaning and devotion are equal if they had been praying
to the parallel Muslim gods. Hence, by praying to the
Hindu gods, the devotees are not automatically praying
to the Muslim gods.

Vivekananda, an incarnated godhead and guru, once
gave a different answer to these questions: everybody is
worshipping the sakar dimension either directly or
indirectly. As Muslims worship the sacred stone of
Kaba, the shrine both exists and does not exist. It exists
one place (in Mecca), but not necessarily where the
devotee worships it since all Muslims have to face
towards Mecca in their prayers. Therefore, the worship
of an image, statue, or shrine, whether or not it is in the
actual spot where the worship takes place, represents
sakar. This necessitates, however, that the gods reside in
that image.
Although the conceptions of the relations between akar,
sakar, and nirakar differ, all perceptions are structured
around notions which it is possible to understand
through the linguistic theory of the relation between
sign, signifier, and signified. Akar might be seen as the
sign, sakar as the signifier and nirakar as the signified.
Akar is the material appearance, the form of the divinity
or the materials which comprises the image’s body, or
the matter which embodies the spirit. Sakar is the form
of matter; the materiality of the goddess may take the
form of a statue or a gatha. Although the latter is more
important than the former, the actual form and artistic
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Fig. 8.1. A combined Kali and Saraswati temple in the sweepers’ para visualised by two posters, together
with the ghata.
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Hindus pray in temples and Muslims in mosques, and if
one approaches the Muslim gods one has to pray in
mosques. However, since there is only one God there is
no need for praying to the Muslim counterpart if one has
prayed to a Hindu divinity.

experiences and motives. The work of culture
(Obeyesekere 1990) is the process whereby symbolic
forms existing on the cultural level get created and
recreated through the minds of people. Obeyesekere
limits psychoanalysis in cultural anthropology to
understanding the interrelationship between deep
motivation and culture (ibid:xix-xx). The importance is
that Kali and Ganga are goddesses somehow irrespective
of the labels “Hindu” and “Muslim” and they are
incorporated into a shared Hindu-environmental culture,
which is seen as unproblematic for both parts. In fact,
the syncretism transcends the goddesses and may
include other spheres of devotional paths.

According to both the Hindus and Muslims I
interviewed, the reason why the gods correspond to each
other in the respective religions is the fact that all
Muslims were Hindus before they converted to Islam.
The co-existence of the religions has continued, and the
Hindu worldview is deeply rooted in the Muslims’
worldview. Even Muslims in their poverty and helpless
state of despair seek help from Kali when their lives are
in danger, and if Kali saves them, then they may
sacrifice a goat in one of her temples. This does not
mean that Kali is more powerful than Fatima, but only
that in this particular case Kali was more sufficient and
efficient as a problem solver. When Muslims make
sacrifices in Kali temples they are not worshipping
Fatima, but only the Kali manifestation of the divine
power. If Muslims make commitments and promise
penances to Kali, then they have to fulfil their wows.
Thus, instead of giving their own lives in return to Kali,
Muslims may give another life by sacrificing a goat. In
one case, a Muslim man promised Kali that if his son
recovered from a fatal sickness, then he would sacrifice
a goat. The son recovered, and the Muslim provided the
goat. Unfortunately, the goat died naturally in the temple
the night before the sacrifice, but since it is the personal
commitment to the goddess that matters, it was
religiously interpreted and agreed upon that he had
fulfilled his promises by the donation of the goat to the
temple the day before the sacrifice.

The Gopal Krishna Temple in Faridpur was established
in 1965, and the ashram is a part of the worldwide Hare
Krishna mission. Mohadheb Chakrabarti is a Hindu
sadhu residing in the ashram, and he works as a healer
due to his spiritual power. Chakrabarti has been working
in the Krishna ashram for forty-five years, but he lives in
his house in Madanga village six kilometres from the
ashram. He got his spiritual powers ten years ago
(around 1992), and now he is healing both Hindus and
Muslims. The sadhu also blesses wealthy people since
they believe it is auspicious and good for their business,
although the majority of the devotees are poor and needy
people. Everyone from the sweepers to Brahmans,
magistrates, and policemen, take his services, blessings,
and healing.
Mohadheb Chakrabarti is renowned in the city for his
powers, which he claims he received directly from Kali
in particular and Shiva in general, to whom he prays to
maintain his spiritual powers. Although he received his
power from Kali, he resides in a Krishna ashram because
Krishna appears in multiple forms, and Krishna is one of
the forms of Kali. Worshipping in a Krishna temple is
therefore the same as praying in a Kali temple.
Everything is Kali. Kali gives him directions for what
kind of medicine he shall use for a specific purpose and
sickness, and he is only healing on Tuesdays and
Saturdays. These are the days of Kali, and both Kali and
Shiva are awake and available then. They do not sleep
throughout the night, and the devotees may reach them
by their prayers. Sundays and Thursdays are fruitless
days and one may not expect anything from the
goddesses, Wednesday is the day of Durga, and Monday
is the day off for Kali and Shiva when they relax with
each other, and nobody can be released from sin or
diseases on this day. On Friday all the gods and
goddesses are awake, but since it is the holiday for the
Muslims, Chakrabarti also takes the day off and keeps
the public holiday.

Outside Rajbari town, the neighbouring town of
Faridpur, Muslims living by the riverside are also
committed to the river. The pray and make sacrifices to
Ganga trying to control the forthcoming flood, for the
avoidance of diseases, and for the protection from winter
storms when fishing. If Ganga saves them after they
have prayed to the river goddess, then they may offer
coconuts, salt, and rice in accordance with their
promises. Only Muslims live on the south side of the
river, whereas on the northern side there are Hindus too,
and the Hindus may also sacrifice goats in the name of
Ganga. The Muslims living along this part of the
riverside do not give blood sacrifices to Ganga, and Kali
is in general less important for these Muslims.
According to them, when they pray and make offerings
to Ganga, they follow the Muslim religious codex for
worship. There are, however, great local and regional
differences. Along other parts of Ganga’s riverside
Muslims worship Kali as well, and it is their personal
commitment and interpretation of the religious world
that decide to which extent the Hindu Parthenon of Gods
and Goddesses are included in the Muslim religion.

As indicated, also Brahman priests acknowledge that
Kali and Fatima are equal Mothers of the world for
Hindus and Muslims respectively, and that their
husbands are Shiva and Ali. This shared understanding
of how the world is linked together might be an entrance
to an understanding of why the role of Brahmans as

The Muslim divine gallery and worldview are
incorporated in accordance with both personal
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high-caste and priests as religious experts in Faridpur
differs from other more “classical” Hindu societies and
villages. In Faridpur there is an explicit and logical
knowledge of gods and religion. All gods are linked
contextually to each other, and cosmos is explicable and
understandable for everyone.

influence of the social and physical environment. On the
one hand, Muslims by their mere presence as a majority
group, will culturally and religiously influence Hindu
practices. On the other hand, the physical environment is
a “typical” or perhaps “extreme” Hindu environment.
Hinduism’s emphasis on water worlds with a rich body
of water metaphors and myths is ecologically very fitting
for the environment in Bangladesh. Islam as a religion,
on the other hand, is very “unfit” for this ecology. The
Quran is probably one of the “driest” books in the world
regarding the environment in which it originated. Thus,
the ecology of Islam’s high-religion is adapted to deserts
and the lack of water, whereas the low-religion has
incorporated the totally opposite water world in
Bangladesh. In this situation it seems natural that
Muslims have adapted parts of the Hindu religion’s
water-world, which has solutions to the problems the
dramatic changes of water represent for humans.

The commoners’ worldviews include everything and all
spheres of daily and divine aspects. They do not need a
Brahman to tell how the world is because they know by
themselves how the world works. They may disagree
with each other on how everything is connected, and
they all have their own specific explanation, but what is
important is that everyone is fully aware of what they
believe, why they believe in this specific divinity, and the
reason for why the world has to be the way it is. They
never referred to traditions, priests or ancestors, with the
exception of perhaps a few Brahmans. But most often
the Brahman priests were also interpreting the type of
Hinduism they practiced rather than presenting the
scriptural version. There were numerous versions of how
micro- and macrocosm were interrelated and connected,
but it seemed that these constructions were made on a
personal or lineage level where the worldviews appeared
to be internally coherent and consistent. The world is
logical and rational, not only for the priests and the high
religion, but for everyone, who constructed their own
cosmos which was tangible for themselves.

As shown from the empirical presentation, parts of the
caste system and the Muslim-Hindu syncretism deviate
from other Hindu and scholarly interpretations of caste
and religion. I will therefore try to contexualise this local
empirical setting into a wider debate on the relation
between castes and water seen from perspective of those
who are ranked the lowest.

Contextualising the local:
a “low-caste” perspective

Methodologically, this surprised me. In Faridpur I was
always given concrete and specific answers to whatever
I asked about. Based on my experience from Nepal, the
most common answer to any question is that we do so
because of tradition and we have always done so.
Equally common answers are that we do not know; ask
the priest, and if you do, he will then start to quote from
the Bhagavad Gita or other sacred scriptures. Among the
low-castes in Faridpur the informants, men as well as
women, always had answers. They were sometimes
thinking and discussing the matters before answering,
which basically means that they had no answers to these
questions prior to my inquires and that what they told me
were purely constructions, but that is the point. Their
worldviews were logical and understandable for
everyone, and if there were questions previously
unsolved or unanswered, then they had to explicate them
through a process whereby their own interpretations had
to be incorporated explicitly into the life-world and the
existing body of knowledge. Moreover, this was a
personal process that did not necessitate a priest who
told them what the correct answer was. There was no
functioning high-religion in the area with a power
mechanism to suppress the people through for instance
the caste system as an ideological superstructure
guaranteeing the truth. Faridpur had a tradition and a
living religion made by people’s participation and their
own interpretations of the world.

As a researcher one inevitably becomes engaged in
numerous ethical problems and political issues when
discussing “high-castes” and “low-castes”. At the outset
of this work I stated that karma lies at the bottom of the
investigated groups and people. From a religious point
of view, which is what I discuss, this is somehow quite
straightforward. As Hindus, each and everyone is
supposed to be incarnated 8,4 million times. However,
this cosmic view of humans does not exist independently
of social life, and it has been used politically. Since
one’s birth is a consequence of former actions, those
who are low-castes today suffer from previous bad
deeds, and hence, caste and karma might be used as a
basis for denying rather than conferring social privileges.
Thus, religion and politics are intimately interwoven
both positively and negatively.
Untouchability was abolished in India on November 29,
1948. Mahatma Gandhi had designated the term
“Harijan” (children of God) for the untouchables (Zelliot
1998:67-70). The “Harijan” term had many purposes,
not only socially but equally important regarding
religious and ritual aspects. By calling the Untouchable
“God’s children” or “God’s folk” they were recognised
as people of God too, and were therefore entitled to
practice worship in temples (Dushkin 1998:215).
However, this term was not unproblematic, orthodox
Hindus resisted Ghandi’s attempt to raise the
untouchables’ status by granting them entrance to

This lack of “centralised” dogmatism is probably the
result of the near absence of Brahmans, and the
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temples, whereas educated Untouchables found the word
“Harijan” patronising (Zelliot 1998:88). Dr. B. R.
Ambedkar – the revolutionary Untouchable – converted
to Buddhism on October 14, 1956, and the conversion
set in motion a movement that was to encompass three
million people (Zelliot 1998:91). According to
Ambedkar, historically the Brahmans did not give up
beef eating as a result of the preaching of Manu, but as a
strategy in the struggle between Buddhism and
Brahmanism. The animal sacrifice was the essence in
Brahmanism, a practice which Buddhism was essentially
opposed to, and by becoming vegetarians the Brahmans
tried to recover the lost ground (Ambedkar 1948:116117).

enterprises; “Ghandi failed because the change of heart
did not go far enough or deep enough”, and Ambedkar
failed because conversion to Buddhism or any other
religion has rarely led to the dissolution of the stigma of
pollution; “Both failures testify to the weight and
pervasiveness of hierarchical values in Indian society”
(ibid:418).
Moreover, as Beteille notes, untouchability is not merely
something imposed by the upper strata on the lower, but
it is practiced among the Harijans, and sometimes the
Harijans are no less rigid between themselves than the
Brahmans are toward Harijans: “Apparently social
movements among the lower strata not only create new
ranks but develop these ranks from considerations of
purity and pollution” (Beteille 1998:418). In Faridpur,
this is evident in the way the sweepers are treated. There
is a saying that those who bargain with the sweepers will
be considered as sweepers themselves. Muslims accept
water from the Doms, shoemakers, and all low-castes
except the sweepers. The sweepers are considered
impure not only because of their work as sweepers, but
more particularly since they are cleaning toilets and
drains. Thus, the sweepers are the only group still
belonging to the out-castes, and even other low-caste
Hindus reject water from them.

The worship in temples was one of the most explicit
restricted practices regarding untouchability. The British
Courts granted injunctions to restrain members of certain
groups from entering temples, including those temples
that were dedicated to the entire Hindu community. ”It
was a criminal offence for a member of an excluded
caste knowingly to pollute a temple by his presence”
(Galanter 1998:229). The Brahmans’ rights to
exclusiveness and required ceremonial distance from
low-castes were supported by the British courts (ibid).
“Indian criminal law is extraordinarily solicitous of
religious sensibilities. Defilement of places of worship,
disturbance of religious ceremonies and outrage and
wounding of religious feelings are serious criminal
offences” (ibid:230). Untouchables were excluded from
any temples in the name of their polluted condition of
mere physical being. The reforms within the legal
systems started as early as the mid-nineteenth century,
but it was only after 1909 that proposals for enhancing
the untouchables’ status gained influential support, but
still the obstacles were many. It was in the late 1930s
that temple-entry bills were sanctioned officially
(ibid:237-238). Even though the legislation reached the
utmost limits of effective legal action during the 20th
century, untouchability was not eliminated from society
(ibid:288). In 1955 the coercive power of the state in
India through the police and courts was called upon to
curb the disabilities imposed on the Untouchable.

The creation of ranks based on water and social
interaction is a resilient structure, which cannot be
erased by a stroke on paper. “The burden on the head is
always there” (Miller & Kale 1998). Hierarchies are
social injustice in daily life. Thus, the construction and
the maintenance of caste distinctions bear many
similarities to British colonialism. “This colonialism
colonizes minds in addition to bodies and it releases
forces within the colonized societies to alter their
cultural priorities once for all” (Nancy 1983:xi). “In
order for the colonizer to be the complete master, it is
not enough for him to be so in actual fact, but he must
also believe in its legitimacy,” Albert Memmi argues,
but the process is even more complex because “in order
for that legitimacy to be complete, it is not enough for
the colonized to be a slave, he must also accept this role.
The bond between colonized and colonizer is thus
destructive and creative. It destroys and re-creates the
two partners of colonisation into colonizer and
colonized” (Memmi 1965:89).

Theoretically, untouchability is a Hindu phenomenon
only, and by conversion to Christianity, Islam, or
Buddhism one ceases to be an Untouchable (Dushkin
1998:167-168). Conversion to other religions has always
been a hypothetical solution for the deprived tribes and
castes. Nevertheless, these groups became more or less
perceived as scheduled caste Buddhists (Fiske 1998).
Some members of the high-castes did whatever they
could to use the old classifying schemes, which ranked
them at the bottom. Regarding the status in 1972,
Beteille wrote that despite the change of name, the
Harijans were still at the bottom of society, not only
socially but also by purely material standards. They were
still suffering from deprivation, which best could be
understood in terms of Hindu concerns of purity
(ibid:412). Both the major leaders failed in their

Thus, castes as a conceptual way of organising the world
may have pervasive effects long after the system has
been officially abolished. Hierarchy is a way of living
and social interaction. “Even when Untouchable do
replicate what higher castes do, it does not follow that
they are in entire consensus with the system; although
they rarely evolve an oppositional ideology they usually
see their position as one they have been forced into”
(Gellner 1999b:293). There might be anomalous
positions due to upward mobility, and hierarchies a
hundred years ago were more clear-cut because the
Untouchables were unambiguously untouchable (Parry
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1979:115-118). As seen in Faridpur today there is on the
one hand, a caste system, but on the other hand, a
complex of multiple, fluid identities overlapping each
other that from the outside might be seen as
contradictory. This empirical context may therefore
enable a discussion of some of the premises in the
structuration process by which caste hierarchies are
constructed, contested, or maintained.

one’s own self-ascriptions these are incorporated,
challenged, or accepted in a broader culture. External
groups may have possibilities for defining others as
groups either by power or authority relations. Powerand authority relations, that is domination, play a
fundamental role in the practice of assigning ethnic as
well as religious identities (Jenkins 1998:53). The
absence of Brahmans are therefore of the uttermost
importance in the particular development of castes in
Faridpur. Despite the persisting ideology of Brahman
orthodoxy, these ideas have little impact in daily social
interactions since there are few actors to advocate and
manifest them. Society is structured around water, and
on a collective level the absence of Brahmans has
enabled a situation where water is a medium for the
transgression of social borders and hierarchies, which
opens up for fluctuation regarding the perception of
status and interaction between different groups.

Different vehicles in history
There are different vehicles in history, which have
various effects upon the constitution of society. The
interconnected time cycles move with various rhythms.
In the word of Braudel, “History exists at different
levels, I would even go so far as to say three levels but
that would be only in a manner of speaking, and
simplifying things too much. There are ten, a hundred
levels to be examined, ten, a hundred time spans. On the
surface, the history of events works itself out in the short
term: it is a sort of microhistory. Halfway down, a
history of conjunctures follows a broader, slower
rhythm…And over and above the “recitatif” of the
conjuncture, structural history, or the history of the
longue durée, inquires into whole centuries at a time”
(Braudel 1980:74). There is no single past alive in the
present, but a multiple of various pasts co-exit at the
very same moment. These various structures or
modalities are present at the same time, and the different
levels of history are inevitably connected to materiality,
and the spatial use of materiality illuminates, creates,
and maintains hierarchies. As Braudel said, the threedivision of the historical structures is a simplification,
but I will nevertheless use a tripartite classification
which may illuminate some of the structural principles in
the development of castes in Faridpur. The individual
history will be seen as microhistory and the collective
history (“culture”) as a history of conjunctures, and
finally the environmental history as the longue durée.

Thirdly, regarding the longue durée, “it functions along
the border between the moving and immobile, and
because of the long-standing stability of its values, it
appears unchanging compared with all the histories
which flow and work themselves out more swiftly, and
which in the final analysis gravitate around it” (Braudel
1980:74). Materiality does not exist as a linear trajectory
in space, but rather as a relational spatial positioning of
physicality. Materiality defined in a broad sense,
including nature and the physical surroundings, is a
medium and a memory for constructing, manifesting,
and remembering relative time differences (Miller
1987). Particularly important in this case is the water
world and the annual floods which have re-occurred for
centuries and even millennia. Positively, the life-giving
waters in Ganga and Brahmaputra make this area one of
the most fertile places on the globe, where it is possible
to produce up to three crops a year. Negatively, the
floods are so persisting, dangerous, and fundamental in
the world for everyone irrespective of religion that the
water-world defines a religious-environmental curtain
even for the Muslims.

Firstly, at an individual level it is necessary to adopt an
actor’s perspective, which stresses in line with Giddens
that it is “in and through their activities agents reproduce
the conditions that make these activities possible”
(Giddens 1993:2). An important factor in this regard is
the self-acknowledgment and self-respect each person
possesses. One does not rank oneself at the bottom
voluntarily, and seen from an emic perspective most
self-ascriptions emphasise the positive and crediting
aspects of oneself. Hence, most people perceive
themselves as pure, and they are concerned about the
relative differences in terms of purity-impurity expressed
by water as a medium.

Combining these three levels of history, the river as a
background encompasses everything from birth to death.
There is no difference between the creature and the
creator, and all things, elements, and beings are part of
the total cosmos. Water is the first element from which
all elements originate and to which all will again return.
The supernatural exists in nature, and nature is
conceived as an order which includes man
(Khubchandani 1995). The environmental diversity is
incorporated in the practical life: “The peasants live in a
cosmocentric universe having accepted them as part of
their ecosystem, subjecting themselves to the elemental
powers, in spite of their inherent capacities to dominate
these powers as members of the human race” (Chandran
1995:158). The ecosystem is a microcosm, and nature is
spiritualised (ibid:159). As a consequence of microcosm
being identical to macrocosm, ecological crises are not
only a profane disruption of the environmental balance,

Secondly, at a collective level one has to include the
community as a whole. T. S. Eliot rhetorically asked the
question “what life have you if you have not life
together?” and his answer was that “there is no life that
is not in community […]” (Needham 1970:xiii). Despite
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but a disturbance of the cosmic order involving the five
elements (Vatsyayan 1995:142). From a macro
perspective, when nature is perceived as sacred,
traditional societies respect the elemental forces
(Mulvihill 1995). From a micro perspective, on the other
hand, personal life experience both as a child and mother
creates life-worlds which are parts of the divine lifegiving hydrological circle.

phenomenon rather than a solely Hindu cultural
phenomenon. There is no cultural essentialism in
Hinduism dictating a certain type of caste organisation,
although Brahman orthodoxy claim such an
interpretation. As shown in Faridpur the social
interactions may take on extraordinary forms, which
include both Muslims and practices that contradict the
established notions of how castes work (e.g. Hazera who
works as a Cremation priest).

By including these different parameters while explaining
the caste system in Faridpur one may give an empirical
account of the development and the particular
interpretation of a caste system in the city. Whether or
not this caste system is “real” is not so much the debate
since such a discussion will inevitably refer to a classical
“model” or interpretation, which most likely will be the
Brahmanic world-view. What seems to be the most
accurate description of the situation in Faridpur is not a
caste system but castes without a system. There are
definitely notions among people that castes exist in
society, although these perceptions do not fit a coherent
theory or relate to a Brahmanic world-view. Therefore,
seen as an ideological practice, lacking the main bearers
of the ideology, the caste system is dissolving. But if one
sees caste as a means by which social distinctions are
maintained or challenged through water, the ideas of
caste as a structuring principle still play a major role in
society.

“Whatever the variations, however, caste systems only
exist under certain conditions…caste organization
literally evaporates when one reaches a certain altitude
in the Himalayas”, Quigley argues, “the reason is not to
do with altitude per se, of course; people do not think
differently merely because they live at 5,000 or 6,000
feet above sea level. The reason is to do with the kind of
social organization which can be sustained by an
economy, which, because of the infertile terrain,
produces little or no agricultural surplus” (Quigley
1995:18-19). In the following discussion I will move to
the high Himalayas and therefore leave the discussion of
caste for the time being, and focus on death and lifegiving waters in relation to cosmogony in different
water-worlds. An Indian River ideology developed and
praised on the plains does neither work nor give
meaning in a harsh mountain environment, and an
analysis of how and why water is conceptualised by
actors in different environments may further illuminate
the structuring role of water in society and cosmos.

Regardless of which alternative one may choose, I will
argue that caste has to be seen as a structural
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Part 3:
Reality, Materiality, and Spirituality
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Chapter 9:
River and rain – Waters of life and death

Water worlds and culture

not sufficient conditions for natural symbolism in death
rituals. We need therefore “to focus [on the real world],
a natural world, a human population with all its
collective and statistical social features, and a set of
cultural ideas in terms of which these people try to
understand and cope with themselves and their habitat”
(ibid). The physicality of the world is materiality in a
wide sense which both include material culture and
nature. People create and apply “cultural constructions in
a struggle to grasp the world, relate to it, and manipulate
it through concepts, knowledge and acts. In the process
reality impinges; and the events that occur consequently
are not predicated by the cultural system of
representations employed by the people, though they
may largely be interpretable within it […]” (ibid).

Religion is not epiphenomena of nature although
materiality and the world people live in are included in
religious perceptions. Religion focuses on answering
three main questions: 1) What becomes of us after
death?, 2) How should we lead a moral life?, and 3) How
and why were the universe, life, and human beings
created? (Davies 1999). Humans turn to gods with their
problems, and if these problems include the wrong types
of water and nature in general, then these matters are
divine concerns.
Studies of death may incorporate these aspects, since, on
the one hand, funerals are performed by the relatives,
and on the other hand, people’s customary responses to
death provide possibilities for probing into the nature of
human life (Metcalf & Huntington 1993:25), and funeral
practices revitalise what is culturally conceived to be the
most essential to the reproduction of the social order
(Bloch & Parry 1987:7). The life-giving water is most
often perceived as the crucial common good in the
resurrection of society and cosmos, and the water-worlds
are therefore of utmost importance. “To write history
without putting any water in it is to leave out a large part
of the story. Human experience has not been so dry as
that”, writes Donald Worster in Rivers of Empire
(Worster 1985).

This in no way implies a deterministic approach because
“although we are accustomed to separate nature and
human perception into two realms, they are, in fact,
indivisible. Before it can ever be a repose for the senses,
landscape is the work of the mind. Its scenery is built up
as much from strata of memory as from layers of rock”
(Schama 1996:6-7). I will therefore stress the feedback,
or loop mechanism, between culture and nature. They
are inseparable, and cultural constructs are not merely a
matter of arbitrary relations between the signifier and the
signified.
Water is a transformative means to other ends, and these
aims vary according to religion, economy, and ecology.
Water in the forms of river and rain when applied to
death rituals highlights some general principles of lifegiving processes as perceived and incorporated into the
cultural realm. Phenomenologically speaking, the
materiality and environmental diversity constitute a
major part of a person’s life-world from which social
constructions are founded. The karmic doctrine is not
merely eschatological and philosophical, but integrated
in the actual world people live in. The shared ideological
superstructure has to be incorporated into, and adapted
to, a micro-environmental and particular context.

As seen in Bangladesh, water is not a unified element in
nature, and there are different types of water, and the
right type of water in one context might be deadly in
another. The differences in the water-worlds have crucial
importance regarding what type of water is the lifegiving water in a given community. When humans spin
webs of significance they are based on the world they
live in (Geertz 1973). If the water-worlds change, then
the physical premises for life change. The relation
between water and death should obviously be important
then, because the absence of water is a death-giver and
the presence of water is a life-giver creating and
transforming death into life. Water is the most important
life-giving element and process in both Hindu and
Buddhist death rituals, but to various degrees and with
different qualities, creative capacities and powers, and
the various cultural incorporations of water-worlds are
partly a consequence of the physical environment people
inhabit.

Culture and nature are not separable entities, but rather
mutually dependent and interacting spheres from which
humans spin webs of significance and interpret both
their natural and cultural world. Meaning is something a
person confers on an object or an event, not something
enshrined in that object or event – it arises in the act of
interpretation (Barth 1993:170); it is the premise for and
the outcome of practices. Therefore, returning to Nepal,
and more particularly Western Nepal, I aim to see how
the problem with the life-giving water is solved, literally
speaking, on the top of the mountains (fig. 9.1).

Fredrik Barth once started with an approach assuming
“that there is a real world out there – but that our
representations of that world are constructions” (Barth
1989:87). Ecological constraints can be necessary but
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The context – regions and religions

“intended” and not simply “caused” (Barth 1981:3),
avoiding an ecological determinism because functional
interdependencies “constitute necessary but not
sufficient conditions for understanding the actual pattern
of energy flow which emerge in man’s interaction with
the natural environment” (Haaland 1991:14). Thus, it is
necessary to develop a perspective combining macrolevel ecosystem dynamics with micro-level analyses of
the actor’s intentions and perceptions (ibid). The
question ”when does a system stop being what it has
been and become something else?” is difficult to answer
unless there is a distinct break in the successions of
ecosystems (Rappaport 1979:149). The “human
ecological triangle” links up three recursive systems, the
environment, the society, and the person (Steiner
1993:57). Adaptation is a cultural phenomenon and
connected to power, and thus, the social systems which
are favoured by various environmental conditions, are
not necessarily a maximizing process (Rappaport
1979:71).

There are approximately 70 glaciers in the Himalayas
and they represent the largest body of ice outside the
Polar ice cap, and hence, communities which are
dependent upon this melt-water for their primary
production are highly vulnerable to changes in the
glaciers’ extent (Vetaas 2002). Nepal’s rivers contribute
45 per cent of the Ganges’ annual flow. Since the
Himalayan Mountains are tectonically unstable, and
given the monsoon climate, the larger north-south rivers
are powerfully erosive (Sill & Kirkby 1991).
Kaligandaki River is located in Dhaulagiri Zone in
Western Region of Nepal in the North, and the river is
the border between Gandaki and Lumbini Zones in the
South. Kaligandaki River rises in the High Himalayas on
the Tibetan plateau, following steep courses cutting
across the geological grain of the country on the Terai
Plain. Between Dhaulagiri (8176m) to the West and
Annapurna (8091m) to the East the river cuts one of the
deepest gorges in the world. At the widest point of
separation, the peak-to-peak distance is only 32 km, with
the river flowing at an elevation of 2000-2500 metres.
The gorge is over 6,000 m deep, and it is dangerously
prone to landslides, especially since earthquakes are
common.

One major fallacy of much post-modern writing is the
denial of economic, ecological, and natural factors in the
explanations of human action. The post-processual
archaeology’s emphasis on landscape analysis is an
approach for incorporating the material world people
inhabit and live in. Landscape, environment, nature,
space, or other words designate the physical
surroundings or the world humans live in, but different
meanings and schools of thought are associated with the
various terms. “Landscape” is a black-box category, but
it often refers to the meaning imputed by local people on
their physical and cultural surroundings. Painters
introduced the term in the English vocabulary in the late
sixteenth century as a technical term. Thus “landscape”
originally has connotations to “scenery” or picturesque
images. The cognitive, cultural, and representational
aspects are in the foreground, and the actors are
somehow outside the landscape (Hirsch 1995).

The Himalayan mountain range in Nepal represents in
certain areas a cultural, ritual, and religious border
dividing Hinduism and Buddhism, although in other
places in Nepal the religions co-exist (e.g. Gellner 1993).
Muktinath is a holy pilgrimage site for both Hindus and
Buddhists located at an elevation of 3800 m., and the
place is “near the extreme northern edge of Hindu
influence in this part of the Himalayas and at the same
time is near the extreme southern edge of Buddhist and
Tibetan influence” (Messerschmidt 1992:30). This area
is situated in the rain-shadow behind the Annapurna and
Dhaulagiri peaks with an annual rainfall of 200-400 mm
a year. In front of the mountains, next to Baglung
Bazaar, the river runs at en elevation of 800 metres.
Baglung Bazaar is only 20 km west of the Lumle village
in air distance; a village at 1610 metres above sea level,
receiving between 4000 and 6000 mm of rain each year,
and the air distance between Muktinath and Lumle is
less than 60 km. In summary, the Himalayan range
separates the Tibetan and Buddhist regions in the north
in an arid rain-desert virtually unaffected by the
monsoon rain, whereas the Hindu regions south of the
mountains are situated in a highly humid and fertile area,
creating some of the world’s steepest gradients regarding
both elevation and precipitation.

Whereas “environment” often implies notions of
“constraints”, “landscape” refers to notions of
“constructions”. There are therefore implicit hierarchies
found in the various concepts. “Space” is in archaeology
a neutral category, and as such it does not denote any
particular meaning. But as Godelier notes, the very
concept of “space” is social because space is distributed
among communities, which exploit territories or
appropriate natural resources (Godelier 1988:55).
“Nature” is untamed and controls humans,
“environment” is a contested field of relations between
man and nature where humans most often are the inferior
part, and “landscape” designates the surroundings
culturally conquered by man. The point of departure in
archaeology is “that…monuments took over the
significance of important places in the landscape and
brought them under control” (Bradley 2000:17). Humans
built monuments and therefore natural places have a
significance in people’s minds (ibid:35). Man conquers
Nature.

Based on one research site in each of these regions, the
aim is to see to which extent, why, and how changes in
the natural environment affect the conceptualisation and
qualities of water as a life-giving process in death rituals.
This point of departure needs some theoretical
clarification. Fredrik Barth argues that social actions are
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The opposite approach is the historical materialism in
Marxism whereby people are determined and subdued to
external forces, modes of production, or material
conditions, including nature. Engels writes on the subject
that “the materialist conception of history starts from the
proposition that the production of the means to support
human life and, next to production, the exchange of
things produced, is the basis of all social structure […]
From this point of view, the final causes of all social
changes and political revolutions are to be sought, not in
men’s brains, not in men’s better insights into eternal
truth and justice, but in changes in the modes of
production and exchange” (Engels 1970). Marx himself
writes in 1859 in his Contribution to the Critique of
Political Economy on the basis of his analysis of society:
“In the social production of their existence, men
inevitably enter into definite relations, which are
independent of their will, namely relations of production
appropriate to a given stage in the development of their
material forces of production. The mode of production of
material life conditions the general process of social,
political, and intellectual life. It is not the consciousness
of men that determines their existence, but their social
existence that determines their consciousness” (Marx
1970: 20-21, my emphasis).

there is the part of nature which is directly transformed
by humans by domestic activities etc. Finally, there is
the part of nature which is modified by humans into
tools or artefacts. Tools and equipments function as
external organs extending the react of the human body.
“Tools, weapons, monuments and objects of every sort
are the material supports for a mode of social life”
(ibid:4). Artefacts or tools can either be used directly or
modified from bone, stone, wood, etc. “The boundary
between nature and culture, the distinction between the
material and the mental, tend to…dissolve once we
approach that part of nature which is directly
subordinated to humanity – that is, produced or
reproduced by it (domestic animals and plants, tools,
weapons, clothes). Although external to us this nature is
not external to culture, society or history” (ibid:4-5).
Humans must attain knowledge and in some instances
control the outer materiality: “To adapt oneself is to
submit to constrains, to take them into account, in order
to amplify their positive and attenuate their negative
effects…none [other species than humans] is capable of
assuming conscious and social control of part of the
objective conditions of its existence” (ibid.). Adaptation
is the way in which humans act in nature, transforming it
and appropriating its resources (ibid:28). “The social
perception of an environment consists not only of more
or less exact representations of the constraints upon the
functioning of technical and economic systems, but also
of value judgements and phantasmic believes. An
environment always has imaginary aspects” (ibid:35).

This relates to the scientific debate of methodological
collectivism or methodological individualism – the
difference between determinism and free will (Watkins
1973, Gilje & Grimen 2001). All ecological studies are
situated in between the extreme methodological
collectivism and the extreme methodological
individualism. In the heydays of material determinism an
ecology of technology was advocated (e.g. Parsons
1977:28). Friedman, among others, has criticised such
approaches as vulgar materialism and mechanical
materialism which envisages social forms as mere
epiphenomena of technologies and environments, either
as a direct cause or by some economic rationality which
makes institutions the product of social optimalisation
(Friedman 1974:456-457). Implied by the term
”epiphenomena” is that social forms are caused by, or
emerge out of (perhaps as a sort of by-product), the
interactions of environment and technology (Rappaport
1979:45).

Rainmaking Death Rituals at Tore cemetery in
Manang
The dawn of habitation in Manang may be traced back at
least to the 12th century, probably earlier. The ethnic
history of Manang is complex and yet untold. Most
inhabitants may characterise themselves as Gurung
although if questioned more in depth some label
themselves as Ghale, which indicates that there are at
least two clans or groups. It was through the Ghales’
connections with Tibet that the Buddhism in its Kargyud
form found its way to Nyishang (Spengen 1987:137139). In Manang Bon religion used to exist along with
the Kargyud sect of Tibetan Buddhism, and all the
monasteries in this area belonged to the latter sect. The
largest gompa in Braga village is assumed to have been
built 500 years ago (Gurung 1976:307). The ancient
kings belonged to the Ghale, which the current Ghale
trace their descendants back to. After the rise of the Shah
dynasty in Lamjung, Manang was defeated, annexed,
and included in the kingdom of Lamjung in the 16th
century. In 1781, Lamjung united with twenty-five other
petty kingdoms and attacked the Gorkha Kingdom. The
petty-kingdoms defeated and became annexed and
included in the kingdom of Nepal (Manander n.d).

Maurice Godelier, among others, has emphasised the
intricate interaction between man and nature, which is
unique for homo sapiens compared to other animals.
“Human beings have a history because they transform
nature” (Godelier 1988:1). This ability to change their
relations with nature by transforming nature itself is
special for humans as beings (ibid:2). In this regard,
Godelier makes some clarifications regarding
modifications of nature. Firstly, there are some spheres
which are outside the direct sway of humankind but still
effecting it, for instance the climate, the nature of the
subsoil etc. Secondly, a part of nature is transformed by
human intervention indirectly through for instance
stockbreeding, slash and burn agriculture, etc. Thirdly,

Today, Manang village is a small mountain village with
391 inhabitants and 120 households (CBS 1993:83),
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located at an altitude of 3550 metres in Manang district
in Gandaki zone, Western Nepal. The climate is arid
with an annual precipitation of approximately 400 mm.
In front of the village lies the Gangapurna glacier (fig.
9.2). During the last 150 years the glacier has decreased
and retreated approximately 1800 metres, and due to the
increase of melt-water Gangapurna Lake in front of the
glacier is less than 40 years old. The cemetery in
Manang, Tore, is located at the Gangapurna glacier’s
end-moraine. According to the local lore, the cemetery is
at least 200 years old, and the end-moraine was
deposited during the Little Ice Age, which in the
Himalayan region ended around 1850 AD. Thus, the
cemetery was made in front of the glacier’s snout, and
the funerals were performed directly in front of the
enormous masses of cold ice.

to the decline of water-burials since they polluted the
rest of the river. The increased tourism has also impacted
the decline of air-burials, but the main reason is the
immigration of Managians to Kathmandu. The majority
of Manangians do not live in Manang but in Kathmandu,
and in 2035 BS (1978 CE) a crematorium was opened at
Kang Gompa next to Vishnumati River. In the capitol
the traditional practice of performing air-burials was
impossible and cremation succeeded as the common
funeral practice. Although lamas and high-status people
were cremated when common people were given airburials in the village, gradually cremation became the
dominant and preferred mode of disposal among
everybody. Thus, the change in the funeral practice in
Manang was partly due to the migration of the majority
of the village’s inhabitants to the city where the practice
of air-burials could not precede, and the change in
Kathmandu had a feedback effect on the funeral practice
in the village.

Brian Fagan argues in The Little Ice Age that although
many archaeologists are suspicious about incorporating
climatic changes, and with good reason, due to the often
inherent deterministic environmentalism, it is
nevertheless important to stress such changes. Rather
than perceiving the little ice age as a deep freeze, it
represents an irregular seesaw of rapid climatic changes,
and for a population living on the margins, small
seasonal fluctuations might be the difference between
life and death. The famines in Ireland are such examples.
Therefore, “…human relationships to the natural
environment in short-term climate change have always
been in a complex state of flux. To ignore them is to
neglect one of the dynamic backdrops of the human
experience” (Fagan 2000:xv).

In Manang, the deceased is cremated in a special
crematorium, which is the foundation of a chorten (figs.
9.3-9.4). A chorten is a small stupa, and a stupa is a
funerary mount or a Buddhist ancestral monument.
Every stupa or chorten symbolises the original stupas
were the bone-relics and ashes of Buddha are buried.
Three chortens in a row symbolise the Three Jewels in
Buddhism; Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. Buddha is the
Enlightened one, Dharma is the essence of the religion,
or the teaching of how to achieve the enlightened state,
and Sangha is a community of worshippers or a monastic
order of monks and nuns (Thurman 1994:14-15).

The decreasing glacier enables a discussion of why and
how micro-environmental changes such as increased
amounts of melt-water may or may not be incorporated
into symbols, rituals, and cosmology, and at which level
or scale ecological and environmental changes might
become a part of the broader culture and religion. But
the problem can also be addressed in another way: why
should a religion which basically deals with eternal
entities and answering questions beyond this world
incorporate natural, cultural, and non-eternal objects that
are commonly described as maya – illusion.

The deceased sits in the crematorium in the Buddhaposition during the cremation. Some days later, the burnt
human bones together with ingredients like wheat,
buckwheat, chilli, garlic, bark of juniper, ashes, and rice,
are ground into a powder and mixed with clay by the
deceased’s relatives, and made into 108 figures called
chatafars, symbolising small chortens (fig. 9.5). After
the cremation, the crematorium is completed and built as
a chorten, which works as a family memorial. The
majority of the chatafars are buried inside the chorten
where the deceased was cremated. The Managian people
are not making a new chorten each time a person dies. If
the family already has a chorten or family memorial,
then they may use another crematorium-structure (or a
non-completed chorten) for the cremations of their
relatives. Afterwards the bones are made into chatafars
and the majority of those are placed among several
others within the original family chorten. The remaining
chatafars are distributed at different spots in the village
or in nature; behind the praying-wheels at mani-walls, in
other chortens along the roadside or in caves at
auspicious places (fig. 9.6-9.7). The Manangian people
have been traders in the South-east Asia for the last two
centuries, and if any of them died abroad, a number of
chatafars with the deceased’s remains were in some
cases carried back to Manang.

Tibetan Buddhism has four main funeral practices: 1)
air-burials, 2) water-burials, 3) cremations, and 4)
inhumations. Some places they may also bury the
deceased inside the wall of a house (Peissel 1968, Boeye
& Marullo 1995), but this funeral custom has not been
practised in Manang. Traditionally cremation was for
lamas only.
Nowadays the majority of the deceased are cremated, but
poor people that cannot afford cremation may be given
air- or water burials. Inhumation as a funeral practice is
basically for persons who died from contagious diseases.
There are several reasons for the change from air-burials
to cremation as the common practice. An awareness of
the responsibility of being up-stream people contributed
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Fig. 9.2. Manang and Gangapurna glacier.
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Fig. 9.3. Tore cemetery in Manang with chorten on Gangapurna glacier’s end-moraine.

Fig. 9.4. Chorten used as crematorium. Ashes and bones are collected from the opening.
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Fig. 9.5. Bone grinding.
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Fig. 9.6. Chatafars inside a chorten.

Fig. 9.7. Chatafars in mani-wall.
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Only 20-25 years ago air-burials were the most common
practice. A lama appointed two persons outside the
family to cut up the corpse. The deceased was chopped
into small pieces and given either to the birds or to the
river, and these two modes of deposition were equally
praised. The deceased’s skull could in some cases be
saved and used by the lamas for pujas or worship, and
even today a skull-bowl from an air-burial is used as a
drinking cup for ritual purposes in the oldest gompa in
Manang. One of the deceased’s thighbones was often
used for making a flute, and during rituals the lamas
commonly use such flutes today. When the lamas used
the thighbone flute during air-burial funerals, it was for
calling upon the gods to have them make rain. Hence,
the practice of air-burials was a rainmaking ritual. Two
decades ago, there was a common belief among the
lamas and the laymen that if the deceased was cremated
the smoke from the funeral pyre would reach the sky and
heaven. The gods would become angry and hot tempered
because of the smell of the burnt human flesh and they
would penalise the people by not giving them rain.
During the wintertime, however, everyone was cremated
because then the aim was to get the gods angry in order
to avoid precipitation, which would come as snow. In
short, air-burials were performed during the spring,
summer, and autumn in order to create rain, whereas
cremation was the proper funeral practice during
wintertime for avoiding snowfall. The relation between
air-burials and cremations was a matter of controlling
the amount of precipitation.

emphasis has been put on the Tibetan Book of the Dead
and the liberation of the soul. This is a natural
consequence when a religion has such an overwhelming
source describing the guidance of the soul from this
world into the Otherworld. Consequently, the majority of
the studies have focused on shamanism, the spiritual
aspects of the deceased in particular and ancestors in
general. This textual research tradition has to some
extent neglected the actual funeral practice and how
death rituals are performed. One example is the
anthropologist Stan Royal Mumford who from 1981 to
1983 lived among the Gurungs of Gyasumdo in the
villages Bagarchhap and Taje, which is in Lower
Manang. Despite his emphasis on the death cult of the
Gyasumdo Gurungs, he has concentrated on the spiritual
part of the soul’s liberation. I will nevertheless use parts
of his data for an elaboration of topics which I have not
focused on myself.
Although there are local differences and variations, all
the Gurungs in Manang are culturally related and share
the same mythological origin of a migration from Tibet.
On the one hand, the Tibetan destiny largely depends
upon the karmic past and the psychic preparation during
lifetime, but on the other hand, the Gurung destiny after
death in the Taje village was also dependent upon
relations of reciprocity among relatives. The deceased
could not find its way without marriage and progeny and
the subsequent alliances between the clans (Mumford
1989:181). The marriage between man and woman on
earth had its equivalence and model in the cosmological
marriage of a clan from the upper world and a clan from
the underworld. The link between these two domains, a
long pole called the “pillar of the world” was set up
alongside the house while the corpse was prepared for
the funeral (ibid:180). The main funeral practice and
mode of corpse disposal was water burial by which the
corpse was cut up and given to the Marsyangdi river, but
they could also bury the deceased. As a general rule,
water burials were for the poor people, whereas the rich
were given cremations. At that time, they did not
perform air-burials because there were no vultures left in
the valley (ibid:204).

Rain compelling rituals have been an intrinsic part of
funeral rites in Tibet (Waddel 1958:499). Special lamas
are engaged and specialised in the rainmaking
enterprises (Woolf & Blanc 1994), and concepts and
mythology relating to rain are pervasive in the Tibetan
religious culture. The idea that a noise made on
mountain peaks and passes will bring down rain has
been common (Bell 1928:8). The Tibetans call
hailstorms “The War of the Elements” and ascribe them
to the fighting between Wind, Fire, and Water, and hail
has been believed to fall chiefly in countries where the
inhabitants are quarrelsome, or in countries where many
illegitimate children are born (ibid:43-44). Rain-bringing
prayers and services held by priests have been held to be
of vital importance. House building was prohibited in
May and June because those who constructed houses
made offerings to the gods in order to prevent rain from
falling, since the house under construction would have
been be damaged by rain. But if they stopped the rain,
then they harmed the neighbours’ cultivation and
harvest, and it was therefore forbidden to build houses
during these months (ibid:38-39).

Nevertheless, the practice of air-burials was deeply
rooted in mythology and tradition, a fact which reveals
some striking aspects of the life-giving rationale behind
cutting up the corpses as a mode of disposing of the
deceased. The practice of corpse cutting was expressed
in some of the texts where the goddess “cuts off the top
of the skull. Then she peals the skin down off the body
and spreads the skin on the ground. With her sword she
cuts the body into small bits, placing the pieces on the
skin in a Mandala pattern of Mount Meru and the four
continents, it becomes the total offering of wealth”
(Mumford 1989:206). The body is the most auspicious
and vital offering to the gods: “[…] The chopped pieces
are gathered up and put into the severed skull cap. The
skull is imagined to be a huge cauldron heated over a fire
that cooks the pieces of meat. “Countless Khandromas”

In studies of world religions there have been an extreme
focus on textual readings, which represents both a
problem and also opportunities for archaeology. The
material traces of the religions often reveal other pictures
than what is documented in texts (Coningham 1995). In
most studies of death concerning Tibetan Buddhism the
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(Skt. Dakini) come to distribute the food throughout the
tree world of the cosmos, while chanted mantras
multiply the amount of flesh, blood, and bones so that it
“never ends”. As the corpse is distributed it takes on a
variety of forms to meet every conceivable need, as well
as pay back every debt that…has [been] accumulated
from the past” (ibid).

leads as all Nepali rivers to Ganges and then to Varanasi,
the holy pilgrimage site where a cremation will end “the
round of birth and death” and the deceased will attain
salvation. But one of the most important reasons for
Kaligandaki River’s holiness is Muktinath.
The Muktinath temple with its 108 waterspouts is the
second most sacred Hindu place in Nepal. It is a holy
shrine for Hindus as well as Buddhists and here the two
religions co-exist together. The local Tibetan name of
Muktinath is Chu-mig-brgya–rtsa which literally means
a “hundred-odd springs”. The waterspouts are associated
with eighty-four Siddha or Great Magicians from the late
Indian Buddhist tradition, watched by the Serpent
divinity Gawo Jogpa known as Vishnu among the
Hindus (Snellgrove 1979:81-82). Buddhists who
worship here will be freed from all sins committed in
their lifetime, and they will be rewarded in the future by
reaching the state of Buddha. Muktinath is both a
process and a place; on the one hand it is a tirtha-yatra,
or an arduous, long-distance religious journey, and on
the other hand, a sacred chhetra, or holy zone
(Messerschmidt 1992:11). Water sources in the high
Himalayas have always had a particularly strong
attraction for pilgrims as sources of the holy Ganges
River, and they have been called “sin-destroying
localities”. The importance of water is underscored by
the Sanskrit term for pilgrimage: tirtha (river ford) or
tirtha-yatra (“journey to a river ford”) (ibid:16). Place
and water are interconnected. Lama Dorje collected
earth, water, and herbs from among other places
Milarepa’s cave in Nyeshang, and from Muktinath, and
he explained why: “In Muktinath the original fire burns
in water in harmony, and there the rocks and soil are as
they were at the beginning of time. We collect these and
bring them back so we can insert them in our Chortens
[stupas] and in the soil of the fields to delay
deterioration, restoring to some extent the qualities of the
good age” (Mumford 1989:97).

One of the lamas expressed the reason and the meaning
of the text in this way; “Imagine that your corpse has
been turned into healing medicines, fine clothes,
precious jewels, all kinds of grains, and domestic
animals: horses, cattle, elephants. Then it is transformed
into forests, flowers, and wealth of all kinds. Nothing is
lacking. Indeed, your corpse has been transformed into
the Wish-granting Tree itself, along with mansions,
gardens, gems, and all desirables to satisfy the five
senses” (ibid). The corpse is not merely a waste product
but a precious source for new life, and the immanent
powers reside in the flesh. “Cut pieces” of corpses were
also identified with the distribution of rice cakes to the
other villages in Gyasumdo. All realms and regions in
cosmos and the world receive their share, and nobody
must be excluded. The practice of air-burials renews the
wealth of the world and everyone that lives within it.
The direct image of this process is that both invited and
uninvited guests come and devour the flesh, which is
visualised as food on a banquet. The renounced body is
the one that is distributed; “Since I must die anyway, I
give my body to all the guests. All come, I’ll feed you!
Those who like meat, take my flesh. Those who like
blood, take my blood. Those who like bones, take my
bones. Those who like skin to wear, take my skin. Take
it all, I don’t need it!” (ibid:206-207). After the disposal
the process of the guidance of the soul starts, which is
dealt with particularly in the Tibetan Book of the Dead.

Kaligandaki River Valley and Nire ghat in
Baglung

Muktinath used to be a quest only for the hardiest of
pilgrims, but nowadays rich pilgrims may rent
helicopters and land next to the temple. The more
common pilgrimage, apart from the old hard way, is by
an ordinary flight from Pokhara to Jomson from where it
is only a one-day climb to Muktinath, and the pilgrims
often combine pleasure, vacation, and pilgrimage.
Following the river from Muktinath where the Jhong
River joins the Kali Gandaki, Kagbeni is the main town
in the lower valley. Confluences are called beni in
Nepal, and they are sacred to Hindus. Many pilgrims
stop here on their way up to the valley of Muktinath to
perform the sacred rites of shraddha for their departed
kin people. Kagbeni is also the junction of four trade
routes from Manang and Muktinath to the east, from
Dolpo to the west, from Lo-Manthang (Mustang) and
Tibet to the north, and from the Nepali hills, Tarai
lowlands and north India to the south (Messerschmidt
1992:8). Thak was one of the many petty-kingdoms in
the higher mountains of Nepal until the Gorkha conquest

Kaligandaki River is one of the most holy and sacred
rivers in Nepal and has an important religious function
all over Western Nepal, and she is named after the
goddess Kali. There are several reasons why
Kaligandaki River has this special religious role. It
contains the ammonite fossils known to Hindus as
saligram. From a geological point of view an ammonite
fossil is the remains of an aquatic animal that is
preserved in rock. In the Hindu religion, saligram is an
embodiment, a physical manifestation, or visible
incarnation of Vishnu. Kaligandaki River is the river
where almost all saligrams in Nepal are found, and the
river is also gold bearing. Gold is one of the purest and
most auspicious mediums in the Hindu religion.
Moreover, the river comes from the Himalayas, and it is
therefore seen as a god. In general, mountains are
perceived as gods, but in this area Dhaulagiri has a
special role. According to folk tales and beliefs
Dhaulagiri is the giver of waters to the rivers. The river
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was completed by the end of the 18th century. This area
is now included in the Mustang District. Due to the
closeness to Tibet, Mustang has remained largely
Tibetan in culture and religion. The Tibetan influence
has had a huge impact further down the Kaligandaki
Valley, at least as far as Larjung, at the beginning of the
20. century (Snellgrove 1979:75). Despite the Hindu
influence, Buddhism in its Tibetan form still provides
the cultural and religious background for the main region
north of Larjung (ibid:82). Therefore, this village to a
certain degree represents the southernmost Buddhist
influence in the Kaligandaki River Valley.

in getting firewood for the funeral pyre, inhumations are
more common than the religion prescribes. But
economic explanations are not enough without
eschatological concepts legitimising the practice. Some
Brahman priests explain the inauspiciousness of
inhumations with the destiny of the deceased after the
funeral. Since the graves are built of loose stones, after
some time a lot of the skeletons can be found lying
exposed, either naturally, because the stones have rolled
away, or because they have been removed by predators,
dogs, and carrion birds who eat the corpses (see figs.
13.1-13.2). In the past, thieves also stole the grave goods
when jewellery of gold and silver was given. These
“tragic lives” of the corpses are a double sin in
Hinduism; both the deceased’s soul and the miserable
animals that eat the corpses suffer.

There are cemeteries all along Kaligandaki’s riverside
south of the Himalayan mountain range in the Hindu
cultural, influential area. The location of cemeteries at
the banks of holy rivers is fundamental in Hinduism. The
most important cemetery in this area is Nire Ghat (fig.
9.8), which is located outside Baglung Bazaar situated
by the Kaligandaki River (Oestigaard 1998, 2002a).
Baglung Bazaar is a town of approximately 25.000
inhabitants. The town is the headquarter in Baglung
district, located at 948 metres in the Dhaulagiri zone,
Western Nepal. The climate is humid with an annual
rainfall of 1500-2500 mm. a year. There are stone stairs
from the riverside leading down to the riverbed where
the funerals take place. The funerals are almost strictly
performed between the northernmost and the
southernmost of these stairs, between which there is a
distance of approximately 300 metres. According to
orthodox Hinduism and Brahmanism, cremation is the
prescribed and preferred funeral practice whereby the
ashes immersed in the river will float to Ganges, and
further on to Varanasi where the deceased eventually
may attain salvation. But even though the majority of the
funerals should have been cremations, the holiness of the
Kaligandaki River has changed parts of the funeral
practice at Nire Ghat.

Ordinary people of course have other eschatological
explanations, and according to the local lore a burial at
Nire Ghat is preferable because of its special sacredness
compared to other cemeteries. After some years, the
water will transform the deceased’s bones into saligram
and the deceased will become an incarnation of Vishnu.
The holiness of Kaligandaki River compared to other
rivers and streams has changed parts of the funeral
practice in Baglung district. Even Brahman priests in the
villages equal the fortunate effects of a burial at Nire
Ghat to a cremation by a small river in a village. The
location of the cemetery by the holy Kaligandaki River
is therefore more important than the funeral practice
itself. In other words, the sacredness of a place defined
by the river’s auspiciousness re-defines religious
practices. The duality and feedback of cultural and
natural aspects working on each other is evident in this
case. The river is a natural phenomenon, but conceptions
of the Kaligandaki River as one of the most sacred rivers
in Nepal define the cemetery as an uttermost holy place.
This again changes the funeral practice from cremation
to inhumation, which again changes the eschatological
explanation by including saligrams – a fossil – as the
outcome of the incarnations. Thus, it is difficult, if not
impossible, to clearly distinguish between a cultural and
a natural sphere in Hinduism, since they are intricately
interwoven, and water, as both a cultural and natural
element, most clearly exemplifies this. There is a
constant feedback mechanism between cultural
constructions and the natural environment from and
within which these are made.

This cemetery has a central function for the people in
Baglung district, and the deceased’s relatives may carry
the dead for up to twelve hours on a bamboo stretcher, in
order to perform an auspicious funeral. The funerals are
located on the riverbed as close as possible to the river.
In the rainy season during the summer time the river
washes away the funeral material with the monsoon
flood, and thus the mortuary remains found there are less
than one year old. In February 1997 I counted 86 graves
and 38 cremation patches, in November the same year
after the monsoon the numbers were 74 graves and 13
cremation patches. In November 2000 the numbers were
46 graves and 19 cremation patches. So, even though
most of the deceased should have been cremated, the
majority were buried on the riverbed. This is a funeral
practice which is, according to orthodox Hinduism and
Brahmanism, inauspicious and will lead to incarnations
in the lower realms.

Different waters for life and death
When incorporated into death rituals water in the forms
of river and rain highlight general principles of lifegiving processes, and why and how these creative forces
are actively incorporated into further life. Even though
water is one of the five elements and is worshipped as
holy and as a life-giver, it is the outcome of this creative
force and power that has social and cultural relevance for
humans.

The inhumations may be perceived as a combination of
burials and water-burials. Due to poverty and difficulties
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Fig. 9.8. Nire Ghat by Kaligandaki River, Dhaulagiri (8167 m) in the background.
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As a cultural construct water is always a means to an
end. The two dominant qualities of water as a life-giver
are, on the one hand, water for drinking, and on the other
hand, water for food, which basically means fertile crops
and a successful harvest. Water can appear in many
forms, and I will lay emphasis on water in the forms of
river, rain, glacier, and glacier-lake. Whether or not
certain forms or qualities of water are incorporated into
death rituals depends upon the degree of the necessity of
this form of water for further life, or more precisely, will
the absence of this type of water result in death? Water
may have the possibility to be integrated as a life-giving
process in death rituals if it works according to the
dichotomies presence:absence :: life:death. It is a matter
of how dependent humans are on the main or the
exclusive source of water for further life. If the absence
of one type of water is, whether it is as a river or rain, a
collective death-giver in the society, then it is of the
uttermost importance to control this water resource and
to incorporate it into death rituals as a source of life and
avoidance of death.

equally important is to have as little snow as possible
during the winter time because the snow may cause
death. This may also explain why the increased meltwater from the Gangapurna glacier and the recent
Gangapurna lake have hardly influenced the ritual
practices, and why these types of waters have a minor
role in death rituals: these waters give neither life nor
death. Rain is the crucial water form because, on the one
hand, the absence of rain is a death-giver in form of
harvest failure, but on the other hand, the presence of
snow during wintertime may also be a death-giver.
One key to answering why the qualities of the deceased
and death are closely linked to water, food, and fertility
for the living, may be found in the karma-theory.
Salvation is only available to humans living in the realm
of samsara, or in other words, only humans that are
subject to rebirth can be released form the round of birth
and death, and attain nirvana (Long 1977:78). Even
though salvation or release from samsara is the ultimate
aim, one may assume that the majority of the souls are
still within the circle of birth and death. Thus, as argued
previously, the favourable incarnation in this world is to
be born as a human. The process of re-building a human
body is incorporated in the funerals. In the Hindu rituals
this process is symbolised in the making of pindas, and
in the Buddhist rituals in the making of chatafars. These
rituals are designed for uniting the deceased with the
world of ancestors, but the life as ancestors co-exists
with further incarnations as humans, and therefore these
rituals may serve this double function.

From an ecological approach the importance of river and
rain can be seen from a southern perspective and a
northern perspective. The names of some of the
Himalayan Mountains illuminate the southern
perspective and the importance of rivers. The Annapurna
range with its five peaks rising from 7000 to above 8000
metres means “Full of grain”, Dhaulagiri, an 8000-metre
peak, means the “White Mountain”, and the 7000-metre
peak Gangapurna means “The Ganges is full”. In short,
when the mountains are full of snow, the rivers will be
full of water, and the harvest successful with a lot of
grain. Thus, the water is a life-giver and life-sustainer.
The majority of the Hindu texts and scriptures are
developed on the Indian continent rather than in Nepal
itself, and thus emphasise the importance of rivers for
successful harvest and further life. The names of the
mountains illuminate the dependency on the annual
precipitation in the mountains for the amount of water in
the rivers. “The monsoon rains constitute the pivot of the
agricultural year…the abundance or scarcity of rain
during this period determines whether or not this year’s
crops will be bountiful…In the context of agricultural
production, then, temporal and climatic auspiciousness is
manifested in “wetness”, which ramifies into “fertility”,
“succulence”, and “plenty”. “Dryness” during this
season is “untimely” and hence connotes “sterility”,
“harshness”, and “scarcity” “(Pugh 1983:45). The good
rains provide the waters in the rivers (fig. 9.9).

Food always carries symbolic loads far heavier than
those of simple nutrition, and the symbolism often spills
over into wider fields of meaning (Mintz 1996:29). It is
therefore necessary to distinguish food in terms of
substance and symbol (Furst 1994:71-72). To
incorporate food into the body the food is made to
become the self, it becomes part of who we are (Lupton
1996:16-17), and in this context, how and who the dead
becomes when reborn. To digest is to concentrate within
oneself the active powers carried by the food. Like food
nourishes like, and the foodstuffs possess identical
qualities in abundance, it makes identity (Zimmerman
1982:165-169).
The first day after a Hindu death, the sapindikarana rite
establishes the ritual bond between generations, and the
deceased receives a symbolic meal in form of a rice-ball
(Knipe 1977:111-112). The rice-ball is an unformed and
headless body, or an embryo, and the word pinda
designates “the ball of flesh formed in the womb from
sperm and blood, at the very beginning of pregnancy,
when the embryo is a male” (Kapani, op. cit.
Weinberger-Thomas 1999:84), and in other contexts the
meaning is extended to apply to Shiva’s linga or phallus
(ibid). The rice-ball represents the spirit of the
sacrificer’s father (Knipe 1977:115), and for ten days
one rice-ball is sacrificed each day on an altar near a
river.

Seen from the northern perspective and the Buddhists in
the rain-shadow, droughts due to absence of water in the
rivers are hardly thinkable, since the glaciers support the
rivers continuously with water. However, these rivers are
almost impossible to irrigate because of the steep
valleys, and they are therefore to some extent “useless”
from an agricultural point of view. Hence, life and death
depend upon the amount of precipitation – as much rain
as possible during the summer time may give life, but
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Fig. 9.9. River and rain in a life-giving water perspective.
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These sacrifices rebuild the deceased’s body, “the head
being created the first day, then in succession the neck
and shoulders, the heart and torso, the back, the stomach,
the thighs and bowels, the lower legs and skin, the knees
and hair, the genitals, and, on the tenth day of the
offerings, the preta receives digestive powers” so that the
deceased can receive the continued offerings of pindas
and water from the living (ibid). The Buddhists’ making
of the 108 chatafars is another way of giving the dead a
materialised body. This may symbolise the state of
enlightenment since the chatafars are small replicas of
the stupas that Buddha’s cremated remains were buried
in, whereas the ingredients rebuild a new human body.
The use of different food nourishes the deceased’s soul.
Each seventh day for 49 days food, which the deceased
consumes, is offered to the fire, and after 49 days the
soul has been guided through the intermediate state and
has been incarnated again if the deceased has not
achieved the state of enlightenment.

will prosper, which is a good action according to karmatheory, actions that eventually may lead each human to a
higher reincarnation or liberation from samsara.
Death is life and life is death – this is the eternal circle of
birth and death. Eschatological and cosmological
concepts of the life hereafter are embedded in culture
and religion, but these notions are not sufficient when
explaining why people are performing their death rituals
the way they do. Humans live in and off nature. The
daily struggle for life and their coping with ecological
realities and constraints are important elements
incorporated in the performance of funerals. Although
death is inevitable for all human beings, there are some
factors that may increasingly accelerate the process
towards death without any mercy. Hunger and starvation
are such processes. Whether there is too little or too
much water or the precipitation comes in the form of
snow during the wintertime, the outcome of not
controlling and incorporating these live-giving waters
into the sphere of death is actually death. The
consequence of including ecological constrains into the
funerals is a religious security from an absence of the
resources that will cause death for a smaller or greater
part of society. Ecological constraints can be necessary
but not sufficient conditions for the natural symbolism in
death rituals. Small changes in the environment will not
necessarily be incorporated in this symbolism because
humans act intentionally and do not simply respond to
nature. Moreover, such a symbolism also necessitates a
coherent logic, linking the different symbolic aspects of
water together into a single aim and outcome of the
rituals – further life for the deceased and society. These
aspects are included in Hindu and Buddhist religious
practices because death emphasises both the temporal
aspects of the human condition, the desires to end
samsara, and the aim which is to reach an eternal and
non-fettered state of being.

In death rituals food and water are understood as a
means to some other end. That end is thought to define
the practice (Curtin 1992:13). As a substance, food is as
much mental and spiritual as it is physical (ibid:10). As a
symbol, food has an immanent power to generate and
create life. Feeding is viewed as the opposite of sex
(Meiggs 1992:116); these are the two life-giving
processes that maintain the lineage and society. They are
connected, and must be controlled. Furthermore, food
calls into question the boundaries of the body (Oliver
1992:71), which are re-created by ancestral worship.
Symbolic consumption of the dead and his qualities
emphasise, on the one hand, the life-giving aspects of
consumption, and on the other hand, processes
transcending and overpowering death (Oestigaard
1999b, 2000a). Agni prepares the corpse for the gods by
cooking it (O’Flaherty 1994:49): ”Do not burn him
entirely, Agni, or engulf him in your flames. Do not
consume his skin or flesh. When you have cooked him
perfectly, O knower of creatures, only then send him
forth to the father” (Rig Veda 10.16.1). Whether the
souls become food for the gods (Brahma-Sutras 3.1.7) or
the deceased’s qualities are incorporated among humans
as a part of the ancestral worship by drinking from the
dead person’s skull-bowl, the emphasis is on
consumption for further life.

The incorporation of the hydrological circle is of the
uttermost importance for understanding the development
of actual practices and cosmologies, which work not
above, behind, or apart, but within the natural world.
Materiality in broad terms constitutes religion as it is
experienced in this world because, ultimately, it is what
distinguishes this world from the Otherworld. The
hydrological cycle is not merely a natural process but
also a religious transformation of procreation. The
natural world is the materiality which the body of myths
refers back to, and vice versa. This is the topic of the
next chapter. The hydrological cycle is not only a means
by which fertile fields are created, it is also the very
process by which the soul is transferred from the earth
up to the gods and thereafter reincarnated in a living
creature or human. The hydrological circle links microand macro cosmos both naturally and spiritually.

Seen from this perspective it makes sense that water as a
life-giving means creating food in the form of a
successful harvest, is incorporated into the death rituals.
The deceased will reap the fruits of this beneficial lifegiving process in his next life as a human, and the rest of
society will also benefit from the harvest and further life.
Food creates human bodies – the most favourable and
positive material “prison” in this world. Thus, by the use
of water-symbolism both the deceased and the society
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Chapter 10:
The hydrological circle – Cosmos and copulation

The process of procreation

from the upper-atmosphere chemists … to companies
that are modifying their assembly lines in order to
replace the innocent chlorofluorcarbons, accused of
crimes against the ecosphere. A few paragraphs later, I
come across heads of state of major industrialised
countries who are getting involved with chemistry,
refrigerators, aerosols, and inert gases. But at the end of
the article, I discover meteorologists don’t agree with the
chemists” (Latour 1993:1). The conclusion for further
elaboration, which Latour draws, is that the same article
mixes together chemical actions, political re-actions, and
“a single thread links the most esoteric sciences and the
most sordid politics, the most distant sky, and some
factory in the Lyon suburbs, dangers on a global scale
and the impending local elections or the next board
meeting. The horizons, the stakes, the time frames, the
actors – none of these is commensurable, yet there they
are, caught up in the same story” (ibid).

Richard Gombrich (1988:6) asks the question “if religion
claims to explain the world, can we in the world explain
religion?” Religion contains both beliefs and practices,
and the relation between myth and ritual is complex.
Leach once argued that “myth implies ritual, ritual
implies myth, they are one and the same” (Leach
1954:13ff), but most researchers argue that the
relationship is more complex, and that myths and rituals
possess qualitatively different aspects (e.g. Bell 1992,
1997, Humphrey & Laidlaw 1994, Rappaport 2001).
This is not the topic here, but it inevitably raises the
problem of how to interpret religion? There are
numerous sacred scriptures, which are not presenting a
coherent picture of the religion; they belong to different
time-scales and paths, and the devotees’ penances are
motivated by deep personal experiences (e.g.
Obeyesekere 1981), in short: there is a huge variation in
both the practices and the beliefs. What is the best way
to approach such a complex?

Latour’s approach to hybridisation may enable an
entrance to an understanding of how seemingly
incommensurable threads are woven together into
interpretations of the devotees’ own life-worlds.
Particularly holy men may combine esoteric experiences,
devotional penances, public rituals, fragments of various
sacred scriptures, which altogether comprise a unity
giving ontological meaning to themselves. Speaking
from a strictly scholarly perspective, some may argue
that it is impossible to combine the Rig-Veda, the Sutras,
contemporary ritual experiences, and practical
considerations, in the very same narrative. This is,
however, a matter of how many webs of significance are
spun together. The cosmic origin is interwoven with the
future release from samsara through knowledge acquired
by reading sacred scriptures and executed in daily
practices and penances. To rephrase Latour, a religious
interpretation links the most esoteric experiences, the
most practical concerns for purity, the most distant sky
(or stars), particular temples in Kathmandu, cosmic
threats on a grand scale, and mundane problems here and
now. All these facets may seem incommensurable, but
still they constitute the very essence of religious practice
and webs of meaning. Hence, the interpretations put
forward here belong to this category, which aims to
bridge what are seemingly incommensurable positions.
In other words, these interpretations combine both the
cosmic origin and end, which most cosmogonic
explanations do: they aim to explain how micro- and
macro cosmos are connected.

Schutz has pointed out several continuities between the
“common sense” thinking of members of a community
and the “scientific thinking” of social research, because
all scientific thinking has its roots in common sense
thinking (Bloor 1997:41). According to Schutz, “the
primary goal of social sciences is to obtain organised
knowledge of social reality” (Schutz 1971:53). Thus, he
makes a distinction between constructs of the first and
second degree. “The constructs of social sciences
are…constructs of the second degree, namely constructs
of the constructs made by the actors on the social scene,
whose behaviour the social scientist has to observe and
to explain in accordance with the procedural rules of his
science” (Schutz 1970:273, my emphasis). This
distinction seems to grasp an essential difference
between the various spheres and orders of constructions
in empirical research. However, the relation between and
the dependency of the first and second degree of
constructions are not obvious, and a scholarly
interpretation may not differ much from an interpretation
put forward by a priest or holy man. A solution to this
alleged problem might be found in Latour’s approach to
hybridisation where he argues that there are no ‘pure’
things or fields of discourse, but focuses on what he calls
‘hybrids’ or ‘quasi-objects’.
Latour starts describing the problem by referring to an
article he read on page four in his daily newspaper one
day: ”I learn that the measurements taken above the
Antarctic are not good this year: the hole in the ozone
layer is growing ominously larger. Reading on, I turn

The main problem, which I will discuss here, is how the
soul is transformed from one sphere or state to another,
or how and by which processes the soul is transferred
from the deceased on cemeteries to the womb of a birth
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giving mother. A “spirit” is “neither soul, demon, nor
god, but something indeterminate, material yet invisible,
nonpersonal and yet somehow endowed with volition”
(Weber 1964:3). On the one hand, the soul clings to the
corpse or stays close to it as long as there is something
left of the dead body, and the soul continues to exert
influence on the materiality of the person’s former
residence; the body. On the other hand, human life
cannot be created without sexual intercourse between
man and woman. The cosmic and regenerative forces in
a macro-perspective must in some way or another relate
to the individual regenerative forces in a microperspective. Although macrocomsos and microcosmos
are assumed to be identical, this does not explain how
the actual process of transference of life happens. The
soul is supposed to have the size of a thumb, with the
fingerprint of the previous lives determining the future
existences – but how does a soul reincarnate? How does
the soul enter a new body? When born an infant
inevitably has a soul and is reckoned a human being, but
how are the cosmic forces part of the creation of new
life? This is basically the intricate relation between fire
and water.

being is a microcosm and encompasses the world, the
macrocosm, and the gods in particular ways (Goudriaan
1979:57-58).
In Hinduism cremation is the most auspicious funeral
practice, and the fire dissolves the elements so that the
water in the body goes to the water, the air to the air, and
so forth. Agni, or the God of fire, is in Hindu mythology
seen as ”the cause of sexual union...When a man and a
woman become heated, the seed flows, and birth takes
place”; the heat of sexual desire (O’Flaherty 1981a:90).
As a personified deity, Agni is an unscrupulous seducer
of women, and an erotic death is often associated with
the motif of self-immolation (ibid:91). In the Satapatha
Brahmana (I.6.3.23; I.1.1.20) it is stated “Water is
female and fire is male; life is born from their
intercourse”. Furthermore, “Agni lurks behind other
images: he is, like the sun, the first-born child of Order
or Truth and he is born of the waters. The interaction of
the sun and the waters make sense of a number of
obscure references to Vedic theory of the rain cycle: the
rays of the sun (cows) drink up earthly waters with the
lowest point of the ray (the foot) and then give back rain
(milk) from their top (head) after they carry the moisture
back up to the sun. The sun is thus clothed in the waters”
(O’Flaherty 1994:75).

“A person who sets a fire, who activates fire, magnifies
but also controls and regulates the forces of the world”
(Bachelard 1990:69). Fire is associated with males and
water with females. Fire metaphorically represents the
sun, and as such it is associated with male qualities,
while water is the moon associated with female qualities.
These qualities and associations change when fire is
included in the earthly sphere, and it may have a
feminine character (for instance fire in the earth is
preserved in the womb). Moreover, if rain is viewed as
the semen of heaven it is usually personified and
attributed as male and it takes on a male character
(Gurung 2000). The quality and the experience of
fluidity and pliability as a source of the creative
unconsciousness cannot be emphasised enough
(Bachelard 1994:13). Common metaphors in Hinduism
present earth as female, and ploughing has male sexual
attributions by which the earth is injected and becomes
fertile in the form of a successful harvest. Therefore,
water as rain has an analogous connotation to semen
(Gurung 2000).

Fire and water are linked as creative forces that have
many metaphoric associations emphasising the relation
between man and woman and the sexual intercourse.
Emphasising the needs for a gyne-ecological framework
for Asian feminism, Pieris stresses that the problem with
many studies is the desacralisation of the cosmos and
loss of the transcendent. The cosmic approach is
sacramental, and a feminist approach is cosmic by
nature, whereas a secular approach is reductive and
instrumental. Cosmos is dialectic with both male and
female forces, and a cosmic worldview is also human
centred because it opens up for metacosmic and
transcendental divinities (Pieris 1996:59-62).

Creation of life and sexual fluids
Cosmogonic, “He, desiring to produce beings of many
kinds from his own body, first with a thought created the
waters, and placed his seed in them” (Manu I, 8). “That
(seed) became a golden egg, in brilliancy equal to the
sun; in that (egg) he himself was born as Brahman, the
progenitor of the whole world” (Manu I, 9). In the
human realm, “Like a flame without smoke, the size of a
thumb, is the soul; the Lord of the past and the future,
the same both today and tomorrow” (The Upanishads,
op. cit. Mascaró 1965:63). The main question asked at
the outset was how life is transferred practically. The
soul is linked to the sexual fluids, and this is one of the
reasons why sexual intercourse is considered impure. On
the other hand, sexual fluids are most often linked to the
processes of eating or divine processes in heaven.

Fundamental in cremation is fire as the mediator
between the elements; it is the very embodiment of
change and transformation. The human body, as
everything else, consists of the five elements. Before the
soul has attained nirvana or enlightenment, and has been
released from the round of birth and death, the material
body is a necessary prison for improvement of the soul’s
condition. Without a materialised body the soul will be a
wicked ghost and malignant spirit roaming around
causing trouble; an incarnation worse that being born as
an animal. When a person dies, each of the five elements
goes back to its origin, regardless of the mode of
deposition. This is the doctrine that a human corresponds
to, and is even identical to the universe. The body as a
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Fig. 10.1. Fluid attributions and metaphors
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“Food is in truth the Lord of Creation. From food seed is
produced and from this beings are born” (The
Upanishads, op. cit. Mascaró 1965:68). Without food, or
in more general terms fluids, by which water is the most
important, a human will inevitably die. There are various
attributions to the fluids which might be summed up in
the following diagram (fig. 10.1) (O’Flaherty 1981b:18).

women, in the breasts, causes the sperms to grow; for the
semen of men, in the seed, grows by the union with
women and is nourished by the blood of woman. At the
time of the falling of the seed of the man, a portion of
the soul grows in the pregnant womb, nourished by the
blood” (O’Flaherty 1981b:40-41). It is milk, however,
rather than uterine blood that is the female counterpart
and equivalent to seed. In the Post-Vedic periods this is
explicated directly; the creative fluid in the form of
man’s semen equals woman’s milk. Regarding myths of
creation, milk can be traced back to the Vedic metaphor
where Soma was churned or milked from the ocean, and
in Post-Vedic texts the cow or earth-cow is milked of all
one desires (ibid:43). Seed and sperm also have
metaphorical similarities. Seed is seen as food, and the
drinking of semen metaphorically (in the vagina) is the
basic description of the birth process; the soul of the man
who is reborn goes to the moon, pours down onto earth
as rain, enters plants, is eaten by man and transformed
into semen that fertilise a woman. This model has
several variants, but the overall theme is similar, and it is
connected to those who fail on the path of the flames
leading to the sun and ultimate liberation; the inferior
creatures enter the moon (as identified with Soma)
where they become food for the gods, then they rain
down on earth where they become food for men, eaten
and transformed into semen and finally placed in women
to become embryos (ibid:27). Women apparently play
no significant role in this creation, and only later will
they feed the men with their “milk”. This is also
metaphorically symbolised by a seed substitute; a
woman who wishes to have a son has to eat rice, which
is itself a symbol of the seed, prepared with milk
products (ghee or milk) or water. The more she eats of
this milk substitute, the more semen substance she will
produce in her womb, which will secure a male offspring nurtured on seminal milk-based foods. There is no
direct ingestion of seed but only ingestion of rain or
milk, which eventually turns into seeds (ibid:28). Based
on these metaphorical relations women are more “fields”
were the seeds are sown than active partners on their
own premises (ibid:29).

The most basic of all body fluids, and often the most
basic of sexual fluids, is blood. Even though blood is
essential to both men and women, it is rarely mentioned
in the Rig-Veda. In the Upanishads blood is explicitly
incorporated in bodily models because when water is a
part of the body it is converted into urine, blood, and
breath, and similarly, when a person dies and the
elements of the body disperse, both the blood and the
semen enter the water. Blood, especially menstrual
blood, is a negative sexual fluid which is both poisonous
and dangerous. Semen, the main male essence, is often
used metaphorically symbolising fertile processes rather
than being only a substance, including the fructifying
rain from heaven as the “seeds of clouds”. Similarly,
Agni is kindled by the seeds of heaven, and the Soma
oblation into flames are regarded as seeds. Women also
have seeds, and this substance is a liquid called “virile
milk”. Women may give seeds and take milk-seed of
men, but it may also be understood and presented as the
women taking seed and that they are “milked” of
children (O’Flaherty 1981b:20-21). Fluids are in general
seen as having female attributes and are transferred by
mothers, and solids are the products of the fathers, and
henceforth, blood is given from the mother and the
bones from the father. Thus, menstrual blood is often
seen and regarded as the female counterpart to semen
(ibid:33). There are, however, many ambiguities
regarding whether the female creative fluid in the womb
is female semen or menstrual blood. If the female seed is
menstrual blood, then sexual intercourse is forbidden
because it pollutes, but if one interprets it as some kind
of female semen, then intercourse is mandatory, and the
latter understanding is in accordance with the Hindu
doctrine by which the man has to impregnate a woman
when she comes into season (ibid:35).

Raw rice is a symbol of fertility because the seed will
germinate and give life to others, especially humans.
Nepal is traditionally the land of rice. The God Lord

In the Post-Vedic period there are metaphorical
associations between blood and milk; “The blood of
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Food and semen – eroticism and sexuality

Gorakhnath promised the Nepalese that their country
was made of rice, and in this country they should never
starve or suffer from hunger. Gorakhnath was a
medieval master Yogi of northern and western India, a
famous saint and worker of miracles. He is considered a
representative or even an embodiment of Shiva. Hence,
the Nepalese are allegedly never beggars, but work hard
and pray for rice and fertility, for the seed which will
sprout, become many and give new life (Briggs
1938:179-181).

“Only procreation is possible if it is expelled from the
body, ejaculated during the sexual act. If it is retained
within the body, stored instead of being wasted; the real
creation becomes possible through ojas. Ojas is the
source of the body’s metabolic energy, the Jathara Agni.
Loss of semen means loss of ojas and thus loss of
digestive powers” (Svoboda 1993a:260). Ascetic ways
of living is related to the quality of semen. In The
Upanishads it is stated that a man’s soul is transmuted
from food into semen, and in the Tamilnadu it is said
that a man’s power, shakti, enters through food and is
stored in semen, and therefore, “to increase and retain
this shakti, males must retain their semen and hence lead
an ascetic life. Females, while having greater shakti of
their own, also acquire, in intercourse, the shakti stored
in semen, thus further increasing their supply”, which
creates life. Men are encouraged to asceticism, and
women may increase their own individual shakti even
faster by being chaste wives (O’Flaherty 1981b:45).
Asceticism and sexual castration are therefore
interlinked. The erotic death by fire is often associated
with the motif of self-immolation (O’Flaherty 1981a:91).
The very act of castration is both the cause and
consequence of asceticism. Even creative asceticism is a
personal castration because personal sexuality must be
sacrificed for the sake of the fertility of the universe
(ibid:131). This kind of castration is never the final act
because the outcome is always further life and fertility at
a higher cosmic level (ibid:135). In one myth it is written
regarding the creation of the universe, “Siva is the seed
of everything. During the primeval creation, the seed
arising from his linga was placed in the womb of Visnu,
and in the course of that time golden seed became an egg
and floated in the cosmic waters for a thousand celestial
years. Then a wind split it into two, and the top half
became the sky, the lower half the earth, and the yolk the
golden mountain. Then, at sunset, The Lord of the
Golden Womb was born, and from him all the ascetics
appeared” (ibid:107).

Raw rice is a symbol of the forthcoming life: the rebirth.
This is evident in the presence or absence of grave
goods. The overwhelmingly dominant and important
grave goods, and normally the only given to the
deceased in cremations, is food. Raw rice is the major
determinant regarding the presence or absence of grave
goods, and everything is structured around and
depending upon rice as a life giver. Deceased without
pasne, the rice feeding ceremony performed when the
infant is at the age of 5 or 6 months, cannot receive raw
rice or any other grave goods as a grave gift.
If the person is introduced to the world of rice, then raw
rice is always the fundamental part of the grave goods.
Rice gives new life, and in funerals rice is often
combined with lentils or other food items used in the
daily meal. Participation in the pasne ritual determines
whether the deceased will receive grave goods or not,
and the importance is put on the life-giving qualities of
rice.
Sperm and rice are necessary components in the creation
of life. Copulation and cosmos are two parallel lifegiving processes. Macrocosm is directly linked to
microcosm in the actual act of copulation. When Shiva
blesses the spirit, then the spirit waits until intercourse
takes place, and after ejaculation it picks a sperm and
actually drags it to meet the egg. After this fertilisation
happens, and the spirit ensures that the zygote is safely
implanted in the wall of the uterus. What happens then is
a process of growing the jiva – the individual soul – and
every sperm has jiva (Svoboda 1993a:190-191). In the
Susruta Samhita (II.5.2) it is written regarding the
sperm, “thus, being pushed by the Self under the guise of
orgasm, the sperm, which has the potentiality of semen,
is projected out of the male body and, through natural
ways, enters the uterus and mixes itself to the blood”
(op.cit Filippi 1996:44).

The phallus or the erected penis (fig. 10.2) is in Hindu
mythology as strongly linked to asceticism as it is to
eroticism (O’Flaherty 1981a:8). There are actually three
images interconnected in the phallic cult; Shiva and
Parvati, the linga and the yoni, and fire in water. Fertility
and eroticism are not equivalents and they perform
separate and opposite functions. Fecundity is secondary
to the sacred value Hindus attribute to eroticism because
the character of participation with the deities in sexual
acts does not come from the procreative but from the
voluptuous character. The insemination is artificial. The
cult of linga is, on the other hand, procreative and fertile,
but not erotic. The separation of eroticism and fertility is
not just a by-product of yogic techniques, but essential to
its philosophy. The conquest of the biological desires is
to rise above animals driven by their instincts (ibid:266267).

Man needs to copulate and the grains from rice “invest”
the vital breath in the foetus. This happens during the
fifth month of pregnancy whereby the “vital breath”
enters the embryo through the suture at the top of the
skull – the same place where it is released during
cremations. This rite is called kapal kriya, and
throughout pregnancy the “vital breath” is sustained by
the digestive fire, which resides in the mother’s belly
(Parry 1994:179).
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Fig. 10.2. Linga at Pashupatinath with trident, symbolising from left to right will, knowledge and power,
and jalahari, a copper cup that hangs right above the Shiva Lingam from which water drips from this cup
almost continuously.
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“Shiva, the god of eroticism, is also the master of the
method by which the virile force may be sublimated and
transformed into a mental force, an intellectual power.
This method is called Yoga, and Shiva is the great yogi,
the founder of Yoga…His erect phallus is swollen with
all the potentialities of future creations” (ibid:10). The
ascetic heat has an immanent creative force especially
when it is placed in water, which is the starting point in
many cosmological myths (ibid:41). Regarding the
control and transformation of desire Shiva said, “the
desire for desires is increased rather than assuaged by the
enjoyment of them, just as the dark flame is increased by
oblations poured upon it” (ibid:255). The solution to
Shiva’s sexual desires was not to impose chastity upon
him but to satisfy him because the desires must be
controlled and not denied. There is also an analogous
process between eating and asexual activity relating to
the general belief in the interdependency between
digestive and reproductive tracts, as Agrawala said;
“Agni without food or fuel becomes finally extinguished
and black ashes, but if it is supplied with its daily food or
offering it is converted into the radiant flame of life.
Food is called Soma and that represents the female or
Mother principles whereas Agni represents the male or
Father principle” (op.cit O’Flaherty 1981a:281).

dalliance with another’s divine wife. Returning from the
battlefield, Vishnu was in disguise and had sexual
intercourse with Tulasi, who realised that she had been
fooled and wanted to curse him. Tulasi was very sad and
cried at the time Shiva advised her to cast off her body
and take up a divine body and indulge in dalliance with
Vishnu forever (Siva-Purana II, 41, p. 973-978). “The
body that you caste off shall become a river in Bharata.
That will be a sacred river famous as Gandaki [which
issues from the Himalayan foothill and is the source of
saligram]. O’ great lady, boon granted by me, Tulasi
(holy basil) will be the most important constituent of the
material worship of the gods some time. In heaven,
earth, and the nether worlds you will become the Tulasi
plant more excellent than flowers. As the presiding form
you shall for ever sport in secret with Visnu” (SivaPurana II, 41.44-47, p. 977). As a result of the curse,
Vishnu assumed the form of a rock on the banks of the
river Gandaki (ibid). This is today found as saligram.
Hence, the origin and development of rivers have many
similarities to the inception of women. When fertile
women are made pregnant by copulation, it is a similar
process to the cosmic events when the gods created
rivers. Thus there is a connection and duality between
rivers and bodies, food and fertility.

The image of fire in water is the opposite in Indian
philosophy to that in Western thought. In Western
thought water poured on the fire usually extinguishes the
fire, in Indian thought the relation between fire and
water is a matter of the controlled and transformed unity
of substances. The linga is resided upon the yoni, the
male principle rests upon the female principle. When the
universe came into being water was created first because
“the waters are…the creation of the Supreme spirit”
(Agni Purana I, 17.7, p. 40), and “the universe is
permeated by fire and water. Vishnu in the form of water
is the cause. The image of Lord Varuna (the presiding
deity of waters) should be made of gold, silver and
gems” (Agni Purana I, 64.2, p. 173). Ritually, the priest
“should bathe and contemplate on Varuna, the creation
known as the primordial egg. Having purified it with the
principal letter of the fire, the ashes should be scattered
over the earth. The entire world consists of water.
Hence, the lord of waters is contemplated” (Agni Purana
I, 64.32-33, p. 177). The Fire-God said regarding the
greatness of Ganga that all countries through which the
river flows are holy and excellent. “The (river) Ganges
duly worshipped, succours the two lines of
ancestors…The goddess (Ganga) destroys all sins and
confers (access to) heavens. One continues to stay in
heavens as long as (his) bones remains in the (waters of
the) Ganges” (Agni Purana II, 110.3-5, p. 328).

The hydrological cycle uniting macro- and
microcosm
Cooking can be seen as microcosm whereby water is
transformed by fire into smoke, which rises to the sky.
This process is also a life-giving event whereby uncooked rice is turned into food. When a person dies the
fire releases the soul, and it enters heaven. The karmic
fingerprint is transferred back to humans and eventually
into semen, which is the regenerative, procreative, and
vital force. In the ascetic’s sperm shakti is stored, but
this is not enough. The primordial live-giving principles
or powers are expressed in the Upanishads; “Life is the
fire that burns and is the sun that gives light. Life is the
wind and the rain and the thunder in the sky. Life is
matter and is earth, what is and what is not, and what
beyond is Eternity” (The Upanishads, op. cit. Mascaró
1965:69). As indicated, there are many metaphorical
relations between fire and water, and water is indeed
created by fire in the process described in Rig-Veda
through the fire-sacrifice. When fire from sacrifice goes
to heaven, it becomes clouds, and from the clouds the
earth receives its rain, which gives life to the grain and
seed. When the harvest is collected and eaten, it becomes
sperm, and when finally injected into the vagina it
becomes new life. Sacrifices give new life in the form of
rain from the clouds, which makes for a successful
harvest. This link is most specifically expressed in
funerals when the fire that dissolves the deceased creates
clouds, which eventually will bring new life. Thus the
hydrological cycle produces the sperm that in
metaphorical terms is “planted in the fields”, eventually

The pro-creative aspects of rivers are sometimes
expressed through semen as a metaphor. The creation of
the holy river Gandaki is the story of how the lord
Narayana managed to deposit his semen in the vaginal
passage of Tulasi, or how Vishnu indulged in sexual
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creating new humans. The whole hydrological cycle is
symbolised by the process of cooking rice.

creation of an offspring. These two cycles of metaphors
work together and give each other strength and rationale,
and in practice it is impossible to separate the two
because they are parts of the cosmogonic process which
links microcosm to macrocosm. Bodily carnality
encompasses spiritual qualities and the hydrological
cycle, and agricultural products and processes possess
divine powers. Mind is embodied in matter, and they are
inseparable. The process of reincarnation is not a simple
matter of a sexual act, but a cosmogonic event. It is
therefore logical that the pro-creative means are included
from the very beginning, which eventually leads to a
sexual intercourse. The latter act is, however, only a
minor but necessary component in the process of
recreating and re-incarnating a soul.

In the cooking vessel the rice and water remain
separate. Water is above fire. The rice is above water.
The wind slowly blows against the fire beneath the
water. The fire kindled by the wind makes the water
boil. The rice with hot-boiling water all around it
becomes cooked. When cooked it becomes separated
into sediment and juice. (More or less a similar process
takes place in the body). The sediment in the body
consists of twelve forms of waste matter. These are
split and sent out of the body. The juice matter
circulates in the body. Man gets nourished through it.
The ears, the eyes, the nose, the tongue, the teeth, the
penis, the anus, and the nails are the receptacles of dirt
secreted by them. The phlegm, the sweat, the faeces
and the urine – these together make up the twelve
(Siva-Purana III, 22.3-7, p. 1541).

Mother’s womb, ghosts, and barrenness

The semen is secreted from the food eaten. From the
semen, the birth of another body is made possible.
When the semen unalloyed is deposited in the vaginal
passage during the prescribed period of cohabitation
after the monthly menses, then the semen blow by the
vital wind mingles with the blood of the woman. At the
time when the semen is discharged the individual soul
with the causal body or unit of sense-organs etc. enters
the vaginal passage fully covered and urged by its past
actions. The semen and blood in the unified state
become foetus in a day (Siva-Purana III, 22.14-16, p.
1542).

Being born from a womb is not a preferable birth, and
the materiality of the body as a prison is best illustrated
by the foetus in the mother’s womb, an allegory of the
way we are living in the world today; in Maya – the
illusion. The description of the life in the womb is very
much the same as staying in Hell. The life in the womb
is described like this: “Just as a person is cooked and
boiled in an iron cauldron by means of fire, so also the
child hurled into the pot womb is cooked by the gastric
fire. For him staying inside the womb the misery is equal
to, nay, more than the misery of a person incessantly
pierced by means of redhot needles. There is nowhere a
greater misery than staying within the womb. To all
embodied souls it is full of misery, very terrible and
grievous” (Siva-Purana III, 22.31-34, p. 1543).

Parry has described this process by which the vital
breath is passed on through the seeds as a characteristic
of Kali Yuga. In Satya Yuga or the golden age a
human’s vital breath resided in the bones, he subsisted
on air living 100,000 years and reproduced asexually. In
the Treta period the vital breath lived for 10,000 years
and it was situated in the bone marrow. In Dvarpar it
was blood and the life was expected to last for 1,000
years. In the Kali Yuga, the vital breath resides in the
grains humans eat, and the maximum age to live is 125
years (Parry 1994:167). This also explains the pinda, the
ball of rice in ancestral rites, which emphasises the
feeding aspects of the ancestors and the feeding of the
unborn embryo (O’Flaherty 1981b:155). It contains the
vital breath. Sperm and rice are necessary components in
the creation of life. Copulation and cosmos are two
parallel life-giving processes.

The filthiness and the state of pollution in the womb are
described further; “The whole body is smeared with
dirty blood and flesh. It is the receptacle of faeces and
urine. It is covered with hairs and nails. It is sickly and
an abode of ailments…the body is sick due to thirst for
pleasures. It is subservient to passion and hatred and
utterly deluded…With very great pain and difficulty it
has to come out of the vaginal passage. It is drenched
with urine, blood and faeces. It comes out as from a
sheath. It is a mass of skeleton” (Siva-Purana III, 22.3943, p. 1544). From an eschatological perspective being
born as a human is desirable, but only because it may
enable liberation from the eternal cycle of birth and
death. Being born is fortunate and preferable because the
process of liberation may start, but the mother’s womb
exemplifies the conditions humans actually live in.
Consequently, one should strive towards liberation.

Combining the different layers of metaphors, the most
explicit use of these symbolic powers in funerals is seen
in the dagbatti rite – the lighting of the pyre. The
deceased is given raw rice in the mouth as a grave-gift.
The last breath of life left from the mouth, and the next
incarnation will start with a new “vital breath”. Thus, the
funeral starts by lighting the rice in the mouth of the
deceased (fig. 10.3). The raw rive is a symbol of fertility
encompassing the pro-creative powers of semen. The
hydrological cycle of the year, which includes rain and a
successful harvest in the form of rice, has its parallel in
the human cycle, which includes copulation and the

Those who commit sins will suffer in Hell, but those
who perform righteous deeds render pleasure in the path
of Yama. At the moment life leaves the dead, the ether,
wind, and lustre go upwards from the body whereas the
water and earth go downwards where they get merged
with their respective elements. There are various forms
of punishment in Hell,
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Fig. 10. 3. Dagbatti – the lighting of the pyre.
168

and beginning of the twentieth century, hut-burning was
a ritual practice in rural India performed by barrow
women who hoped for offspring. According to common
belief, if they succeeded in burning down seven houses
they would bear a son, and fires in the villages were
common due to this superstition. The idea of hutburning appears in the Atharvaveda as a means for
procuring female fertility. It was believed that the spirit
of some burnt insect would enter the woman’s womb
and then be reborn as a child, or perhaps the spirit of one
of the family’s dead children would “re-womb” if she set
fire to someone else’s house. It was also believed that
burying an infant under the eaves or threshold of the
house would enable the child’s spirit to re-enter the
womb of the mother or someone else’s womb in the
family (Crooke 1919).

“Having their faces resembling cats, owls, frogs and
vultures etc., they throw the man in cauldrons of oil
and then light the fire. Some (are put) in frying pans,
some in copper vessels, some others in cauldrons and
others among sparks of fire. Some are placed on the
tip of pointed pikes. Some are pierced in the hell. Some
are trashed with whips. Some are made to eat molten
iron. The men are made to consume dust, excreta,
blood, phlegm etc. and made to drink hot wine by the
messengers of God of Death. The men are again
pierced. They are tortured by mechanical devices and
(the bodies are) eaten by crows etc. Hot oil is sprinkled
over them and the head is pierced repeatedly” (Agni
Purana IV, 371.24-28, p.1039).

Yama on cemeteries exemplifies the relation between
Heaven and Hell. Both the uttermost good and the
uttermost evil are together in the same place. Yama’s
hell is fierce and painful, and among some of
descriptions the deceased’s destiny will suffer the worst
pains thinkable;

Fleshly embodiment is not solely a private or family
affair because the disembodiment of souls is a societal
problem interconnecting seemingly incommensurable
spheres of lives and may have severe consequences for
villages. Furthermore, it is not only sexual copulations
which produce humans; the total complex of fleshly
beings and souls whose existence depend upon being
reborn highlights the cosmogonic acts of both life and
death, which in daily life includes sex and ancestral rites.

“The tips of the hands and the legs of some are cut off.
The ears, noses, and lips of others are cut. The penis
and the scrotum of some are cut. A few others have all
their limbs and joints cut. Pushed, pierced and thrust
by spears and arrows some run helplessly here and
there shrieking and squealing. Hit and trashed by iron
clubs and rods, bruised by terrible thorns of various
sorts, luminous like fire and sun and pierced through
by javelins, some men shed putrid blood or evacuate
faeces infested with worms” (Siva-Purana III, 7.37-40,
p. 1182-1483).

The hydrological cycle links the many creative and
procreative acts. Sex is normally seen as a defiling and
an impure activity, but the relation between sex and
auspiciousness is explicitly made in the case of erotic
couples depicted on the walls of temples (fig. 10.4).

Yet Yama is also welcoming and guiding those who
have performed the auspicious rites in this world
whereby they ascend the celestial aerial chariot bound
for heaven where they can enjoy celestial pleasures.
Yama treats those men who have been virtuous as
friends and they see his gentle face, but those who are
guilty of cruelties see him in his terrible form
(ibid:1483);

The sculptures please Indra who is the king of the gods
and master of the rains. He sees through these images
that the play (lila) of Vishnu is well advertised and thus
he feels like preserving the temple and the city in which
they are found, by sending good rains since he is a
devotee of Vishnu. The sexual activity brings rain,
which in turn provides food (Singh 1997:138).

“Due to their sinful actions men are pierced through
with sharp spears. They are put in oil extracting
machines called Cakra and crushed like gingelly seeds
and beaten into pulp. They are fried in iron cauldrons
red hot in the blazing sunlight. They are fried in
boiling oil in cauldrons again and again. Their
tongues, chests, and feet are struck in many ways”
(Siva-Purana III, 9.13-15, p. 1488-1489).

This takes numerous forms. The history of Jagannath is
to a great extent the history of Orissa and his worship is
based on the syncretism of different traditions such as
Saivism, Tantricism, and Vaishavism, and the earliest
reference to the name Jagannath in an inscription seems
to date back to the early twelfth century CE (Mukherjee
1977:ix-xi). Divine prostitutes belonging to the
Jagannatha sect performed rituals that allegedly created
rain. “Although unchastity renders a woman impure, and
thus unable to enter the inner sanctum or cook food, the
sexuality of the courtesan is powerful for it combats the
heart of asceticism. The sexuality of the courtesan
insures good rains and thus the prosperity of the realm”
(Singh 1997:149). The whole cosmos is engaged in both
the creation and procreation of humans, both directly
through sex, and indirectly through the creation and
hence the consumption of food.

Ghosts are roaming around in the lower realms and hells.
Malignant dead suffer the bad fortune of not being
incarnated into another fleshly body due to their former
bad lives or ritual failures conducted by the descendants.
When a soul is lingering without a body it causes
misfortune for the living. One such misfortune is the
barrenness of women, which has lead to ritually dramatic
actions based on the belief that ghosts cause infertility.
Thus, the absence of a fleshly body – the ghost – may
cause infertility for women. In the end of the nineteenth
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Fig. 10.4. Sexual engravings at the Bachhaleshwori temple, Pashupatinath.
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Living symbols and life-giving processes

around; the context is the social and religious problems
that humans have to solve in order to live, both
spiritually and practically. Humans are able to cope with
the problems only by searching for the roots of the
problems while remaining within the limits of the
comprehensible social and religious world. From a
cosmic approach the problems are unsolvable, but from a
human point of view actors have to search for solutions.
The main problem is life, or more precisely death, which
in this case is the same, and the aims are to control the
dangers of death and the pro-creative aspects of life.
This is done through rituals in which various symbols
are employed. These symbols are life-giving symbols. By
an adaptation of Jung’s theory of archetypes, which has
been misinterpreted by many scholars, I aim to present
in a modest way a theory of symbols and rituals from a
water perspective.

“Of all liquids, water is probably the most studied and
least understood” (Franks 1972a:18). With a very few
notable exceptions, the scientific community has taken
this liquid very much for granted, and active interest on a
significant scale only dates from the early 1960’s
(Franks 1972b:v).
Water is neither just an element nor does the word
signify a unity of meaning. Water is anything and a part
of everything. Life-giving processes must be seen in
their widest aspects because they are of vital importance
for everyone. When people are spinning webs of
significance structured around the most life-giving
aspect in society, new metaphors and meanings are
woven into and given meaning in the particular cultural
and religious sphere. We live by metaphors, and a
theory of human conceptual systems has to give an
account of how concepts are grounded, structured,
related to each other, and defined.

“Archetypes” are meant to designate the formal aspects
of instincts, which “express themselves in the form of
unreflected, involuntary fantasy images, attitudes, and
actions, which bear an inner resemblance to one another
and yet are identical with the instinctive reactions
specific of Homo sapiens” (Jung 1959:x). Jung himself
resists the criticism that archetypes are inherited
representations (Jung 1959:x-xi), but archetypes are
more to be seen as a structural condition of the psyche
(Jacobi 1959:51). This is an important aspect of the
archetypes because the archetypes are without content or
meaning. Jung speaks of “primordial images” and the
“archetype” was designed to express these images,
although he differentiates the terms: one has to
distinguish between archetypes and the archetypal
representation or “archetypal image” (Jacobi 1959:3435). The archetype is the form or container; the
archetypal representation is the content or the contained.
“An archetypal content expresses itself, first and
foremost, in metaphors” (Jung 1968a:157, par 267).
Since the containers or schemes are inherited, Jung
argues that you cannot explain the one archetype by the
other because there is no point outside the a priori
conditions it represents (Jung 1968b:69, par 140n27).
“The archetype should be regarded first and foremost as
the magnetic field and energy centre underlying the
transformation of the psychic processes into images”
(Jacobi 1959:48). The “neutral” character of the
collective unconscious led Jung to design the archetypes
as “objective” in contrast to consciousness (ibid:60). It is
important to stress, again, the difference between the
archetype – the container – and the archetypal image –
the contained or the particular cultural or symbolical
content. An archetype is not determined in regards to its
content but only in regards to its form, and then only to a
very limited degree.

New metaphors have some characteristics because they
1) highlight some features while suppressing others, 2)
entail very specific aspects of the concepts, 3) give new
meaning, 4) are appropriate because they sanction
actions, justify inferences, and help to realise goals, and
5) are in part culturally determined and partly tied to
personal and past experiences. Metaphors may “create
realities for us, especially social realities. A metaphor
may thus be a guide for future action. Such actions will,
of course, fit the metaphor. This will, in turn, reinforce
the power of the metaphor to make experience coherent.
In this sense metaphors can be self-fulfilling prophecies”
(Lakoff & Johnson 1981:139-140, 156). The question is
then why certain metaphors are chosen, and why
precisely these metaphors and symbols are invested with
meaning in a given society? What are the variables by
which a symbolic world is made and maintained? Water
as a life-giving process is rooted at a deep psychological
level, which nourishes metaphors and gives legitimacy
to actions whose purpose is further life for society. There
is no metaphorical pool or pond from which metaphors
are extracted, but an ultimate ontological reality people
strive away from; death, which results in the continuous
struggle for transforming death into life.
Goethe said in 1825 “man is not born to solve the
problems of the world, but rather to search out the roots
of the problems, and then to remain within the limits of
the understandable” (Jacobi 1959:1). Victor Turner
argued ”the symbol is the smallest unit of ritual which
still retains the specific properties of ritual behaviour; it
is the ultimate unit of specific structure in a ritual
context” (Turner 1991:19). Thus, symbol, ritual, and
context are interwoven, and rituals are often seen as
consisting of and arising from a kind of original or core
symbol, which is supposed to constitute the ritual and
eventually the context. This is most often the chronology
when rituals are analysed. I will argue it is the other way

“A primordial image is determined as to its content only
when it has become conscious and is therefore filled out
with the material of conscious experience…The
archetype in itself is empty and purely formal, nothing
but…a possibility of representation which is given a
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priori”, Jung argues; “The representations themselves
are not inherited, only the forms, and in that respect they
correspond in every way to the instincts, which are also
determined in form only (Jung 1968c:79, pars 155).
Jung’s archetypes are characterised at first by no specific
contents, enabling the “content” to be inherited (Jacobi
1959:53-54). What the archetypes are “filled with”
depends upon the inherited traditions – habitus – and
general social and cultural structures, but this content is
not the archetypes per se. “Archetypes are, by definition,
factors and motifs that arrange the psychic elements into
certain images, characterized as archetypal, but in such a
way that they can be recognized only from the effects
they produce…Empirically considered, however, the
archetype did not ever come into existence as a
phenomenon of organic life, but entered into the picture
with life itself” (Jung 1958:149, par 222, my emphasis).

and signs but no symbols” (Jacobi 1959:94). Erich
Fromm (1952) distinguishes between tree types of
symbols; 1) the conventional, 2) the accidental, and 3)
the universal, and it is only the latter that can be
regarded as a symbol in the Jungian sense.
“In so far as a symbol is a living thing, it is the
expression of a thing not to be characterised in any
other or better way. The symbol is alive only in so far
it is pregnant with meaning. But, if its meaning is born
out of it, i.e. if that expression should be found which
formulates the sought, expected, or divined things still
better than the hitherto accepted symbol, then the
symbol is dead…it merely serves as a conventional
sign for associations which are more completely and
better known elsewhere. Only for the exoteric
standpoint is the symbol always alive. An expression
that stands for a known thing always remains merely a
sign and never a symbol. It is, therefore, quite
impossible to make a living symbol, i.e. one that is
pregnant with meaning, from known associations. For
what is thus manufactured never contains more than
was put into it” (Jung 1923:602).

This move is important and has often been missing in
analyses and uses of Jung’s archetypes in practical
studies. Regarding the mode of apprehension which Jung
calls the archetype or primordial image, the
“…archetypes are not disseminated only by tradition,
language, and migration, but that they can re-arise
spontaneously, at any time, at any place, and without any
outside influence…[This] means that they are present in
every psyche forms which are unconscious but
nonetheless active – living dispositions, ideas in the
Platonic sense, that perform and continually influence
our thoughts and feelings and actions” (Jung 1968c:79,
pars 153-154, my emphasis).

As I understand it, a symbol is in a religious sense a
divine and living actor. It has powers and capacities,
which live their own lives, and as a living being the
symbol has a life-giving potential. Thus, life-giving
symbols cannot be constructed in a post-modern sense:
they exist. Living symbols therefore have a deep
ontological meaning and foundation. When humans face
problems, they ask the gods for help, but this request is
impossible without employing symbols with immanent
powers. Therefore, seen from the devotee’s perspective a
symbol works in mysterious ways both unknown and
unconscious to humans; what they know is that the
symbol and rite work. In a ritualised context the symbols
become living and life-giving because they are not
conventional signs; they appear as if they have an origin
outside themselves which is interpreted as a divine lifegiver. Life-giving water seems to be the ultimate
archetypal representation, not as an archetype of form or
as sterile water, but as the pro-creative power in its
numerous spheres. The belief in life-giving water as the
ultimate divine solution to any kind of problem seems to
be not only a living symbol but a life-giving process.
Thus, it is not the archetypal form that matters, but the
archetypal process and the outcome that give the lifegiving symbols their authentic and ontological
legitimacy.

The content may be as different and manifold as the
number of humans, but when the archetypes manifest
themselves in time and space they are perceived by the
conscious mind as symbols. This implies that every
symbol is at the same time an archetype, and as such
determined by a nonperceptible “archetype per se”;
every symbol has “an archetypal ground plan” or point
of departure from which it arises. The archetype is
“ready to actualise itself and manifest itself as a
symbol”, and the symbol is always grounded in the
unconscious archetype (Jacobi 1959:74). Therefore, a
symbol is never entirely abstract, but is most often in
some way or another “incarnated” (ibid:76). Whether a
thing is a symbol or not depends upon the consciousness
of the one who considers it; whether it is perceived as
merely a fact or an expression of the yet unknown (Jung
1923:602).

There is a hierarchy of archetypes, and each type may
have an infinite development and differentiation, like a
robust tree can put forth branches and thousands of
blossoms (Jacobi 1959:55), and “the deeper the
unconscious stratum from which the archetypes stems,
the scantier will be its basic design, but the more
possibilities of development will be contained within it,
and the richer it will be in meanings” (ibid:56). I will
argue that the deepest unconscious stratum is
ontologically life and death in its widest sense, and the
procreation of new life by use of ritualised water. “The

Symbols without spontaneous effects are dead. An
important premise in Jung’s use of archetypes is that
symbols are neither allegories nor signs: Symbols are
images of contents that most often transcend
consciousness; the content is beyond comprehension and
explications in words, but nevertheless real (Jung
1923:601). Cassirer argued “a signal is a part of the
physical world of being; a symbol is a part of the human
world of meaning” (Cassirer 1945:32). This ontological
dimension is important because “animals have signals
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living symbol shapes and formulates an essential
unconscious factor, and the more generally this factor
prevails, the more general is the operation of the
symbol; for in every soul it touches an associated chord”
(Jung 1923:605, my emphasis). This life-giving symbol
as a process may take numerous cultural forms and
expressions but they nevertheless are all created out of
water and the basic human need to cope with the
practical realities of life and death. The symbols are
perceived as being exterior to humans but they have the

capacities to solve problems within the human world.
Humans do not know, strictly speaking, how or why
these symbols work, and precisely because of this they
are perceived as having immanent capacities, which
make them life-giving symbols. In the next chapter I will
therefore continue with myths describing the origin of
Pashupatinath and Bagmati. Life-giving symbols in
general and water in particular are crucial in the
cosmogony and the rites that take place at Pashupatinath.
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Chapter 11:
Myth and materiality – Mind in matter

Mythology and phallus

makes his gods in his own image, they are unlike him as
well as like him. Intermediate between them and man are
ideal heroes whose parentage is partly divine, and who
may themselves have been gods” (MacCulloch
1911:158), and these different levels of agents constitute
the body of myths. The Puranas, for instance, which will
be used in explaining the phallic worship and Shiva cult,
should comprise these five topics; 1) the primary
creation, 2) the secondary creation, 3) the genealogy of
gods and sages, 4) the periods of Manu, and 5) the
accounts of royal genealogy (Gangadharan 1984:xvi).

“[…] The entire world is based on the Linga. Everything
is founded in the Linga. Hence, he who wishes for
perfection of the soul shall worship the Linga” (LingaPurana I, 73:6-7, p. 365). George Ryley Scott said “the
study of phallicism is the study of religion” (Scott
1996:xvii). The holiest phallus or Shiva-linga in Nepal is
situated in the Pashupatinath-temple in Kathmandu. Due
to the Shiva manifestation, Pashupatinath is the holiest
place or locale in Nepal, located by the river Bagmati,
which is also the holiest river. According to Giddens, a
locale is an enriched interpretation of “place” that
encompasses contextual meaning, not only geographical
location. The context defines how the physical and the
architectural settings are used by social actors to
organise the reproduction of their social lives in time and
space. Locales cannot be defined solely in terms of their
physical characteristics and the activities cannot be
detached and studied apart from the social and cultural
characteristics of daily life (Giddens 1993:118-122).
Hundreds of thousands of pilgrims visit the Shiva-linga
each year to purify their minds and souls, which
hopefully will prepare and enable them to liberate
themselves from the cycle of birth and death.
Accordingly, this is the most preferable place to die for a
Hindu in Nepal, and in order to understand
Pashupatinath and Bagmati it is necessary to investigate
some of the myths that the devotees refer to when they
are explaining the religious supremacy of this place (for
further elaboration see appendix D).

Mythological stories are often perceived as arbitrary or
meaningless, but still, they appear all over the world. It
is therefore impossible to understand the meaning of a
myth without understanding the order of society and
cosmology. To speak of meaning is the same as speaking
of rules, and the common denominator of humans is to
introduce some kind of order since the human mind “is
only part of the universe, the need probably exits
because there is some order in the universe and the
universe is not a chaos” (Lévi-Strauss 1969:13). As an
approach to understand mythology, Lévi-Strauss argued
in The Raw and the Cooked for “the right to make use of
any manifestation of the mental and social activities of
the communities under consideration which seem likely
to allow me, as the analysis proceeds, to complete or
explain the myth” (Lévi-Strauss 1969:4). Historical
factuality must not be seen as contradictory to myth,
because “Where does mythology end and where does
history start? [In] a history without archives, there being
of course no written documents, there is only a verbal
tradition, which is claimed to be history at the same
time” (Lévi-Strauss 1995:38). The simple opposition
between mythology and history is not clear-cut. There
are similarities between the two, but also differences.
Mythology is static and the same themes appear over and
over again whereas history is open for new events
(ibid:39).

Claude Levi-Strauss argues, “you cannot make
mythology understood by somebody of a different
culture without teaching him the rules and particular
traditions of that culture” (Levi-Strauss 1969:4). In
Concerning the Gods and the Universe the fourth
century wise pagan Sallustius writes, “the myths
represent the gods in respect of what is speakable and
that which is unspeakable…myths represent the active
operations of the gods. The universe itself can be called
a myth, since bodies and material objects are apparent
within it, while souls and intellects are concealed”, and
as a point of departure regarding myths at Pashupatinath,
and phallic worship, Sallustius could not have been more
precise when he remarked on religion that the “wish to
teach all men the truth about the gods causes the foolish
to despise, because they cannot learn, and the good to be
slothful, whereas to conceal the truth by myths prevents
the former from despising philosophy and compels the
latter to study it” (Sallustius n.d: 5, Nock 1926:5).
Mythology refers to many levels of reality
simultaneously (Fideler 1993:23). “Though man usually

Myth is ”the expression of unobservable realties in terms
of observable phenomena” (Schniewind 1953:47).
Common for all mythological systems is that the most
important stories and narrative re-occur in several
different versions (Leach 1969:7). Regardless of whether
the myths refer to historical facts or not, the myths that
are the least probable often have the greatest importance.
The irrationality of myth is the core of much religion
because it challenges the logic of critical doubt (ibid.).
Whenever a corpus of mythology is recited in its
religious setting it is felt to be “real” and present. The
participants and observers do not need to be fully aware
or conscious of the content and the message that is
communicated, but still, the message and the meaning
175

are there in a quite objective sense (ibid:22). “Myth
proper lacks a chronology in any strict sense, for the
beginning and the end must be apprehended
simultaneously” (ibid:28). This in no way means that the
myth is not seen as true. “Any honest man who writes or
edits a history believes that what he writes is true, and in
the case of a religious history he may well believe that in
displaying this truth he is inspired by God. But clearly he
cannot believe that what he writes is the whole truth”,
Leach argues, “What he records as the truth is only that
part of the totality of things which he considers
“important”, and it is plain that what constitutes
historical importance can vary very greatly both from
place to place and from time to time” (ibid:43).

Myths represent an ontological essence although the
presentation of this truth may take numerous ways.
Leach argues, “any particular myth in isolation is like a
coded message badly snared up with noisy interference.
Even the most confident devotee might feel a little
uncertain as to what precisely is being said. But as a
result of redundancy, the believer can feel that, even
when the details vary, each alternative version of a myth
confirms his understanding and reinforces the essential
meaning of all the others” (Leach 1969:9). The myththemes can be arranged in any order excluding both the
cause and effect of chronology; if the son kills his
mother in one myth the mother may kill his son in
another, thus emphasising that a myth can only be
translated by another myth (O’Flaherty 1995). The
Vedic myths therefore provide an area where the deepest
human fears can become transfigured and channelled
into a formalised contest for knowledge. If one accepts
the Freudian hypothesis that the father is the basis for the
construction of the image of a God, the contests between
gods and humans reflects a more basic contest between
father and son. In many of the Vedic stories there are at
least three levels of conflict: 1) Battles at the cosmic or
the highest levels between gods and demons or between
gods and men where there are no implicit reference to
fathers. 2) Battles between gods and men where the gods
are explicitly identified as the fathers of men. 3) Battles
in between relatives (O’Flaherty 1987:50-51).

Thus, the outcome of history and mythology may be
quite the same, and following Lévi-Strauss; “I am not far
from believing that, in our societies, history has replaced
mythology and fulfils the same function, that for
societies without writing and without archives the aim of
mythology is to ensure that as closely as possible –
complete closeness is obviously impossible – the future
will remain faithful to the present and to the past […] the
gap which exists in our mind…between mythology and
history will probably be breached by studying histories
which are conceived as not at all separated from but as a
continuation of mythology” (Lévi-Strauss 1995:42-43).
Myths are related both to dreams and rituals, but still,
myths are neither of them. Wendy Doninger O’Flaherty
argues, “dreams are expressed in one way in myths and
in another way in rituals. Myths are closer to dreams
than rituals are, both in their narrative structure and in
their ability to express the fantastic, and the power of
their symbolism is therefore more intense”, and she
stresses the differences between the two; “Myths express
untamed dangers; they give vent to the full range of
nightmare possibilities. Rituals tend to tame those
dangers and to express them in terms of a more limited
range of human actions. The fears that appear in the
waking experiences or the dreams of the individuals are
channelled into the sacrifice in order to make them
public and to make them safe” (O’Flaherty 1987:18-19).
But turning myths into rituals does not solve the
problems because it causes new dangers and fears: What
happens if the ritual itself does not work? (ibid:19).

The same laws govern both macrocosm and microcosm,
giving divine legitimacy to earthly structures, which also
determine the profane processes because the laws are not
only initiated by the gods, they are also subordinate to
them. The relation between gods and men and the
cosmic and the profane world is for instance seen when
Shiva was going to marry Parvati. When Shiva asked
Parvati to marry him, she replied that he had to ask her
father for her hand. Shiva realised then that even Gods
must honour human conventions because they are
natural and cosmic in their implications (O’Flaherty
1983:33).
An Aghori sadhus once said, “Like every individual I
create my own universe among the many universes that
coexist on this terrestrial globe” (Svoboda 1998:316).
There is a lot of variation in the myths informants have
referred to. I have to some extent used textual sources
and emphasised the material manifestations. Myths are
manifested in material culture, creating and maintaining
socio-cosmological order (Hedeager 2000). The myths
depicted in material culture are not immediately
“readable” and translatable into a common meaning. The
ambivalence of meaning which it is possible to reveal in
materialised myths opens therefore up a huge field for
contested ideologies whereby different people ascribe
both personal and cultural meaning (Kristoffersen 2000).
Common people seeing the linga will inevitable
experience that the symbol refers to and signify
something with regards to fertility and regeneration.

Lévi-Strauss sees myths as meta-text, and as such a myth
cannot be reduced and resolved into the images of the
ritual narrative. “Myth and ritual do not always
correspond to each other. Nevertheless, they complete
each other in domains already presenting a
complementary character. The value of the ritual as
meaning resides in the instruments and gestures: It is a
para-language. The myth, on the other hand, manifests
itself as meta-language: it makes full use of discourse,
but does so by situating its own significant oppositions
at a higher level of complexity than required by language
operating for profane ends” (Lévi-Strauss 1976:66).
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Still, other people may meditate and contemplate upon
this symbol for years or even devote their entire life to
the worship of this symbol. The symbol enables
everything from the simplest conception to the deepest
contemplation. The Shiva-linga is the most perfect
symbol encompassing everything. To worship the Shivalinga is the same as to worship all the Hindu gods; there
are 330 million gods in Hinduism, but if one worships
the Shiva-linga one worships them all. The upper part of
the linga symbolises Shiva, the middle part Vishnu and
the lower part Brahma, and the yoni is the Mother
Goddess. The linga is not a symbol in ordinary sense: it
is Shiva. The linga as a materialisation of Shiva is
understood as a literal extension or manifestation of that
individual’s being (Lévy-Bruhl 1966: 100-127). The
linga is alive, it is born, the myths are the stories about
how it happened, but this works the other way around as
well; the materiality of the linga legitimises the truth of
the myths.

The Shiva-linga at Pashupatinath is believed to be selfexisting. It is the guardian deity of Nepal. It was found
by a coincidence at the very spot where the celestial cow
Kamadhenu used to offer her milk in Sleshmantaka
forest. A cowherd named Nema Gopala wanted to know
why the cow spilled her milk at that spot. He started to
dig and a luminous phallus emerged out of the earth and
the cowherd was immediately turned into ashes, and it is
believed that he died of a cosmic light emitted by the
linga. The famous sage Ne Muni came to know about
this, and he installed the son of Nema Gopala as the king
of Nepal (Dangol 1993:42). Thus, the royal family and
Pashupatinath are, mythologically speaking, intimately
connected, emphasising that the cremation was the initial
coronation ceremony for the first king and the institution
of kingship has it origin in Shiva’s appearance on earth.
This myth supports Hocart’s interpretation that the first
king must have been a dead king, and regarding
Pashupatinath it explains how the divine kingdom
appeared and its relation to the linga.

The origin of Pashupatinath and the Shiva-linga

Majupuria & Majupuria (1990:7) write, “according to
another legend, Ne was the guardian saint of Nepal who
practiced meditation and after whom the word Nepal has
been derived. During his time there was a king named
Bhuktman who got built Pashupati temple. According to
the chronicles, the first king of Gopala dynasty was
Bhoomi Gupta and at that time the image of Pashupati
was discovered by a cowherd while digging at the bank
of Bagmati”. Following another myth, it is said that
Shiva effused a ray of light from Pashupatinath
connecting all the higher and lower worlds in order to
solve a quarrel between Brahma and Vishnu who had a
dispute over who was the superior, and both of them
worshipped the linga afterwards (Bhandar 1988:5).

The myths, which describe the origin of the Pashupathlinga, provide a religious “guide” prescribing and
combining microcosm with macrocosm. The myths
explain why this is the most auspicious place for
devotional practice and thereby they structure the
worship and pilgrimages throughout the Indian subcontinent. Cosmos has its origin in this very spot; it is
the place where cosmogony happens and successively
the most preferred place for cremations, since the sacred
death is a sacrifice by which society and cosmos are
recreated. The name Pashupatinath is found for the first
time in the Yajurveda, and the divinity is seen as
identical to Shiva-Rudra. The cult of Pashupatinath is
described in both the Mahabharata and the Puranas, and
Pashupatinath is considered to be the supreme of the
supreme fulfilling the devotees’ wishes (Majupuria &
Majupuria 1990:1-3). The Skanda Purana mentions in
particular the importance of Nepal as a cosmological
axis mundis. Saint Skanda referred to the very auspicious
place in the Himalayas where Shiva resides in the form
of Pashupatinath, and according to Skanda, a visit to this
place is more fortunate than a thousand pilgrimages.
Enlightened people dying at this place go directly to
Shivaloka; the heaven where Lord Shiva resides and
reigns (Bhandar 1988:3). Hence, all gods and cosmic
forces are present in the Pashupatinath temple complex.
Holiness is spatially located and defined, and the myths
explain why this is the most auspicious place on earth
seen from the Nepali point of view. The importance of
the Shiva linga in Kathmandu is said to be four times
greater than that of Kashipuri or Varanasi. The rewards
of paying homage to and worshipping the Shiva-linga at
Pashupatinath is said to equal 3 ½ crores1 of tirthas –
pilgrimages – and the devotees become free from sins
(ibid:5).
1

The Shiva-linga was installed above the eternal flame
Akhanda Jyoti and this became Pashupatinath.
According to the temple priests, the Akhanda Jyoti, or
the eternal flame, keeps the linga warm, and the linga is
said to have the body temperature of human beings
(Bhandar 1988:6). A lot of devotees perceive and
worship the Pashupatinath-linga as a Jyotirlinga or
luminous phallus. The Shiva Purana, which is the text
most strongly glorifying Shiva, does not mention this
linga as one of the twelve Jyotirlingas (Dangol 1993:52).
Thus, there are various opinions whether the
Pashupatinath-linga is a Jyotirlinga or not, but the
importance of this linga equals or even conquers the
religious merits of the other. A Jyotirlinga is a
resplendent lingam. The Pashupatinath linga is self-born,
and hence one of the primeval phalluses. Despite that the
Pashupatinath linga is not included in the twelve
Jyotorlingas of India, Hindu pilgrims agree that
pilgrimages to the Jyotirlingas are not completed
without worshipping the linga at Pashupatinath
(Majupuria & Majupuria 1990:3). The greatness of
Jyotirlingas is, among other places, described in the
Siva-Puranas. The merits of worshipping the twelve
Jyotirlingas are numerous, as it is written in the Shiva-

One crore is 10 million.
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Purana, “those who recite them without any desire but
with purity of mind will never have rebirth involving
residence in the mother’s womb. By worshipping these,
people of all castes get their miseries destroyed in this
world and become liberated hereafter, to be sure”, and it
guarantees “The food offerings of these Jyotirlingas
shall be taken and others shall be fed with the same.
Such acts reduce the sins to ashes instantaneously…if
one of them is worshipped continuously for six months,
the misery of rebirth in the mother’s womb will never
recur” (Siva-Purana III, 1.26-30, p. 1261).

a vaginal passage there will be happiness. Except
Parvati, no other woman can hold my penis. Held by her
my penis will immediately become quiet” (Siva-Purana
III, 12.45-46, p. 1300). Parvati – the Mother of the
universe – held the phallus, and when the phallus was
stabilised there was welfare throughout the worlds.
Thus, the linga of Pashupatinath is not merely a Shivalingam but it is the representation of Shiva-Shakti. That
is why ambrosia is distributed to the devotees after
bathing the idol, which is never given after the worship
of a normal Shiva-lingam (Majupuria & Majupuria
1990:8). The lingam is erected on an image of a yoni
symbolising the female sexual organ, and thus, combines
both the male and female sexuality and represents the
primordial element of regeneration known as Purusha
and Prakriti (Dangol 1993:14); “as the lingam and the
yoni, the male and female generative organs, played vital
role in the task of procreation and in being the centres of
sexual attraction, it was not unnatural that the people of
that time assigned special importance on these organs in
the name of religion. As a result, the lingam
accompanied by the yoni was venerated as the symbol of
god” (ibid:26).

The linga is a materialisation of the male organ – the
phallus – a symbol of regeneration, and Shiva in the
form of a phallus is worshipped as the god of creation.
The procreative forces are metaphorically symbolised by
the eternal flame, which heats the linga to body
temperature. The flame is a means of transformation and
represents a creative force in cremations. Thus, there is
an implicit structural symbolism connecting cremation
and regeneration of life by sexual intercourse and
worship of the Shiva-linga. The practice of placing a
water-bowl upon the Shiva-linga is a method of
controlling and extinguishing fire by water (see fig.
10.2). The reason why Shiva has assumed the phallic
form is, according to myths, the result of a test Shiva
made to see how devoted the sages were. In a forest
where great sages worshipped Shiva, he appeared very
brilliant but stark naked. He had smeared his body with
ashes, and while standing and holding his penis he began
to show all kinds of vicious tricks. The sight frightened
the sages’ wives, whereas other women were excited and
surprised. Some women held his hands, other embraced
him and they were engrossed in struggling with each
other. The sages were pained and infuriated when they
saw him engaged in perverse activities. One great sage
said, “You are acting perversely. This violates the Vedic
path. Hence let your penis fall on the ground” (SivaPurana III, 12.17, p. 1298). The penis fell down
instantly, and wherever it went it began to burn
everything; it went to heaven and all over the earth. The
sages realised that Shiva had deceived them and they
grieved. As long as the penis would not be stationary,
there could not be anything good, and the linga had to be
placed in a temple. The sages bowed to Brahma for
advise, who said “let the gods propitiate goddess Parvati
and pray. If she can assume the form of vaginal passage
that penis will become steady” (Siva-Purana III, 12.32p.
1299).

One of the unique characters of the Shiva-linga at
Pashupatinath is the five faces (fig. 11.1). Each face
symbolises one of the elements. The top of the linga is
faceless and symbolises Pashupatinath itself. It is called
Ishan and is the symbolic representation of Shiva’s
organ. This is the most perfect symbol of shakti or
energy, and this divine power is the head of
Pashupatinath. The four other faces of Pashupatinath are
located in the cardinal directions. The face towards the
east depicts Tatpurush or Parabrahma – the supreme
being – or Indra, the king of all deities. The face towards
the south represents Aghora or the calm form, and is a
symbolic representation of Yamraj – the Lord of Death.
The north face is called Vamodeva, and this deity is
worshipped as the god of giving. Finally, the face
towards the west represents Sadyojat and depicts a child.
The four faces symbolise pilgrimages, and the visit to
Pashupatinath is therefore highly rewarding (Bhandar
1988:6-7). The Shiva Purana describes the five
incarnations of Shiva, and the way the devotees should
meditate upon them. The fifth and faceless image, or
shapeless face, on the top is not, however, only a Shiva
representation. Ram is the 7th incarnation of Vishnu,
Krishna is the 8th incarnation, and Buddha is seen as the
9th incarnation. When Buddha’s anniversary is celebrated
and worshipped, devotees place a head of Buddha on the
top of the linga inside the temple of Pashupatinath. Thus,
Buddha is incorporated in Hinduism since he is one of
Vishnu’s incarnations.

Parvati in the form of the vaginal passage should form
the pedestal wherein the phallus would be installed, and
it should be praised by the hymns “O lord of the gods, be
pleased, O delighter of the universe. You are the creator,
protector, and the annihilator. You are imperishable.
You are the beginning of the universe, the origin of the
universe within the universe” (Siva-Purana III, 12.40-41,
p. 1299-1300). When worshipped with great devotion
Shiva was pleased and said, “O gods, O sages, you listen
to my words with reverence. If my penis is supported in

The Pashupatinath-linga also represents the five
Brahmas, the five elements with the five substances or
qualities: 1) firmament or ether with the quality of
sound, 2) air with the quality of tangibility or touch, 3)
fire with the quality of light and the property of various
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Fig. 11.1. At the sadhu area at Pashupatinath there is a small copy of the original Shiva-linga in the
temple. The linga has five faces; one pointing in each direction and the fifth is faceless on the top.
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forms of colour, 4) water with the quality of taste, and 5)
earth with the quality of odour and smell. These
elements and forces represent prakriti or the nature of
the originator of creation. The five substances offered to
the linga are curd, milk, ghee, honey, and sugar
(Bhandar 1988:8). Shiva appears in many forms named
as Rudra, Maheshwar, Mahadeva, Pashupatinath and so
on. The religious tradition, which give highest priority to
Shiva worship and lays a secondary emphasis on all the
other gods and goddesses, is known as Shaivism (Dangol
1993:12). Even though Brahma is the original creator,
after the introduction of the lingam as a symbol Brahma
is rarely worshipped as the creator. The worship of Shiva
has replaced Brahma’s (ibid:18), and the linga is the
perfect symbol encompassing everything.

Buddha were replaced by Shiva images. Shankaracharya
was a great guru and authority of the Shaivite religion,
and fought against Buddhism by any means. His impact
on the society was pervasive, and he established the
tradition of appointing priests from South India at
Pashupatinath. The procedures of worship laid down by
Adi Shankaracharya are still followed at Pashupatinath
(Dangol 1993:46-47); “Let the brahmins from
Karnataka, Maharashtra or Andhra of the West
Vindhyachal belonging to Dravidian clan be anointed or
consecrated and then be deployed to the priesthood of
the Pashupatinath. After his death, the same procedure
be followed while appointing another priest”. The
Muslim invasions in northern India ruined much of the
priesthood and its traditions. Thus, as bearers of tradition
the priests from southern India have a longer continuity
and they are therefore seen as more authentic. According
to another story the Nepali king once upon a time asked
for one of the priests to come to the temple of
Pashupatinath, and the tradition has evolved and
continued. Be that as it may, Shankaracharya also
purified the temple and forbade animal sacrifice at
Pashupatinath (Bhandar 1988:25). He established a
guthi, religious trust, and this institution has also
continued, and the rituals are allegedly similar to those
that were performed then.

There are several authors who argue that the evolution of
the lingam has its origin in Buddhism and the Buddhist
stupa. Seen from this approach, Shaivism became in one
or another way a duplication of Buddhism. The state of
enlightenment or Dharmakaya was transformed and
transmuted into Shiva as the supreme soul. The five
forms of Adi Buddha (enlightenment) – Vairochana,
Akshyobhya,
Ratnasambhava,
Amitabha,
and
Amogsiddhi – were transformed into five incarnations of
Shiva named Ishana, Tatpurusha, Aghora, Sadyojat, and
Vamdeva respectively (Dangol 1993:25). Others turn the
argument the other way around, and according to some
Brahmans, there is actually a linga underneath the
Swayambunath stupa (Gellner 1993:80). Regardless of
whether the Hindu or the Buddhist worship originated
first and gave rise to the other, the importance is the
cosmological totality of the lingam as written in The
Skanda Purana, “The ether is the lingam and the earth
its base. And this is the abode of all of the gods and
goddesses. As all are merged in it, it is known as the
lingam”. When Shaivism reached the cult of Pashupat, it
emphasised that the creatures were unable to attain
enlightenment, and that they in reality were beasts. In the
Shiva Purana, it is written that (Dangol 1993:33): “All
the living creatures including Brahma are but beasts. As
they are fettered by the bondage (chain) of pleasure and
pain, they are attributed as beasts. The deluded and
ignorant beasts go to heaven and hell because of being
fettered in pleasure and pain. After gaining the complete
knowledge (wisdom) on the beasthood, bondage and
karma (activities or cycle of birth and death), the
Brahmagyani (the knower of Brahman) becomes free.”

The priests at Pashupatinath are addressed as Bhattas.
There are two kinds of priests; the chief priest and
ordinary priests. They should be married and cannot be a
sanyasin (holy man). The posts as priests, occupied by
Brahmans of South India, are not hereditary. The chief
priest is selected and recommended by the royal
preceptor and approved by the king himself. The
candidate for priesthood must not have any scars of
stitched wounds, and if he sustains such an injury or his
wife dies during his priesthood, he has to resign. Among
the Newars there is a group called Bhandari. Members
of this group work in the temple. They supervise
Pashupatinath and assist the priests. The members of the
Bhandari perform their duties for one month at a time by
rotation. Their duty is inherited, and while they are on
post they have to live a purified life. Only those who are
born at Pashupatinath or Deopatan area can perform this
duty. Their main function is to assist the worshipping
devotees. The incomes of both the priests and the
storekeepers are not based on a permanent salary, but
parts of the money and food offered to Pashupatinath are
distributed among them afterwards. Anything given
directly to the priests will stay in their pockets. Very
precious items such as gold and silver are nevertheless
the property of Shiva himself and will be stored in His
treasury (Majupuria & Majupuria 1990:15).

Priesthood and the temple complex
Adi-Shankaracharya (788-820?) was a Vedantic
philosopher living in Varanasi. He was highly against
Buddhism, and his claims to the authenticity of his
doctrines are based on the authority of the Vedas
(Majupuria & Majupuria 1981:137-139). The Saint was
seen as an incarnation of Shiva and in the succession a
lot of Buddhist monasteries were demolished and Shiva
temples constructed, and the five meditative images of

Shankaracharya has played a crucial role in the
development of the practices at Pashupatinath, and the
temple of Shankaracharya is located near the rear
entrance of the main Pashupatinath temple. The sage laid
down the rules for this temple, and these rules were
followed, a fact which illuminates the importance of
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dedicated to Parvati – the consort of Shiva. The temple
has violent sexual engravings covering the walls (see fig.
10.4). According to myths there was a human sacrifice
here each year on the day of Shivaratri until the reign of
the mythological King Sada Shiva Deva. The small
square in front of the temple is the place where those
who were sacrificed were cremated. The cremations of
the victims were important and grandiose rituals
involving the distribution of food to the devotees, and
the memory of the victims and the feasts are still
commemorated by devotees offering red and yellow
sandalwood powder on the spot (fig. 11.2). The temple
of Virupakshya is located behind the cremation
platforms at Arya ghat. The image of Virupakshya is a
stone statue commonly believed to be half buried and
slowly rising from the ground (fig. 11.3). When the
statute of Virupakshya is fully standing, it will be the end
of the world and Kaliyuga, and then Satyayuga – the age
of truth – will begin. According to Skanda Purana,
Virupakshya was born as a son of a Brahmin and became
a great sinner committing the worst of crimes. He
indulged with prostitutes and it is even believed that he
had sexual intercourse with his own mother. He became
a leper, and while wandering around he met a saint who
advised him to take a holy bath in Bagmati and to
worship Pashupatinath. So he did, and he was cured
from his leprosy (Bhandar 1988:23).

Pashupatinath in its contemporary Hindu community. It
is nevertheless difficult to trace and follow the early
history of Pashupatinath. When the first temple was built
is unclear, but it is believed that there was a temple at
Pashupatinath earlier than the first century CE. Some
historical sources indicate that there were temples and
shrines in Deopatan, the area where Pashupatinath is
located, as early as the third century BCE. The temples
of Pashupatinath at the current complex may have been
constructed as early as the fourth century CE.
Pashupatinath is mentioned in an inscription from CE
533 on the Bhasmeswhara lingam in the Pashupatinath
area. Whatever temples existed at Pashupatinath, they
were rebuilt during the lifetime of Ganga Rani – the wife
of King Shiva Singh Malla. The king ruled in Nepal
from 1585-1641, and according to the legends, “his wife
Ganga Devi was in charge of religious affairs. During
her lifetime, the Pashupati temple was restored. The
queen was a great devotee and when she died such a
loud sound of lamentation arose from the lingam of
Pashupati that the people in the neighbourhood went
deaf” (Majupuria & Majupuria 1990:8). The main
temple complex was, however, built in the 1640s or
1650s during the reign of King Pratap Malla (Bhandar
1988:10-11). Jagat Jung placed the enormous metallic
bull Nandi inside the temple area in 1879 CE. The
current decorative patterns on the pavilions were made
during the reign of and sponsored by, Chandra
Shumsher, who was Rana Prime Minister of Nepal from
1901-1928 (Majupuria & Majupuria 1990:7-8).

Materialised myths – Shiva’s appearance on
earth

There are some inscriptions found in the courtyard
indicating that the temple of Guheswori was also made
during the reign of King Pratap Malla. The temple is
dedicated to Sati Devi, a former wife of Shiva. It is
constructed after the Tantric-Yantra or the geometric
triangle which signifies the female power of pro-creation
and re-generation. In the main sanctuary of the temple
there is an oval-shaped cupola like a gold platform
symbolising the female organ. In the middle of the
sanctum there is a water filled hole. The depth of the
water is said to be unfathomable, and the level of the
water remains always the same. This sacred hole is a
symbolic representation of the Goddess Sati (Bhandar
1988:29-30): “[…] This is the most venerated temple in
Pashupati and it is believed that the secret organ (vagina)
of Sati fell here when her dead body was carried about
by Shiva until it got decomposed and pieces of it
dropped in different places” (Majupuria & Majupuria
1990:20).2 When Shiva saw his wife’s sexual organ
broke through the earth and started falling down to hell,
he took the form of a mountain and supported the yoni,
so wherever a part of Sati’s body fell apart it became a
linga (Singh & Nath 1995:185).

As seen, current practices are rooted in myths, but there
are always contested hierarchies regarding the
materialisation of the myths, or in other words, which
temples are the true and only manifestations of the
mythological, and now cosmogonical, re-creations of the
world. The clarification of these mythological matters
maps the religious and cosmological landscape, which is
inhabited by believers, and in particular, pilgrims.
Regardless of a historical origin as defined by
contemporary criteria, myths matter, they are
materialised, and these manifestations are ontological
truths. It is therefore impossible to separate between
myths, history, space, and practice because these facets
are all interwoven and constitute each other and the
religious practices. Furthermore, it is important to stress
two aspects of mythology in space and daily practice.
Firstly, what seems to be vague cosmological ideas and
descriptions somewhere in outer space are actual
descriptions of the Pashupatinath temple complex.
Cosmos and the world were, according to the believers,
created at this very spot, and therefore, Pashupatinath
has a deep ontological and cosmological relevance all
over the universe. Myths gain their strength through
material manifestations in monuments, which in turn are
seen as evidence for the factuality of the myths.

Of other temples I will just mention two, which are
located next to the ghats. The Bachhaleshwori temple is
2

According to other myths, Sati’s yoni fell down in
Kamarupa (Assam).
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Fig. 11.2. The spot where humans were sacrificed to the Bachhaleshwori temple.
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Fig. 11.3. Virupakshya and his temple.
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Fig. 11.4. Bagmati originating from Shiva’s head. Main gate at Pashupatinath.
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Secondly, although many of these myths refer to the
high religion, the great tradition, and the priestly basis of
knowledge, they are actively transformed and transferred
into other spheres by others and common people with
less explicit knowledge of the cosmic origin and the
interrelatedness between the gods and temples. Even
though people might be unaware of the major body of
mythology related to each specific temple, or they may
have their own myths, traditions, explicit beliefs, and
explanations of the holiness of Pashupatinath, there is
one thing that unites all of these narratives: the
Pashupatinath temple complex is a materialisation and
condensation of space where cosmogony still happens,
which gives legitimacy to the devotional austerities and
worship.

from the intensive churning of the mythical milky ocean,
he became cosmically overheated and the whole
universe was threatened. It was so unbearable that he
could not resist the heat, and it is said that at that time
Ganges rushed to him to pour all her water on him, and
she has continued to do so forever. This story explains
the significance of the ritualistic offering of the holy
water through the Jalahari – the copper cup that hangs
right above the Shiva Lingam and from which water
drips down almost continuously (Deep 1999:116-117).
And this cosmic rite when Ganga offered water onto
Shiva’s head – the linga – is continuously repeated by
every devotee who brings water from Bagmati offering it
to Shiva’s head. The original creation is repeated, and
Bagmati has its origin from Shiva’s head (fig. 11.4).

It is assumed that Shiva took the form of a linga for the
very first time on the night of Shivaratri, and therefore it
is perceived to be the most holy night of the year (Jha
1996:26). In this sense it is the “birthday” of Shiva, or in
more cosmological terms, the day Shiva appeared on
earth in a visible form – a materialised incarnation which
the devotee’s could worship and turn to in times of
hardship and fatigue. The materialisations of myths are
not only a matter of where, but also when. Shivaratri is a
celebration in honour of Lord Shiva, and the festival
falls on the 14th dark moon day in the month of Falgun
(February/March). Shivaratri is the most important
festival celebrated at Pashupatinath, and the festival in
the years 2001-2003 will be described and analysed in
the next chapter. The importance of the moon is
emphasised in the Hindu scriptures because the moon is
regarded as the presiding deity of the human mind. The
moon has sixteen different modes or movements which
influence the human minds. The fourteenth day of the
dark fortnight is seen as perfect because the mind is free
from prejudices, or it is seen as a kind of spiritual night
where both sides of one’s soul can be visualised.

One of the popular prayers to Shiva is “Oh, Lord Shiva,
the jewel of my Self, the Shiva residing in the Lotus of
my heart. I bathe Him with water of my pure mind
brought from the river of faith and devotion. I worship
Him with the fragrant flowers of Samadhi – all this so
that I may not be born again in this world”. The night at
Shivaratri symbolises the darkness of ignorance. The
devotees keep a fast and stay awake the whole night
chanting, “I am the Shiva”, meaning the conscious
which destroys ignorance. It is also very auspicious to
die on Shiva’s night, and a cremation during Shivaratri is
thought to release the soul from the material bondages,
and he will attain a place in the heavenly abode. Being
cremated at Pashupatinath on Shivaratri will secure the
deceased from further incarnation, and he will gain a
divine status. Thus, both the time and place where a
person is being cremated have the uttermost importance
regarding whether or not he or she will attain spiritual
freedom. The power of Shiva is unlimited, and the
importance of Shivaratri cannot be emphasised enough,
since Pashupatinath has a cosmological significance in
the transformation and creation of society and culture.
Thus, this place is the most auspicious locale to die in, to
be cremated in, and for the ashes eventually immersed
into the river in. In theory, the scene in set for
cosmogony, but the material realities were until 2002 in
stark contrast to the mythological origin.

The night of Shivaratri is, according to legend, also the
night when Shiva appeared for the first time in order to
save the universe from the threat of total destruction.
When Shiva swallowed the Halahala poison emanated
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Chapter 12:
Shivaratri, sadhus, and sewage

Prologue and preparations

but it also reveals disputes and discussions of the nature
of sacredness, and the importance of a visually clean
river. Mythology is inseparable from materiality. The
interrelatedness between culture (or religion) and nature
will be elaborated upon with the human intervention in
the physical and sacred environment as a point of
departure, focusing on holy men and pilgrims and their
relation to Bagmati River at Shivaratri from 2001 to
2003, and I will start with the problems before the
sewage cleaning station was opened.

Before 2002, the brutal realities at Pashupatinath were
immediately striking to anyone entering the holy area.
The mythological greatness and the glorious sacredness
were drowned in pollution and sewage. Bagmati River
was highly contaminated, and as a sadhu said; “only the
name is big”, referring to the river of sewage and
poisonous water which foreign pilgrims and tourists
alike could not believe was the most holy river for the
Nepali people. The sacredness and holiness of both the
river and the temple vanished along with the increasing
level of pollution. The water quality deteriorated in
different ways, which included domestic sewage,
industrial waste, agricultural discharge, dumping of solid
waste, haphazard land use, and the river being diverted
for drinking water. Bagmati River is fundamental in
every ritual performed at Pashupatinath, and when the
river had become a death-giver instead of live-giver, the
water changed the devotees’ attitudes, rituals, festivals,
and religious beliefs.

In 2001 Shivaratri was on February 21. Pilgrims from all
over India and Nepal came to Pashupatinath, and they
were as varied as they were numbered. In the
newspapers before the festival it was estimated that
250.000 people were expected to participate. The real
number of devotees is difficult to estimate, and the exact
number is unimportant. What matters is that hundreds of
thousands came to this festival with one purpose: to
perform the prescribed purifying rites; rituals that they
were unable to do due to the polluted state of the river.
The mythological greatness of the creation of cosmos
did not fit with the filthy river and the actual rites
performed. To remedy the defect the preparations for the
festival started many days before the actual happening.
Not only because of the festival, but also as a result of
little water in general, half of the riverbed was drained
and led into a smaller part of the river making the waterflow bigger in this remaining part. Despite the filthy and
toxic water, it had to be flowing freely where the ashes
were thrown into it after the cremations. A free- flowing
river is one criterion for holiness. The charcoal and halfburnt wood from the pyres were collected less than fifty
metres further down in the river – sometimes just below
the ghats – partly because it represented an income for
the very poorest, but more importantly, the funeral
debris would otherwise block the river.

The river was not holy in actual life, and the discrepancy
between myth and matter was revealing. Reality collided
with religion. The physical environment influenced the
religion and the ritual practices. The ideology of religion
is founded and based on a certain type of environment
and premises, but at Pashupatinath reality did not fit with
religion and religion did not fit with reality. When the
supposedly holy water was a filthy sewage, the
materiality of reality could not be used for the proper
religious purposes and ritual practices. Offering water to
Shiva is an honourable religious practice – benefiting
both the God and the devotees – to soil the god with
poisonous sewage is a desecrating action.
Ritual purity and physical purity of water are interrelated
despite the body of myths emphasising the holiness of
Pashupatinath and Bagmati. The physical state and the
degree of impurity of the river have a feedback effect on
perceptions of holiness and purity. The devotees had to
incorporate the physical realities into their performance
of rituals, and people reacted to the polluted environment
in various ways. Due to the problems of pollution a
sewage cleaning station was opened just before
Shivaratri 2002. The river turned from being sewage into
a clean river within a few days. This was a major
modification of the physical environment where
politicians and engineers re-created the ritual space and
the environment they believed the devotees and the gods
demanded for the rituals. Therefore, the importance of
water in ritual life and society is illuminated in the
cleaning of Bagmati River for religious purposes only,

Since hardly anybody had taken holy baths in Bagmati
River the last years due to the pollution, Pashupatinath
Area Development Trust (PADT) had erected several
water taps where the devotees could perform rituals and
take cleansing “baths”. The water taps were constructed
the day before Shivaratri and removed the day after. At
the western side PADT had built fences where the
devotees had to stand in line waiting on their way to the
temple. The devotees were not satisfied with a small
shower of tap water on the ghats instead of a holy bath in
the river, and very few did actually use the taps in their
rituals, partly because the majority of the taps were
constructed on the eastern side of the river whereas the
devotees were lined up in a queue on the other side.
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Fig. 12.1. Sadhu fasting for Nepali priests and a pure Bagmati River.
Loknath Upadhyaya Adhikari
“Kashyap”
STRIKE TILL DEATH
Strike days 885 On 20th October, 2000.
Shree Pashupatinath is considered to be the greatest Hindu God of Nepal. Historians say the origin of Nepal is directly
linked to the self created God. For this reason Nepal is also called the “Land of Pashupatinath”.
Millions of devotees recognize Nepal with the name of Pashupatinath. People from different parts of the world come to
worship here. But the priests appointed to conduct daily prayer and worship of God are not Nepali citizens. All of the
five priests are from south India. They share among themselves the money as well as the ornaments collected in the
offering with no record of it. Moreover, no Nepalese are allowed to conduct any kind of religious or cultural activities
within the premise of the temple without the prior consent of the chief priest.
Therefore, Nepalese citizens should be entrusted with the responsibilities of carrying out all the ceremonial activities at
the holy shrine. The priest should be given a certain amount of money as salary. The money collected in the offering
should not be personalized. Instead it should be institutionalized and spent for the renovation of the temple and
improvement of its premises. For this, the government should formulate a committee and monitor its activities with
transparency.
Beside the Pashupatinath area the holy river Bagmati flowing through it should be cleaned as soon as possible.
With these and 15 other demands, Loknath Upadhyaya Adhikari “Kashyap” of age 58 is on strike – till death. He began
the protest from 2055-2-9 (May ’98) hoping to see a pristine Pashupatinath Temple and its premises with the same
cultural and religious value. Thus, you are kindly requested to join this National campaign and we always welcome your
valuable suggestions on these issues.

The lines were guarded by police forces, who took
action if devotees broke out from the lines and tried to
jump the queue. PADT aimed to build a permanent
water reservoir that could distribute water to the
pilgrims. Two small tanks with taps were at that time
available for the pilgrims, one of them was located on
the roof of the red building at Bhasmeswara Satal, the
other tank was located at Arya Ghat. These two water
supplies were insufficient regarding the huge masses of
pilgrims which came to Shivaratri, but it was the best
solution due to both the lack of a water supply and
financial funding. The condition of Bagmati River
concerned everybody. Peoples’ various ways of
participating and worshipping at Shivaratri reflect their
attitude to water as a holy medium. The sadhus as
religious specialists often dispute or challenge the
authority of the priests. During Shivaratri in 2001, a note
was distributed to pilgrims and visitors. A sadhu had
been fasting for Nepali priests in the Pashupatinath
temple and for a pure Bagmati-river. The note was
circulated even though the holy man himself ended his
strike some months before Shivaratri and went to
another place (fig 12.1).

celebrating the Shivaratri festival along Bagmati River at
Pashupatinath is the perfect time and place for
devotional penances. Nevertheless, some claimed that
there were less Indian pilgrims at Shivaratri in the year
2001 compared to previous years, and they basically
gave two explanations; the Kumbh Mela festival in
Allahabad in January 2001 was more important than
Shivaratri, and the quality of the water in Bagmati River
made the pilgrims unable to conduct the proper sin
cleansing rituals. Others argued that because of Kumbh
Mela there were more Indian pilgrims than normal since
they were in the vicinity both in time and space; after
Kumbh Mela they continued their pilgrimage to
Shivaratri. What is undisputable is the special grandeur
Shivaratri has among pilgrims since only Shiva’s legs
are born in Kashi. Sadhus in Varanasi wonder why
Nepalese pilgrims come to Kashi to worship Shivaratri
when it is possible to worship the birth of the head in
Kathmandu.
Despite the cosmic purity of both the river and the
temple, the water was so highly contaminated that it was
inappropriate and even unhealthy to use it in the rituals.
Many Hindus felt a great sorrow that the river had
become extremely dirty and as Hindus they felt a
commitment to purify it. Without taking a holy bath in
the Bagmati River Hindus were unable to worship Lord
Shiva, which explains the feelings and obligations for
cleaning up the river. Especially pouring the filthy water
on the top of Lord Shiva’s head was seen as desecrating.
A well was therefore made inside the temple from which
the devotees brought the water they gave to Shiva, but
the well water was seen as only pure and not holy.

Shiva’s night along Bagmati River
Bagmati is a holy river famous all over the Hindu world.
The origin of Bagmati is “The Mouth of the Tiger”,
located in the Shivapuri mountain north of Kathmandu.
The river is a tributary to Ganges, and it is also known
among the Hindus as the Shiva Ganges. The holiness of
the river can wash away sins, and after a holy bath in
Bagmati the devotees’ desires will be fulfilled. Thus,
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A similar temporary solution was made within the
temple complex where the naked sadhus stayed
separated from the tourists. The sadhus took holy
“baths” in a small water tank inside the restricted temple
area, and they worshipped this water as if it were the
holy Bagmati River.

corresponding to the mythological greatness. Humans’
interference in the material world may modify the
external materiality to such an extent that the “divine”
powers would “realise” its spiritual potentials and
powers. As a consequence, devotees also postponed the
need for finding religious answers to the practical
problems that had to be solved. It was easier to give
legitimacy to a mechanical change of the water in the
river than to change the webs of significance spun
around the river for millennia. The pollution of Bagmati
was so recent that the changes had not been incorporated
into the high religious perceptions of Bagmati and
Pashupatinath.

Seen from a religious, karmic, and social point of view,
the problem was the consequences of using only pure but
not holy water in the rituals. According to most Hindus,
it was mandatory for the devotees to pour holy water on
the head of Lord Shiva (the linga). Shiva becomes
pleased with the devotees when they pay him this
homage, and Shiva returns spiritual merit and cleanses
the pilgrims of their sins. However, without a ritual bath
before the water offering to the linga, the Shiva ritual
was incomplete and imperfect, and Bagmati water was
too impure for both holy baths and ablutions. It was not
enough just to use clean water, the water had to be holy.
The condition of the polluted river was interpreted as a
part of Kaliyuga whereby one is unable to perform
sacrifices and rituals in the appropriate manner, and
consequently, there were changes in the rituals due to the
contamination of the river. The holiness of
Pashupatinath had decreased due to the pollution, and
the pollution affected everything in a very derogatory
way, including Shiva himself.

Modification of the sacred materiality
Water matters and the importance of water in Hindu rites
are best exemplified with the modification of the
townscape which took place at Pashupatinath by the
cleaning of Bagmati River. The sewage cleaning station
was legitimised by the devotees’ needs for a pure river in
which they could take their holy baths and attain
spiritual purity through the river’s removal of sins. The
mechanical cleaning of the river by technical engineers
financed by politicians is an interference into religious
spheres which normally belong to divine realms, and this
was the devotees’ dilemma: was the river still holy after
the process? Logically, if the river has the capacity to
remove sin after it became cleaned, but not before when
it was polluted, then humans have created holiness by
their mundane and profane cleaning of the sewage into
pure water.

The religiosity of the river was not independent of its
physicality. The relation between mind and matter –
spirituality and materiality – was interlinked and
depended upon each other. Ritual purity and physical
purity, or ritual impurity and physical impurity, are not
absolutes but are inseparable. Although the devotees
could manipulate the signifiers in constructions
emphasising that the river was pure and holy despite the
contaminated condition from a physical point of view,
there were obvious limitations regarding the possibility
of postponing a harmonisation of the material world with
the spiritual practice. The material world or the
environment had a feedback effect upon the spiritual and
religious interpretation of the sacred materiality, and
vice versa. There are limits which it is impossible to
transcend regarding the belief in an interpretation of the
river as pure and holy when the physical materiality
contradicts any such understanding. Together, the mental
and the material constitute the life-worlds of the
devotees.

There are differences between pure/clean and holy
water. Pure water means clean water, which it is possible
to procure everywhere. Holy water, on the other hand, is
inevitably bound up to and connected with a particular
place or space, a tirtha. Ganges water came out of the
head of Lord Shiva, and in the Puranas there is a
comparison of Ganges and Bagmati, which says that
Bagmati is as holy as Ganges. The water in itself is holy,
and devotees often refer to the religious texts when
explaining why the river is sacred.
Physical purity and ritual purity are related, but
improving the physical quality does not necessarily
imply an enhanced spiritual quality since the latter
quality represents an immanent sacredness. The water of
Bagmati River is supposed to have this special capacity,
which is the power to sustain and cleanse itself.
Consequently, some argued that improving the water
quality mechanically would not restore the religious
capability of the river. Bagmati has been seen as the
holiest river precisely because of the capacity to cleanse
sin and human contamination, and still remain pure; this
is one definition of holiness regarding water. The river
being unable to clean itself was seen as a sign of
decreasing holiness.

The religious perceptions of the river were nevertheless
superior to profane defilements of the water. Although
the contaminated materiality de-sacralised the spiritual
capacity of the water, the spiritual power was still seen
as immanent in the river. The divine capability was just
hindered from being active by the pollution, which
“imprisoned” the spiritual capacity of transforming
impurity to purity. In 2001 there were uncertainties
regarding when the river could become clean, but people
hoped that the government would solve the problem so
Bagmati River one day could attain a bright future
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Catch 22 – an empty river for 7 months a year

If the river could not cleanse itself it did not have the
same ritual capacity and power that characterised
holiness. In other words, if the river was as holy as the
texts and tradition claimed, then it could only prove it by
cleansing itself. Hence, the river was seen as being
divinely embodied, and the underlying logic was: if the
river cannot clean its own body, how can it cleanse and
purify human bodies?

The Pashupatinath Area Development Trust was
established in 2043 BS (1986 CE) in order to develop
the area in accordance with the Master plan focusing on
three main fields, aiming to 1) provide physical facilities
and other facilities to pilgrims visiting Nepal, 2) provide
physical facilities and information to tourists, and 3)
preserve and conserve the religious and cultural
monuments that have historical importance. The main
problems with the conservation and preservation of the
monuments have been the lack of qualified people and
the scarcity of funding. Nevertheless, in 2001 PADT had
already conserved more than fifteen monuments, and
there were three main projects going on, which were: 1)
the Vishurapha temple with the satal – the surroundings,
2) the Pamchadewal (five temples) where the Mother
Theresa house is a part of this complex, and 3) the
Charumati Bihar – an area with a lot of small temples.
Two cremation ghats were made in 2000, and one in
2002 at Ram Ghat, to meet the demands of an increased
population and consequently, more dead people. In
2001, 183 people were working for PADT, and most of
them worked with the cleaning and maintenance of the
area.

Holiness is the capability to digest, consume, and erase
pollution. Transference of pollution from humans to
another “embodied” substance, which cleanses the
sacrificers and still remains pure, is a capacity of
transcending impure materiality, and this capacity is a
divine quality.
During Shivaratri 2001 Bagmati was not seen as a holy
river due to the deteriorated state of pollution. Some
Aghoris claimed that even some dead have appeared
during nights in the river, shedding tears of having been
cremated in such a filthy river. Although the devotees
still worshipped the river, the majority did not take holy
baths but only sprinkled a little bit of sewage on their
feet and hands, although a few Indian pilgrims dipped
themselves because they still believed in the purity of the
river as described in the religious texts. In general, the
devotees were concerned and worried about the religious
consequences of the deteriorating river in society.

Pashupatinath area is only a small part of the Bagmati
River, and the trust aims not to pollute downstream and
their policy is to clean that part of the river which passes
by the temple complex. There are mainly three types of
ritual pollution which affect the river; pollution from the
ghat area, some drainage from the local area, and flowers
offered to the temple, which the temple assistants later
dispose of in the river. The trust aims to remove these
three problems of pollution, and they have already
managed the problem with the sewage drainage which is
cleaned and channelled further south. Regarding the ghat
pollution, the plan is to make an arrangement with iron
cages in front of the ghats in which the bones, ashes, and
wood can be collected and, which afterwards can be
lifted up and thrown in the garbage. Then they are
planning to make nets, which the flowers from the
temple can be collected in. The importance is the
immersion in the sacred river. As long as the cremated
remains or flowers offered to the linga touch the river,
they become immediately profane garbage which can be
collected and thrown away (figs. 12.2-12.3).

One informant argued that there were only two
possibilities; either one has to rewrite the Hindu religion
and change the rituals, or one could fight for a clean
Bagmati river, and he stressed that the effort should be
put on the latter alternative. Rituals are more than just
the collective acts, and the private and personal aspects
are equally important. Rituals are also social events, and
changes in the ways water was used had consequences in
other spheres of life.
Holy baths were the most important part of the rituals,
and the rituals were the central core in family life. A
“holy” shower in the bathroom back home was not a
substitute for holy baths in the river. Rituals as events
bind the family together, but when the performance of
the rites had lost its meaning, the social implications
affected the family and the social structure. Relatives
return to the patrilinear core for festivals, but when the
importance of rituals declined, in some cases it affected
family as a social institution.

The engineers were aware of the fact that they intervene
in religious spheres and domains, and that many
devotees are highly sensitive and suspicious of changes
in what they regard as a holy tradition. But the trust sees
the problem the other way around; the question is not if
people will accept the changes but if the trust will allow
people to throw things and thereby pollute the river.
Nevertheless, they are reluctant to impose too dramatic
and hasty changes, and they make each change small and
“invisible” so the devotees gradually adapt to the new
systems.

The water crisis created ritual problems, which turned
into social problems. This stresses the dual character of
these rites: both the elements in themselves, but also the
actual performances of the rituals are constitutive parts
intimately interwoven in each other. The use of holy
media is crucial in the devotee’s own understanding of
the merits and the reason why they perform the rituals,
and the ritual is incomplete if the internal elements are
substituted.
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Fig. 12.2. Cremains from the previous funeral are carried away while other cremations take place.

Fig. 12.3. Clothes from the deceased are picked up from the river while the dead is being cremated.
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The trust is not directly involved in the cleaning of
Bagmati because that is a task for Department of Water
Supply. North of Pashupatinath, next to Gueswhori
temple, the Bagmati Area Sewage Project has built the
previously described sewage cleaning station for the
cleaning of the water, which transports the water in
pipelines further south back into the Bagmati River
downstream of Pashupatinath. The cleaning station is
able to clean 200 litres of polluted water per minute.
After the process, the water looks clear, but the problem
with toxicants from carpet factories upstream is unsolved
and can only be finally solved by closing or removing
the factories. The cleaning station filters the water
through successive stages. The free floating garbage is
first removed before the water is pumped through pipes
into huge tanks where the water is oxygenated for fifteen
hours by accelerators rotating the water masses. Then the
water is channelled to other tanks where the particles are
deposited (fig. 12.4-12.5), and finally the water is
channelled back into either Bagmati or the surrounding
fields (fig. 12.6). The deposited sediments in the
cleaning process are manufactured and sold as fertilisers
to the farmers. There is no inlet to Bagmati after the
cleaning station apart from natural drainage. The cleaned
sewage is re-channelled back into Bagmati below
Pashupatinath.

ground water table will decrease during winter times,
and high flood discharges might increase on Arya ghat
and further downstream. Therefore, Pashupatinath Area
Development Trust plans to build a dam 4 metres in
height just upstream of the sewage cleaning station with
a water reservoir capacity of 200.000 m3 (figs. 12.712.8). If the reservoir is built it will secure permanent,
clean water at Pashupatinath, and the proposed idea
contains a combination of cleaning polluted water and
recycling of cleaned water. The riverbed area in front of
Pashupatinath – the main surface area which the project
aims to keep clean – covers 3000 m3, and the project
aims to recycle the water in front of this ghat area. If the
dam is built, it will have enough water to supply
Bagmati for five months, but the river will be more or
less empty for two months, which does not make the
reservoir a satisfying and permanent solution to the
water scarcity. The advantages with this proposed
project are, according to the engineers, that the fresh and
clean water storage for the ghats is secured, the
groundwater in the neighbourhood is recharged, it
creates better recreation facilities, it will improve the
river’s water quality, and finally, it enables floodcontrol. The costs of this project – approximately 4
million dollars, is, however, a drawback, but it
illuminates the importance of keeping these few
hundreds metres of the riverbank in front of the ghat
with clean water. The holiness of the river, the temple,
and the importance of being cremated at the ghats,
justify the expenses.

There were many doubts regarding the project. Some
claimed that it was too expensive and that the economic
calculations regarding what needed to be done were
inaccurate, but more importantly from a religious
perspective was whether the river would be holy or not
after it was cleaned. Some emphasised that the water
should be continuously flowing from its source if it
should retain its holiness. Even if the water became pure
it would not be considered sacred. Holiness is not the
same as purity, and water without movement cannot be
sacred. Others emphasised that the water would become
holy after it had been purified. In 2001 an engineer
claimed that the project would more or less fail because
the main problem was not the sewage but the toxic
chemicals from the carpet factories. The sand layers that
filtered the water were not capable of removing the
chemicals. Thus, even though the river looked more
clean and pure, the problem with toxic chemicals
persisted. The river, he argued, would be as poisonous
and dangerous as before the cleaning station was opened,
although the seemingly “pure and clean” water could
deceive pilgrims.

Shivaratri 2002 and 2003
Before Shivaratri is the wedding season, and there were
numerous weddings celebrated at Pashupatinath both
years. Astrologically, this is an auspicious time to get
married, and it is also an auspicious place for marriage
since Pashupatinath is the most holy place in Nepal. The
place is sacred for all ritual activities, from the cradle to
the grave. The Shivaratri 2002 was on March 12th.
PADT estimated that there were 400.000 pilgrims at
Shivaratri in 2002, but in the newspapers after the
festival it was estimated that only some 150.000 people
made their pilgrimage to Pashupatinath. As mentioned,
the official policy of the topography of Pashupatinath is
to increase the sacredness and remake the religious
grandeur. Since 2001, prior to the festival there had been
major construction and management work at
Pashupatinath organised by PADT. The commercial
vendors in front of the temples had been removed, and
temples were repaired and painted. Old and deteriorating
buildings were bought and torn down. During the last
years the area had developed into a dumping place for
beggars and various kinds of addicts. Guards were
therefore controlling the area, waking up sadhus if they
slept in the wrong places, keeping order, and chasing
away troublemakers from the area, which in some cases
included holy men.

Today, the main problem with the sewage cleaning
station is the loss of water in the river, and currently the
river might dry up seven months each year at Arya Ghat.
At Sundarijal there is a water supply for Kathmandu,
which means that there is less water coming into
Bagmati River further downstream, and together with
the channelling of the filtered sewage there is not much
water left in Bagmati in front of the Pahupatinath
temple. An empty river has severe consequences. The
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Fig. 12.4. Cleansing station treating Bagmati River.

Fig. 12.5. Cleansing station treating Bagmati River.
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Fig. 12.6. The outlet of treated water which is transferred back into Bagmati River.
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The loss of water is the main problem the project faces (lps=litre per second)
-evaporation loss in the reservoir and ghat
3 lps
-infiltration loss
4 lps
-leakage
2 lps
-other
1 lps
Together the estimated loss of water is 10 litres per second.
The river in the ghat area is planned to be a reservoir where the water in the river is recycled and re-pumped back into the river
continuously.
The water demand per month from the dam is estimated to be 40.000 m3. The height of the dam reservoir is planned to be 4
metres high with an average water depth of 3,5 metres.
The total construction is estimated to cost 30 coror, or 300 million Nepali rupees (approx. 4 million $):
-land acquisition, 120 ropanis
20 coror
-construction
4
-controlling devises
2
-sand bed recycling system
2
-riverbank improvement
1
-miscellaneous
1
The operational costs pr year is estimated to be 16 lakhs per year (1 lakh = 100.000) (approx. 214,000 $):
-equipment and chemicals
3 lakhs
-repair and maintenance
5
-security and staff
4
-research, analysis, monitoring
3
-others
1

Fig. 12.7. The costs and calculations of the proposed dam.

Planned reservoir

Pashupatinath

Fig. 12.8. The location of the proposed dam.
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As an example, once a complete drunk sadhu came
towards me, hardly able to neither speak nor walk,
screaming and shouting “I am a holy man! Give me
money!”; the guards came immediately and lead him
away, protecting pilgrims and tourists alike. The guards
for instance also prohibited “stone sadhus” to lift heavy
weights with their “11th finger” (penis) because it
crowded and disturbed the sacred area.

Gurajat and the Maoist insurgence in Nepal. Both
common pilgrims and sadhus took holy baths in the
river, and the cleaning station had been successful in
creating clear water, which was perceived and used as
holy. Especially those sadhus who visited Pahupatinath
and Bagmati for the very first time were impressed by
the quality of the water, and a Rama devotee compared
the splendour of the Bagmati with rivers in India,
claiming that he had only seen one river equally clean.
After Shivaratri the river was literally empty of water
(fig. 12.10).

In 2002, the sadhus who arrived early took the good
spots where they put up their camps and made hearths.
The first places to be taken are along the wall by the
steps going into the forest. Arriving and occupying the
best spots is a lucrative business because most visitors
and tourists pass by and the sadhus have greater chances
for receiving money by begging, giving blessings, or
performing yoga tricks and positions.

During the festival the river was filled and the holy
water was an essential part of the rituals, the next day the
supply was used and finished, and the cleaning station
had to turn off the water flow. The total absence of water
the next day stood in stark contrast to the clear and full
flowing river the day before. But what mattered was that
the Shivaratri festival was successful and the pilgrims
could use the river for taking holy baths and offering
water on the linga; Shiva’s head.

Tyaginath, the old aghori sadhu, was complaining that
his disciples were not concerned about meditation, but
only “money-tation”, as he said, trying to direct their
attention towards spiritual penances. The disciples were
drinking alcohol, smoking hash, and eating meat, he
claimed, and they were not meditating and following the
religious path. However, although the master
complained, all the devotees were confident in their own
spiritual practices.

Shivaratri 2003 fell on March 1. It was estimated that
250,000 pilgrims had come for Shivaratri this year.
PADT had engaged 1,500 volunteers and 1,200 armed
security personnel to ensure security and a smooth
celebration. According to PADT, at least 1,500 sadhus of
various types came to Shivaratri. The use of narcotics
and hashish, which is essential for the sadhus, was
according to the police less this year compared to
previous years.

The night before Shivaratri Bagmati was still polluted
because the water was mixed after 10 PM. Some sadhus
were standing in the queue at Shivaratri during the
daytime to offer water to the linga, but most of them did
their penances as usual very early in the morning before
common devotees queued up, who started taking holy
baths from 4-5 am.

Of recent commercialisations of Pashupatinath
introduced by the PADT this year were also tickets sold
prior to Shivaratri. Wealthy people with tickets not really
fond of queuing up for several hours could bypass the
queue of devotees who were waiting passionately for
their turn to worship the linga. Moreover, the general
entrance fee for tourists had been raised from 75 rupees
in 2002 to 250 rupees in 2003. The construction of the
holy place had also continued. According to the master
plan proposed by PADT, 216 buildings will be
demolished within the next 10 years. Since Shivaratri
2002 more than 100 houses had already been torn down
giving space for parks and religious buildings such as
temples and ashrams. The inhabitants were offered new
apartments close to Bouddhanath.

In 2001 the river was highly polluted (fig. 12.9).
Although the cleaning station was not officially opened
during Shivaratri 2002, the station was testing the system
and had started cleaning the water 2-3 months prior to
the festival. Still, it was believed that it would take some
time, up to ten years, before the river was clean and pure
enough for fish and snakes to live there. During the
festival, however, the cleaned water that passed by the
temple and the ghat area covered the whole river, and it
looked crystal clear. There was plenty of water, and the
stones on the riverbed were shining like gold when the
sunlight hit the water.

This year, cleaned water was not sent into the river,
which passed by the temple, and the water in the river
used for worship was only the natural water coming
from the close vicinity of Pashupatinath. Devotees had in
general been reluctant to use cleaned water in their
rituals when they knew that it previously had been
sewage, and they preferred natural water from either the
river or rain. Nevertheless, depending upon the amount
of water, Bagmati consists often of a mixture of cleaned
water from the sewage cleaning station and natural water
(fig. 12.11).

Regarding last year’s discussion whether the river would
be perceived as holy or only pure after it had been
cleaned, this problem was not a matter of debate this
year. The river was clean, and it was considered holy,
but the problem was the scarcity of water. The quality
was good, local sadhus said, but it was too little to
perform the rituals, and the main concern now was that
there would be less people at the festival compared to
other years, partly because of the scarcity of water,
although the main reasons were the religious problems in
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Fig. 12.9. Bagmati River in a highly contaminated condition before 2002.
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Fig. 12.10. Bagmati River with clean but almost no water, 2002.

Fig. 12.11. Bagmati River with blended water, 2003.
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Adjoining the Pashupatinath temple there were built
temporary temples. The divine images in one of these
temples – a tent temple – were statues made of mud. The
statues were removed the next day and carried by truck
to Tribeni where the statues were immersed. Prior to the
removal of the statues there was a discussion regarding
which river would be the most appropriate for the
immersion of the statues. Previously, statues had been
immersed in Bagmati, but after Shivaratri there was not
sufficient water, and hence, they were transported to the
conjoining rivers. The lack of water in the river this year
was as last year a consequence of the cleaning station,
causing changes in rituals regardless of whether these
are perceived as good or bad.

devotees to offer food to the river, which is placed in
small baskets made of leaves and sent down the river,
and some of the poorest may pick up this prasad (food)
and eat it.

Significance of water

The major modification of parts of the townscape in
Kathmandu with the goal of having a clean Bagmati
River for ritual purposes, illuminates aspects of the
importance of holy water in Hindu society, ritual, and
religion. Rituals without water as the essential part is
impossible, and all aspects of life and death are
structured around water and holy rivers in different ways
and to various degrees. More importantly than just
illuminating the significance of water, the case study at
Pashupatinath stresses also some of the structures that
create holiness and perceptions of sacredness. The
sacred world consists of materiality, and if the
materiality does not fit with the perceptions of
sacredness, then humans may recreate the environment
that constitutes holiness. Perception is dependent upon
physicality, and this fact stresses the need for material
culture studies analysing the role and function of various
types of materiality in social and religious constructions.

The river is the last stop in this earthly sphere. The
objects themselves seem to lose their importance once
immersed; it is the act of immersion in water that
matters. When the participants have fulfilled their ritual
duties, the river both ends the profane and starts the
divine journey, and as such water changes the bio-moral
character of objects or persons that have been immersed
in the river. What arises from the river is different from
what was immersed, some objects lose their holiness,
others are invested with sacredness.

Most of the “ritual” pollution is of two types; flowers
offered to the linga inside the temple, but more
polluting; clothes and charcoal from cremations. Temple
assistants clean the inner sanctuary regularly, and the
debris and flowers are given to the river. During
funerals, the mourners take off the deceased’s clothes,
which are thrown into the river together with other
personal belongings of the dead. After the cremation,
ashes and charcoal are immersed in the river regardless
of the amount of water flowing. Both the offered flowers
in the temple and the remains from cremations have to
be immersed in Bagmati. But once thrown into the river,
the ritual act is finished. The water takes over the holy
and religious function, and the objects themselves seem
to have become de-sacralised. The river ends the rituals.
Whether it be clothes, bones, wood, or flowers, the river
takes on the holiness – the holy water transfers or
receives the gifts – and the objects retain a profane
value.

There is a dialectic relationship between text and
context. The sacred texts prescribe rituals, which
necessitate pure and holy water, but it is impossible to
perceive sewage as holy water. Although ritual purity
and physical purity belong to two different realms, they
are not entirely separate. The text or religious
perceptions of the world do not exist separately from the
world they work within. If the external and the real
environment deviate from what the texts prescribe for
ritual action, then the scriptures and religion lose parts of
their importance because it is impossible to neglect the
physical environment in which religion is a part.
Religion may provide a certain framework for how the
environment is supposed to be used and understood, but
there are physical limits which even religion cannot
transcend.

Those who clean the river start carrying away the
charcoal and half burnt pieces of ashes before the
remains are cold, and they may throw them into the
water again to cool them before carrying them away (fig
12.2). This may happen immediately after a cremation is
completed and the ashes are thrown into the river, before
the next pyre is build and the cremation starts. The wood
is carried to the other side of the river from where it is
transported away. Since the wood has been used to burn
human flesh, it is contaminated and inappropriate for
cooking food, although some sadhus and the poorest
people may use it. The wood is generally used in the
commercial brick production. Flowers and other gifts
given to the deceased together with the deceased’s
clothes, which are thrown into the river immediately
when the cremation starts, might be taken directly from
the water and carried away while the mourners witness it
(fig. 12.4). The deceased’s clothes are collected, washed,
and sold second hand, although it is uncertain whether
the customers are aware of the circumstances from
which the clothes are procured. In other cases the
leftovers are used intentionally. It is common for

On the one hand, the environment may cause a negative
feedback effect upon texts and religion if the physical
environment does not cohere with the ritual sphere, but
on the other hand, the texts may give legitimacy to an
environment which would otherwise not have been
interpreted as holy; the sewage of Bagmati would never
have been seen as holy unless it was the holy Bagmati
River. Text and context may create and give either
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positive or negative feedback upon each other. Culture is
dependent upon, and a part of, nature; they cannot be
separated. Despite the fact that within culture and
religion any construction can be made up, there are
limitations to these constructions when applied in the
real world and aimed to work in a society of humans by
humans.

from the very beginning, claiming that the river would
only become pure, but not holy, if it was modified.
The capability to transform impurity into purity and
chaos into cosmos is not only characterising the outcome
of water rituals, but a general principle in cosmogonic
processes. It is not coincidental that the most holy rivers
are intimately connected to death, and indeed the
preferred place to perform obsequies. Particularly
important in funerals is the transformation of the
deceased into a forefather, which is one of the most
polluting processes among the ritual obligations in
society.

Therefore, instead of adapting an ideology and
eschatology to an environment, one may change nature
into a world which fits the existing body of myths.
Modification of the sacred materiality is a human
intervention into the religious sphere re-creating the
religious environment as it is perceived it should be.
Humans construct sacred space, and at Pashupatinath
this process is basically the enterprise of engineers and
politicians. This modification of materiality and creation
of sacred space differ from the traditional holiness
priests create when for instance initiating altars for ritual
purposes. In profane space priests may consecrate a
particular spot and make it holy, and thereafter
deconstruct it when the rituals are conducted. Regarding
the cleaning of Bagmati, this project is profane and the
priests are not blessing or consecrating the water on
behalf of the common people. Rather the contrary, it was
the priests, sadhus, and religious experts who were the
most critical and suspicious opponents of the project

As indicated, I will argue that a funeral is basically a
purification ritual, which aims to prepare the deceased
for the gods. The most potent and dangerous matter in a
funeral is the deceased’s flesh, and the emphasis in the
next chapter will therefore be put on the preparation and
cosmologies of human flesh. The embodied mind is not
separate from the general cosmogonic processes and
principles, but the point of departure from where they
arise. A focus on the transaction and transference of sin
and pollution in the flesh of dead people will further
illuminate why funerals have to take place along holy
rivers and the importance of water in the crossing point
between this world and the Other.
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Chapter 13:
Status and flesh – Conceptualising corpses

The problem of corpses

cannibalism, but most often it is practiced in more
discrete forms. Consumption as a phenomenon
highlights the structuring role of practice, and
emphasises that people are not so much constituted in
the act of production, but rather construct themselves
and are constructed by others through relations with
cultural forms in the sphere of consumption (Miller
1998:11). Consumption is thus a matter of practices,
where the social world is created and constituted as the
outcome of human activities. Humans’ use of objects is
more important than what they produce, and this
emphasis focuses on the practices of the actors. Once we
ask which things matter to whom and why, we are
inevitably part of an endless proliferation of criteria of
mattering (ibid:15). Social relations are made by the use
of objects, artefacts and construction, or in other words,
by consumption of materiality.

Death is the moment when society and descendants have
to solve a dual problem; on the one hand, a person goes
from being a social person and living human to become
an objectified and polluted thing; a decaying corpse, and
on the other hand, the deceased and his qualities have to
be incorporated in the resurrection and the re-structuring
of the societies as ancestors. This dualism where the
dead is both a spiritual being incorporated among the
living members of a society, and at the same time a
polluted and decaying cadaver, highlights the flesh as a
transformative borderline between humans and nature in
cultural and cosmological constructions. The flesh
defines the body. The flesh of the corpse is a spiritual
matter, but not in a normal sense. A focus on the flesh of
corpses may further dissolve the traditional distinction
between “culture” and “nature”, or to put it differently,
the human flesh is more a fluid medium than
materialised physicality, and this anthropomorphic
character of the deceased human flesh, where one
inevitably ascribes human form or attributes to a being
or thing not human because it has been a human until
recently, may illuminate the borderline which separates
mind and matter, humans and things, culture and
material culture. A corpse has certain human attributes,
but it lacks the most vital characteristic – life.

Van Gennep wrote “life itself means to separate and to
unite, to change form and condition, to die and to be
reborn” (van Gennep 1960:189). Through the
performance of rituals people learn to believe in cultural
experiences in which they can be apprehended (Valeri
1985:x). Thus, ritual is an action for the expression of
cultural ideas that serves to orient but not necessarily
prescribe other forms of social behaviour. Rituals enable
people to modify the social order as well as reinforce the
basic categories of it (Bell 1997). Combining Eliade’s
and Geertz’s approaches to ritual, on the one hand, a
ritual is a re-creation of a cosmogenetic event or story
manifested in myth (Eliade 1987:99-100), and on the
other hand, “in a ritual, the world as lived and the world
as imagined…turns out to be the same world,
producing...idiosyncratic transformation in one’s sense
of reality” (Geertz 1973:112).

The artefact is traditionally what defines various
approaches to archaeology, but defining what an artefact
is appears to be more difficult. One factor that
distinguishes the artefact from the natural object is that it
is a product of human labour (Miller 1987:112). This
factor is important when we approach meaning and
significance in cultural constructions. “The importance
of this physicality of the artefact derives from its ability
thereby to act as a bridge, not only between the mental
and the physical worlds, but also, more unexpectedly,
between consciousness and unconscious. Objects,
however, by the virtue of their concrete nature, can never
possess that entirely arbitrary and abstract capability”
(ibid:99).

The soft parts of the corpse are in most societies looked
upon as merely perishable and impure. Various death
rituals have different transformations of the corpse, but
in general they all include the destruction of the flesh
and the reduction of the body’s immutable elements
(Hertz 1960:43), although the bones are not necessarily
destructed totally. Apart from mummification, most
funeral practices aim to destruct the flesh.
Mummification is a special solution to the problem of
decaying corpses. Rather than destroying the flesh
mummification aims to preserve it. Funerals may include
many representations, but at least the problem of the
flesh has to be solved in one or another way. The choice
of funeral practice is a cultural, ritual, and religious
practice, and the prescribed practice determines the time
duration of decomposing the flesh. A cremation shortens
this period considerably by destruction through the
means of fire as opposed to for instance in nature where

The flesh is not a “thing”, yet it is materialised, physical
and “thing-like”, it is not living but still organic, it has
not the physical properties that characterise stable manmade artefacts or natural objects but it is not in-organic,
it is not a human being but still it has a human form. It is
neither culture nor nature in a normal sense, but still, it is
both, because it defines both culture and nature.
The dissolution of corpses is a kind of ritual
consumption, which may in its extreme form represent
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this process happens slowly and progressively. The
differences in this time interval have social implications
in the creation and construction of culture and cosmos.
Hence, cremation and mummification are both extreme
solutions to the problems of the flesh, the former aims to
destroy it as fast as possible whereas the latter aims to
preserve it for eternity. However, it is possible to
combine these two approaches whereby the corpse is
mummified in order to restore the body, which is then
later cremated. This is the case with royal funerals as
referred to in the Vedic scriptures. Thus, a minimalist
and tentative definition of “funeral” as a practice is “at
least a ritual preparation of the flesh of the deceased”
whether this preparation is consumption by fire or
preservation of the flesh. The differences in body
preparation methods are invested with cosmological
meanings, which combine and define microcosm and
macrocosm.

was expressed this way in John’s gospel: “In the
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God. And the Word became flesh and
lived among us” (John 1:1 & 14). God is flesh and he is
word. Meaning and flesh are inseparable.
The bodies of babies and dead persons may reveal some
similarities regarding the relation between the flesh and
the individual ego. The boundaries of the body are not as
obvious as one might perceive; they are partly culturally
constructed but inevitably connected to the flesh. This is
seen in an infant’s emotional ties to the mother prior to
any object relation or concept of sexual differences; the
baby has been a part of the mother in her womb, and this
fleshly connection still pertains even after birth because
the infant expresses identity through object relation,
quoting Freud, “The breast is a part of me, I am the
breast”, and it is only at a later stage that an individual
and separate ego is developed (Sadoff 1998:13). For
dead people the ego again transcends the body. The soul
lingers in the flesh but still roams around before the
funeral, and it may cling to the household if the deceased
died in his house. This is the reason why dying people
are supposed to die outside their house and preferable by
a holy river. Consequently, the soul is both within the
flesh and above and outside the body. This has
importance in funerals.

The phenomenology of human flesh
The notion of a succession of generations constitutes an
“intermediary structure between physical externality and
psychic internality of time” (Ricoeur 1990:111). The
body separates and defines the ego of a person. Thus, a
body with consciousness is a human; a body without
soul is a corpse. According to Merleau-Ponty, the world
and our existence are always structured around the body,
and perception of spatiality and temporality is anchored
in the body (Merleau-Ponty 1995:138). The body, or
more correctly the flesh, is what Descartes called the
“third substance”, a medium which is bridging the gap
between space and thought. Put it another way, MerleauPonty argues that the flesh defies the dichotomy of the
physical and the psychical, or the cosmic exteriority and
reflective interiority. “The flesh…is the coherent
ensemble of my powers and non-powers. Around this
system of carnal possibilities the world unfolds itself as a
set of rebellious or docile potential utensils, a set of
permissions and obstacles” (Ricoeur 1990:230-231). A
consequence of the succession of two generations,
“death is so intended, in the sense that the replacement
of generations is the euphemism by which we signify
that the living take the place of the dead” (ibid:115).

Lakoff and Johnson have argued for a philosophy in the
flesh because reason is not disembodied as the Cartesian
tradition has argued, but the mind is embodied.
Consequently there are no Cartesian dualistic persons in
which mind and matter are distinctive and separate
entities. The mind is inherently embodied, and reason is
shaped by the body (Lakoff & Johnson 1999). Their
emphasis is put on the embodied mind and its challenge
to Western thought, but I will turn the question around
and put the emphasis on the flesh instead of the mind. In
funerals, what are the consequences for the flesh of the
embodied mind? A corpse is not only a decaying cadaver
but a kind of intellectual and moral substance. If the
mind is embodied, then the funeral is a process by which
the mind is released from the flesh. Even though the soul
is only partly imprisoned by the dead body, it cannot be
released before the flesh has undergone some ritual
treatment. Matter and materiality disguise mind and
mentality, which is the human essence as a part of the
divinities, liberation and enlightenment. The essence is
the same but the materiality that encapsulates the mind
differs. Being an animal is simply a less fortunate
material prison for the soul. In Western philosophy
humans have held a special position because, since
Descartes, animals were denied of having a mind. Thus,
what distinguishes humans from animals, according to
Christianity, is their possession of an immortal soul
(Singer 1993:285). This is not the case in karmic
traditions.

When analysing the meaning of flesh, meaning has
another ontological reality than in linguistic theories
developed by for instance Saussure (1960) and Barthes
(1973). The diacritical linguistic sign consists of a union
of two facets or components, the ”signifier” and the
”signified”. Within the conception of a sign, there exists
no direct relationship with reality because the
relationship between the signifier and the signified is
entirely arbitrary or a matter of convention. The
linguistic turn in post-processual archaeology whereby
material culture is seen as analogous to text or whereby
it can be read as text, cannot be used when analysing the
qualities and the meaning of flesh. Turning to
Christianity, the relation between words and meaning

The body of a dead – the corpse – is in some sense only
an organism, it is still alive and capable of feeling and
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sensing; “death signifies a change of state and
decomposition, a mutation of form into a sensuous
mobility of matter. Worms are but the projections of
man, of his inside shape, and the fine, shiny caterpillars
may have something human about them and appear
anthropomorphic” (Camporesi 1988:88). The “self” is
identified through the body, and according to MerleauPonty, perception is the ongoing reciprocal process
between the body and the entities that surround it
(Abram 1996:52). A body without soul is a dead body,
and reincarnation is the transference of the soul from one
materiality, sphere or condition, to another. In this
world, this transition is a death ritual performed by the
descendants. The main problem is how to release the
soul from the flesh when the soul is embodied in the
flesh. When a person dies, the soul changes condition,
and it is through the subsequent rites and especially after
the destruction of the flesh that the deceased finally can
reach the destiny as an ancestor (Oestigaard 2000a:26).

blessed vessel for those fortunate beings who wish for
freedom, but it also leads sinners into the lower realms”.
If the sins were solely manifested in the soul, then the
type of funeral and the mode of preparation of the flesh
would have been arbitrary, which obviously is not the
case. If sin is, on the other hand, manifested in the flesh,
it is possible to purge it away in the process that releases
the soul from the body by fire. The more sinful a person
is, the more “tightly” the flesh is stuck to the soul, and
consequently, the more difficult it is to release. The aim
of cremation is to destroy the flesh, not the soul. Thus, it
makes sense that the more sinful a person is, the longer
period of time the sinner needs to be in the fire.
Moreover, feeling the pain is a process connected to the
flesh or human bodily substances. Without a body it
would be difficult if not impossible to feel the pain. The
pain is bodily manifested and therefore the soul must
linger to the flesh. Without flesh, no pain (Oestigaard
2003a).

In this transition, the fluid materiality of the deceased’s
flesh is the most dangerous and polluted materiality that
exists. This implies that there are only a few people in
the successor generation who can take care of this
polluted flesh, and that is most often one of the sons.
Rituals separate death from life, and the dead has to be
transferred from this social life to another sphere. This is
normally done by the separation of the flesh from the
bones, where the bones can be used to transfer the
deceased back to the society as an ancestor. The period
between the moment of death and the performance of the
funeral rites is the most dangerous time for the deceased
because “they are at once no longer classified and not
yet classified” (Turner 1991:96). What is unclear in a
society is unclean, and especially transitional persons are
particularly polluting, and the transition is controlled by
concepts of pollution and taboo (Douglas 1994:97).
Particularly regarding corpses, purity indicates
completeness and impurity lack of completeness (Valeri
1985:33); the flesh starts to rotten (figs. 13.1-13.2).

According to Hindu beliefs, the time it takes to burn the
body depends upon the deceased’s sins. The more sinful
a person has been, the longer time the cremation rite
takes. In Varanasi I was told that the pyre of a sinner
could burn for at least six hours (Oestigaard 2000a:30)
whereas a normal cremation took between 1-2 hours.
Similarly, when the Chief Minister of Bihar in India was
cremated in Varanasi in 1983, the corpse burnt only with
the greatest difficulty, despite the size of the pyre, and
the reason was supposed to be the enormous burden of
sins accumulated through his corrupt earnings (Parry
1994:127). And finally, these notions are reflected in the
actual cremation rite when the sons are breaking the half
burnt charred corpse into pieces with bamboo-sticks in
order to perform a total burning of the body. If there is
flesh clinging to the bones after the cremation, this is
highly inauspicious in Hindu thought, and the departed
will probably suffer, get a bad reincarnation and return
as a malignant spirit.

His Divine Grace A. C. Bhakivedanta Swami
Prabhupada (1996:27) says “it is our nature, because we
are permanent, to want permanent residence. We don’t
wish to die because in actuality we are permanent. Nor
do we want to grow old or be diseased because these are
all external or nonpermanent states…The fourfold
miseries are like a fever, and they are all due to the
material body. If somehow we can get out of the material
body, we can escape the miseries that are integral with
it”. Time is eternal, but it is apprehended through its
strange and incomprehensible contamination by space
(Bergson 1910:99-109).

Sin is manifested in the flesh, and it is perhaps inevitable
and necessary that the flesh is a bio-moral substance. It
is the soul that finally will be released and attain the
divine sphere, and the soul has to be pure when entering
Heaven. The idea of purging is to purify, not to destroy,
and consequently purging is connected to the flesh.
Decaying corpses are extremely vulnerable for both
transferring pollution and being influenced by pollution.
Both incidents will affect the society and the deceased.
Therefore, fire is a medium which digests impurity.
Consumption and purging by fire are similar processes
by which the corpse is digested.

The soul is also eternal, and it is related to time. In this
world, time changes materiality, and for humans this
implies the body, which is a material prison for the soul.
The famous Buddhist yoga Milarepa says: “I have
understood that this material body, made of flesh and
blood along with mental consciousness…this body is the

The implications of the ritual destruction of flesh always,
but to various degrees, have social significance in the reconstruction of cultural and religious principles and
structures. This is most easily seen if anything goes
wrong during this extremely liminal and vulnerable
phase of a death ritual.
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Fig. 13.1. Decaying corpse at Nire Ghat, Baglung.

Fig. 13.2. Decaying corpse at Nire Ghat, Baglung.
204

It is of great importance to have a son to perform the
death rituals. The act of destructing flesh is so polluting
and dangerous that only the sons are allowed and obliged
to do it, and they have to obtain death pollution and
mourn for 11-13 days to become pure after this ritual
consumption of human flesh. If the son fails to perform
the rituals he commits, according to Hinduism, a double
sin: his father will suffer as an ancestor, and the son will
achieve a less fortunate reincarnation in his next life.
Furthermore, cremation is a ritual by which cosmos is
recreated (Parry 1987:74ff, 1994:31), and if the
ancestors suffer they will return to the descendants as
malignant ghosts haunting and roaming around causing
disasters and trouble among the living. Thus, cultural
practices are created and constructed by various degrees
of successful performances of funeral rites.

through anus and becomes even more defiled and
polluted. The flesh of the body determines the
deceased’s next life. This is also evident in Buddhist
perceptions where the various modes of exit from the
body after death correspond to the faith of the soul: “One
who is to be reborn as a hell-being exits from anus; as a
hungry ghost, from the mouth; as an animal, from the
urinary passage; as a human, from the eye; as a god of
the desire realm, from the navel; as a yaksha, from the
nose; as a god of magical accomplishment, or as a
“probable-human”, from the ear” (Rinbochay & Hopkins
1985:53-54). These modes of exits stress that the soul or
life force is identical with the qualities of the flesh.

Cremation and mummification

Cremation is a transformation and a medium for change
and transmutation. Cremation burials can be analysed as
three different but interdependent processes; as
technological transformations, as social transformations
and as ritual transformations (Oestigaard 1999a, 2000b).
Cremation is generally perceived as the most auspicious
funeral practice. In the Hindu philosophy there are, as
mentioned earlier, five elements. During a cremation, the
elements are changed in a different way than in an
inhumation and they are more actively transformed back
to their nature. When a person dies, the water goes to the
water, the earth to the earth, the air to the air, the sky to
the sky and the light to the light. The cremation is
painful and dangerous (Knipe 1975:130, Pandey
1969:240) because the fire digests the body. Cremation
is cosmogony, and the individual death is assimilated
into the process of cosmic regeneration and the reenactment of Vishnu’s austerities, and in Varanasi the
cremations take place on his footsteps (Parry 1987:76,
1994:44ff). Death pollution starts at the moment when
the skull cracks. It is the repayment for the sin of
burning the flesh (Parry 1994:181-184).

Cremation and mummification are opposites regarding
preparation and consumption of flesh. Nevertheless,
these modes of solving the problem of the flesh may not
necessarily contradict each other, and they might be
complementary expressing different cosmological
meanings. The Satapatha Brahmana, an early Indian
commentary on Vedic rituals, refers to various funeral
practices, and among them the relation between
mummification and cremation in India. The building of
the Fire Altar was an elaborate ceremony carried out to
obtain immortality for the king, royalties, and other
important persons (Levin 1930a:29).
In this ritual there were various treatments of the body.
Firstly, the intestines were removed and the internal
cavity was washed. Secondly, the body was anointed
with ghee and gold chips were placed over the eyes,
ears, mouth and nostrils, and finally, the body was
cremated. The processes of embalming revealed a close
similarity to mummification, but why prepare the corpse
so extensively and then simply burn it afterward?
Embalming the body was a preliminary for burning it
(ibid:30).

The universe is represented in the flesh and the bones,
and the flesh has metaphorical qualities which are
incorporated in cultural and cosmological reconstructions. Moreover, the part of the corpse from
which the soul leaves the body has significance for the
path the soul will continue on after the funeral, and
consequently the forthcoming incarnation. The
preferable way for the soul to leave is from the skull, or
more precisely the forehead, which leads to a better
incarnation. In the Agni Purana there are descriptions of
hells and the paths leading to Yama or the world of the
God of Death: “(The lives) of doers of bad deeds
(escape) through the anus and the organs of generation in
the lower (region). The lives of yogins get out breaking
the head by own will” (Agni Purana IV, 371.5, p. 1038).

Mummification and cremation as practices are
complementary to each other. Mummification can
restore the body but cannot bring back life. Cremation
necessitated that the body was mummified or
sacrificially pure by the removal of all “foul matter”
before life was restored to it. The mummified corpse was
a fit body for the flames. Both processes aimed to restore
the lost life and both of these practices were equally
necessary to receive the full measure of life. Fire was the
earthly representative of the sun, which could give life
by burning things. Especially sacrificial food baked by
the fire was immortal and became the food for the gods.
Thus, the fire was the link between the earthly and the
heavenly worlds by which Agni was the messenger and
guide of the dead (Levin 1930b:45). Mummification
restored the body whereas cremation revitalised it (Levin
1930c:65). One means or mode of flesh preparation does
not necessarily exclude another; they may fulfil the same
function and even be complementary for the

Thus, the process by which the soul is released, and from
which bodily part it takes place, indicate the deceased’s
future and further existence. A pure soul leaves the head
by its own will whereas an impure soul leaves the body
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achievement of a wanted state or condition of life in
another sphere.

is a matter of a successful destruction of the flesh.
Therefore, the corpse can be seen as a “thing” which
dissolves the traditional dichotomy between culture and
nature because it consists of both. Microcosm and
macrocosm are united in the corpse, and until the
descendants have solved the problem with the flesh the
deceased is in a liminal state highly polluted and
polluting. Whether the dead is cremated or mummified
or prepared by a process which includes both methods of
body preparations, the rationale is still the same. The
deceased’s flesh is a spiritual matter, and the soul’s
success in future lives is a matter of how the flesh is
decomposed or preserved.

In Buddhist funerals in Burma, monks were embalmed
after death by removing the entrails and filling the cavity
with honey and spices and then the incision was sewn up
again. The body was coated with wax, wrapped in a
white coat and covered with leaves of gold. A
sarcophagus was prepared and a special building was
erected for the monk. The cremation pyre was a lofty
canopy often sixty to seventy feet high, which was lit
underneath. The burnt bones were collected and buried
close to a temple, but sometimes the ashes of monks
were pounded into fine powder and mixed with a paste,
and then modelled into Buddha images (Levin
1930a:32). One of the most special historical burials is
that of Buddha. He was of a royal family, and when he
felt that he was near the end, he informed his disciples
and followers. One of them was concerned about the
funeral of the king of kings, and Buddha described his
own funeral and method of disposal of the body:

The deceased’s life cycle rituals
The structure behind the diversity of Hindu death rituals,
and the various rites given to the deceased, which work
in accordance with the deceased’s life-cycle rituals, is
also a matter of bodily qualities (see Oestigaard 2000a).
Funeral practices reflect some of the deepest and most
resilient traditions and values in a society. The
performances of Hindu funerals are partly determined by
the deceased’s status achieved through life cycle rituals
during his or her lifetime. Conceptions of death are
pervaded by religious and cosmological ideas of the
great Beyond, the soul’s afterlife and what death
represents, and accordingly, these considerations are
manifested in the funeral rites. In these rituals, people
may either make explicit the social structure by the use
of symbols, or it may be implicitly woven together in
their actual performance of the rituals. Rather than
perceiving death as a final severance from the living, it
may often be more correct to say that the living and the
dead form one community together, and then it is
expected that the position of a person in the other world
should at least be partly reflected and related to the
status the deceased had in this world.

“They wrap the body of a king of kings, Ânanda, in a
new cloth. When that is done they wrap it in carded
cotton wool. When that is done they wrap it in a new
cloth – and so until they have wrapped the body in five
hundred successive layers of both kinds. Then they
place the body in an oil vessel of iron, and cover that up
close with another oil vessel of iron. Then they build a
funeral pile of all kinds of perfumes and burn the body
of the king of kings. And then at the four cross roads
they erect a dâgaba (a mound or barrow) to the king of
kings” (ibid:31).

This practice essentially corresponds to the practice
described in the Satapatha Brahmana. Firstly, the stress
is put on the meticulous bandaging of the deceased’s
body. Secondly, the practice of embalming by soaking in
oil, and finally, the building of a funeral pyre by
perfumed woods (ibid). According to the Buddhist
scriptures, Buddha’s ashes or charred bones were put
into different urns and buried in different parts of the
country (Datta 1936:290). It was the custom to bury the
bone-relics of lamas and erect mounds called stupas over
them (ibid).

Van Gennep (1960) was the first to separate rites de
passage as a special category of rituals, “ceremonies
whose essential purpose is to enable the individual to
pass from one defined position to another which is
equally well defined” (ibid:2). These rites are normally
connected to changes, transitions, and occasions such as
birth, initiation, marriage, and death. The ritual
initiations are, strictly speaking, first and foremost a
religious knowledge which the individual encompasses,
and this knowledge is bodily embedded and manifested
in the flesh. The Hindus in general have five main or
orthodox life cycle rituals (samskaras):

“Life is between the first and the last breath. Thus, the
life force is the kind of air which enters the body and
makes it living” (Murthy 1995:18). Bodies have not
consciousness but consciousness have bodies (Malik
1995:76). The ambivalent character of the human flesh
defines both what a human is and is not. The flesh of
dead persons is highly potent and vulnerable for
pollution, and if the descendants fail to destruct and
prepare the flesh in the right manner both the deceased,
the descendants, and the society will suffer. Thus, the
immanent powers of the flesh have the possibility to
change and structure culture because the flesh consists of
the same elements that constitute cosmos. During
funerals where mind and matter are separated, or when
the soul is released from the corpse, this transformation

Firstly, birth. Of the birth ceremonies nwaran, the namegiving ceremony, is the most important. The namegiving ceremony is performed after the mother has
completed her birth pollution. The family’s priest will
give the baby a name according to the astrological
calendar whereas the child’s father gives his clan or
surname (thar), and clan as an exogamous unit (gotra),
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to the child and thereby accepts it into the family’s caste
and patriline. With this ceremony, where the child is a
member of its father’s patriline, the child’s entry into the
rebirth has begun (Bennett 1983:55-56).

twenty-four a girl eight years of age…The husband
receives his wife from the gods, (he does not wed her)
according to his own will; doing what is agreeable to
gods, he must always support her (while she is) faithful.
To be mothers were women created, and to be fathers
men; religious rites, therefore, are ordained in the Veda
to be performed (by the husband) together with the wife”
(Manu IX, 94-96).

Secondly, pasne, the first rice ceremony. The rice
feeding ceremony is the rite where the child receives its
first rice meal. This is also the first meal of solid food.
By this ceremony the child has entered the world of rice,
and as the cooked rice is extremely vulnerable for
transmission of pollution, the child has entered the
sphere of purity and pollution. The ritual is performed at
the age of five months for girls and six month for boys,
at an auspicious day and hour appointed by a priest or an
astrologer.

Fifthly, death ceremonies. Death may also be seen as the
third birth in a person’s life span. It is the funeral
ceremony that eventually may unite a person with his
divine form (Levin 1930c:64). In the Satapatha
Brahmana (S.B., XI, 2, 1, 1.) it is said that a man is born
thrice: “Verily, a man is born thrice, namely in this way:
first, he is born from his mother and father; and when he
to whom the sacrifice inclines performs offerings he is
born a second time; and when he dies, and they place
him on the fire, and when he thereupon comes into
existence again, he is born a third time”. The death
ceremonies are in a way never ending. There are two
classes of deceased ancestors, firstly the father,
grandfather and great grandfather of any particularly
person, and secondly the progenitors of mankind in
general. In honour of both these groups of ancestors
sraddhas rites are performed. Sraddha constitutes “a
debt to the dead” that ought to be repaid assuming the
dead ones are alive and living with us.

Thirdly, bartamande, the ceremony of initiation into
caste and patriline. The bartamande ritual is only for
boys, and consists of several parts. The two most
important rites are the hair cutting ceremony (chewar)
and the investiture with the sacred thread or the “second
birth”- rite (upanayana). All caste groups do the first
rite, whereas the latter rite is only for the Brahmans and
Chhetris, or the two highest caste groups. Therefore,
Brahmans and Chhetris are so-called “twice born”
(tagadhari jats) because of this initiation ritual, wearing
the sacred thread as a sign of their second birth and
religious status. The first three of these rites are directed
towards the child’s achieving of full responsibilities of
action and ritual purity, karma caleko, to get “activated
karma”, bringing the child into samsara (Bennett
1983:53). “The second birth is a religious event
occurring when a boy reaches a level of maturity that
enables him to “understand the Vedas”. Because he is
able to appreciate and read the sacred texts, the boy’s
actions become morally significant in that they affect his
future re-birth (karma)” (Gray 1995:32). After this
ceremony the initiated has to behave according to the
caste rules and prescriptions. The importance of
receiving the sacred thread is to become an adult capable
of understanding the Vedas and hence marry as befits the
Householder.

The crucial features of the funeral custom in relation to
life cycle rituals depend upon karma and the person’s
achieved social position in the society. To what degree
the deceased has entered samsara, “the round of birth
and death”, depends upon karma caleko, the extent to
which the karma is “activated”. The level of entrance
into this world determines the accurate entrance to the
next, i.e. when a person dies. The individual’s social
status in the society is expressed in the funeral rites and
has three physical manifestations in the mortuary
remains: (1) The presence or absence of grave goods. (2)
The treatment of the corpse, i.e. whether it is cremated or
buried. (3) The widow’s jewellery in her husband’s
funeral.

Fourthly, marriage “marks the beginning of the
productive and socially responsible householder stage
for which, in the case of males, the bartamande is a
necessary preparation. It is the most prestigious family
ceremony and the main occasion which the greatest
number of members of the caste and other persons gather
together (Dumont 1970a:110). In marriage the decent
and affinity are transferred as well as the subsistence
production, that is the access to land and relations of
production and consumption. Women achieve the karma
caleko state at marriage. The social structure and
women’s inferiority in relation to men are expressed
through the fact that they are dependent upon a husband
to become karma caleko whereas the men achieve this
status by themselves. In the traditional laws of Manu it
was written that “[a] man, aged thirty years, shall marry
a maiden of twelve who pleases him, or a man of

Firstly, the presence or absence of grave goods.
Deceased without pasne, the rice feeding ceremony,
cannot receive raw rice or any other grave goods as a
grave gift. The raw rice is a symbol of fertility, and the
seed will germinate and give life to others. Thus, raw
rice is a symbol of the forthcoming life, the rebirth, and
lentils help the soul to receive this freedom or salvation.
If other food items are used as gifts to the deceased, they
contribute to the fulfilment of this aim.
Secondly, the treatment of the corpse. The karma caleko
state of the soul demands cremation as the burial custom,
if the funeral rites are to be performed accurately. On the
other hand, if the soul of the deceased has not become
karma caleko, then the corpse is buried. In other words,
men with bartamande and married women are cremated,
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while unmarried girls and boys without bartamande, are
buried.

a high degree of spiritual perfection, that the original
material substance of their bodies has become
transmuted into a more subtle one which possesses
special qualities…A morsel of their transformed flesh,
when eaten, will produce a special kind of ecstasy and
bestow knowledge and supernormal powers upon the
person partaking of it” (David-Neel 1931:133-134). All
tantric yogis have to practice meditation in cemeteries.
In some rituals it is necessary for the yogi to sit in
solitary meditation upon a corpse, especially during the
dark hours of night, in other rituals he has to make a
pillow of the corpse and even sleep in that posture.

Thirdly, the widow’s jewellery in her husband’s funeral.
When the Householder dies, the widow changes her
status in the society as well as in the household. She
becomes partly stigmatised, she is neither socially
allowed to marry again nor does any man want to marry
her. Still she has to carry out some of her husband’s
duties as a Householder, and thus she gets other
responsibilities and obligations in the family. Because
she leaves one position in society and enters a new social
role, the widow has to mark this transition. She has to
dispose of all things her husband was responsible for and
obliged to give her. In the house she will take off her
jewellery and break the bracelets and place them on the
deceased husband’s chest. Thereafter he is carried to the
cemetery, and either cremated or buried with his wife’s
jewellery on his chest (fig. 13.3). The widow will also
change her clothes and take off the tika (a mark of
blessing placed on the forehead). The widow is in a
sense morally responsible for her husband’s death and
must expiate the misfortune she has brought on him for
the rest of her life. She has become a “half corpse”
(Parry 1994:174).

Accordingly, Jetsün (Milarepa) practiced such
meditation and made a pillow of his mother’s bones
(Evans-Wentz 1951:175). The “ideal” cremation is
perhaps the one of Milarepa; “The very smoke emitted
the sweet odour of different kinds of incense, its eddies
assuming various rainbow colours and the shapes of
[royal] umbrellas and banners. The sky directly above
the funeral was full of angelic beings bearing vessels of
nectar, which they poured down in showers. Others bore
celestial food and drink, unguents and perfumes, and
objects of delight for the five senses, with which every
human being assembled there was regaled” (ibid:287).

The deceased’s life cycle rituals are expressed in the
funeral rites and transformative elements are used as
means to another end (fig. 13.4). Life itself is a
transformation, between different stages, through death,
to other forms of life. All these transformations may be
seen as samsara, the life cycle or ”round of birth and
death”, and the aim is mukti, release or salvation from
these transformations. As means to the final end, the
most important features in this life are incorporated in
the most dangerous change between these conditions;
death. The next life requires that these transformation
processes in the deceased’s life have taken place because
of their importance for the person’s karma. Similarly,
these transformations are expressed as distinctions
between the life cycle rituals: pasne, bartamande and
marriage. Pasne is the first vital life cycle ritual where
the child is initiated into the world of rice, that is, food
and further life. In bartamande and marriage the
emphasis is laid on the regeneration of life in two ways.
Firstly, with karma caleko the person enters samsara and
becomes fully responsible for actions and ritual purity.
Secondly, after these initiation rites, men and woman are
allowed and obliged to have children. Hence life is
continued both morally and carnally.

Whereas Buddhist yogis are cremated or self-immolate,
Hindu yogis are buried. Dubois (1953) notes that when a
sannyasi yogi in Hinduism is dead the corpse is buried in
a pit close to a river. The grave is about six feet deep and
circular in form in which the deceased is placed with his
legs crossed. Then the hole is filled with salt until it
reaches the neck of the sadhu. The head, which still is
exposed, is covered by innumerable coconuts that are
broken until the skull is completely fractured. This is
done to release the prana (life), which is believed to be
imprisoned in the skull. The coconut is a particularly
auspicious fruit because it represents the human head.
The hard skull-like shell contains a brain-like flesh and
juice-like blood (Svoboda 1998:30). Then salt is again
thrown on the dead until it covers the remains of the
deceased’s head. Above the grave the funeral
participants erect a platform on which they place a
lingam made of earth approximately two feet high
(Dubois 1953:539). This practice is also described in The
Siva-Puranas; liberated ascetics are not cremated but
buried in a pit and the skull shall be split with a coconut
together with chanting of mantras (Siva-Purana IV, p.
1765). The sannyasi sadhus wear orange-red clothes
symbolising fire, and as such they live in the cremation
fire and have therefore transcended it, and consequently
they receive inhumation as the auspicious mode of
disposing of the flesh. The ascetics have already offered
themselves to the gods, and the tapa of an ascetic is said
to burn him internally so he is not cremated (Das
1990:123). Firewalkers have pushed the symbolic
system of being immersed in flames to its end, without
being burnt (Hocart 1970b:158).

Thus, the life cycle rituals are concerned with Being in a
broad sense, and the most important features in this
existence are transformed into death, that is the
regeneration of life, time and cosmos. There is, however,
a last initiation rite after the householder stage, which is
the spiritual state of being an ascetic or holy man. The
inherent bodily qualities of a sadhu or saint necessitate a
special treatment of the flesh. In Tibet, “there exists, so
they said, certain human beings who have attained such
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Top:
Fig. 13.3. Husband cremated
with his wife’s jewellery at his
chest, Nire Ghat, Baglung.

Left:
Fig. 13.4. Death and life-cycles.
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Logic of sin and pollution

impurity for a longer period of time. In reality and
practically, however, Brahmans observe more days of
death pollution than the other groups. Sadhus, on the
other hand, are pure and prepared for their gods by their
own penances, and there are no pollution or mourning
periods for them.

Cosmogonically speaking, death is a purifying process,
not a polluting process. The deceased – the sacrificial
item – is “distilled” and has become pure when he enters
the divine sphere; he is somehow “invested” with purity
through the death rituals. The deceased’s body when the
flesh is given to the gods is more pure than the person
was when he was alive. Thus, the funeral is a dual
process. On the one hand, it is the priest’s duty to
prepare the corpse for the gods and partly take on the
deceased’s sins in his own body, but on the other hand, it
is the role of the family to purify the deceased and
consume his sins through the mourning process and the
subsequent death rituals for the rest of their lives. The
outcome of the funeral is a corpse or body that is pure
and perfect as a sacrificial item for the gods. Sins can be
purified through penances performed by other people,
which is a basic axiom in Hindu philosophy, and this is
the crucial process when performing death rituals.

The end result is the same, and might be seen in light of
van Gennep’s theory of separation, liminality and
incorporation (1960). In the incorporation phase – when
the divinities accept the soul – the deceased and all
corpses are equally pure. It is therefore compulsory that
the descendants and relatives have purified the deceased
by penances and defilements of their own bodies. There
is no difference in death when “handed over” to the gods
and accepted by them. What differs is the preparation
during the liminality phase, or more precisely, the ritual
debt the mourners have to pay back to the gods after the
deceased is cremated. As stated initially, due to the fact
that the deceased is both a social being and a physical
and rotten cadaver, both these considerations are
incorporated into the practical rites. The deceased has to
be cremated within the next day and his “liminal” phase
is completed within 24 hours, but the descendants have
different ritual obligations to fulfil, and the most
important of these is to perform the mourning rituals.
Since the dead body is cremated immediately, logically,
it is has to be pure at the moment it is sent forward to the
gods. This means basically that the deceased is
“guaranteed” its purity “in advance” since the
purification rituals are impossible to fulfil prior to the
cremation. The descendants have to perform these rituals
after a person’s death. The mourning phase is a kind of
spiritual “mortgage” for a purity which has already been
fulfilled, and the death rituals are in this way a neverending process. It is a part of the Householder’s dharma
to mourn his father and perform obsequies, and this
stresses the importance of having a son to perform the
rites.

The outcome of a funeral is more “purity” than what the
body itself represented when the person was alive, and
as such, there is transference of sins. Each person has a
“vessel”-function, including the priests who incorporate
other people’s sins into their own bodies by
consumption. The deceased as a sacrificial item contains
more vital energy than initially embodied by the
deceased as a living being. In death everybody is alike
and prepared for the gods, and as sacrificial items
everyone is equally pure when they are offered to the
gods. This holds true for those who die natural deaths
and are prepared for the gods in accordance with the
prescribed norms. It is a sacrilege to sacrifice impure
items to the gods, for instance cremate persons who
committed suicide, and therefore, they are buried.
According to some holy books, the Brahmans observe 11
days mourning for their deceased, the Ksatriyas 13 days,
the Vaishyas 15 days, and the Sudras and the schedule
castes 30 days. There is no mourning for holy men. The
amount of sins accumulated in the bodies is incorporated
into the purifying process and death rituals. The relatives
have to observe the penances in accordance with their
own pollution, meaning the varna “pollution” to which
they belong. When the Brahmans have to observe, in
theory, only 11 days death pollution and the Sudras 30
days, this is a result of two factors. Firstly, the Brahmans
are perceived as purer than the Sudras by birth, and
therefore, the Brahman’s relatives have to obtain a
shorter mourning period than the Sudra’s relatives.
Secondly, the Brahmans are thought to have, according
to themselves, a more advanced and a higher spiritual
capacity than all other caste groups. Thus, by their rites
they have the possibility to transform impurity into
purity faster and more successfully than the others. In
sum and as a consequence, Brahmans have to obtain less
days of purification after death than other groups. Low
castes are more polluted and by their inefficiency or
incapability of performing rites, they are invested with

There are numerous ritual consequences of this logic as
witnessed in actual performances of funerals. Since
purity is guaranteed and ”taken out” in advance when the
deceased is cremated and handed over to the gods within
24 hours after death, the deceased is punished if the sons
do not pay back their ritual debt to the gods in terms of
penances and purification rituals.
In Kathmandu, an old woman died in her own house
without any sons to perform the funeral. This death was
extremely inauspicious. One problem was the absence of
sons; the other problem was the death inside her home.
The soul lingered in her home and there were great
difficulties in releasing the soul from the deceased’s
body. The family had to invest in many extra rituals, and
altogether they paid approximately 40.000 Rs to the
Brahman priest who conducted the mandatory rituals.
Such an amount of money was, according to the priest,
necessary for him to perform the rituals, which solved
the karmic problem caused by the double unfortunate
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condition consisting of both dying within her house and
not having a son to perform the death rituals. All these
rituals and extra expenses were required for preparing
the corpse and making it pure enough to be handed over
to the gods. Cosmogonically speaking, everybody is
equally pure when they enter the divine sphere
regardless of how much pollution humans have to deal
with.

The consequences of approaching funerals as a purifying
process in relation to life-giving waters will be
elaborated and synthesised in the conclusion. In order to
enable such a conclusion I will now turn from the
present to the past, searching for various threads which
may illuminate developments of cosmogonic processes
in religions on the sub-Indian continent. The long time
spans and the knowledge production of ancient,
forgotten or re-discovered societies and peoples is one of
the objectives of archaeology. Societies prior to, or
without, written sources, belong to one special group of
inquiries in archaeology. I will therefore approach death
and life-giving waters from an archaeological
perspective emphasising not only material culture in the
present but in the past as well. My aim is to follow the
progress of knowledge production literally from the
cradle to the grave. Today’s tradition is the outcome of a
tradition dating thousands of years back. I started in
Nepal developing perspectives while witnessing
cremations, and with this point of departure I have
interpreted cosmogonic processes. These interpretations
will subsequently be used as a theoretical framework
creating an understanding of structural processes and
mortuary practices in the past. This is in one word, of
course, an analogy, but I will argue that it is not only a
simple and randomly chosen analogy, but a theoretically
developed perspective and premise which enhances our
knowledge of the past. The journey into contemporary
Hindu practices and mythologies are therefore a
thoroughly and theoretically developed approach, which
opens up fields for inquiries, understandings, and
interpretations of the past (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2004).

To conclude, it seems that there are two levels of
pollution and purity in relation to embodied sins and the
individual’s further reincarnation. Firstly, the
purification of the deceased’s body as a corpse of flesh
belongs to the realm of the descendants. The relatives
have to morn and purify the corpse in accordance with
the level of varna purity/impurity. This is mandatory for
all as a part of their varna obligations. The relatives
mourn the varna sin or degree of impurity which is a
static residue that works in accordance with the scheme
of 11, 13, 15 or 30 days of pollution. Secondly, the
deceased has to pay back his own sins in accordance
with his personal sins or achievements, which work in
accordance with the karma theory. The former aspect is
a cosmogonic matter, which works in accordance with
the ritual obligations each person belonging to a caste
group has to fulfil as a part of their dharma. The latter
aspect is more individual, stressing personal karma and
further incarnation as a consequence of good and bad
deeds. Although these two aspects are conjoined there is
a difference between the collective and the individual
roles and duties in society and cosmos.
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Part 4:
Archaeology of Water-Worlds
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Chapter 14:
Pashupatinath as living traditions and cultural heritage

Archaeology of religions

consequences of these identities are seldom investigated
(Coningham & Lewer 2000). Regarding identities,
“world religions can overlap, temporally and spationally,
the legacy of older traditions can be utilised for various
purposes, issues of obvious relevance to the
archaeologist, and often manifest in the use, re-use or restructuring of sacred space” (Insoll 1999b:1).

There has been a long research tradition in archaeology
concerned with religion. Particularly the culturehistorical approach emphasised religion, often as a
consequence of studying graves and burials. With
functionalism and Hawke’s ladder of reliability (1954),
studies of religion declined. According to Hawke, there
was an ascending scale of difficulty in interpreting
archaeological material in terms of human processes.
Technological activities are the easiest category, then
economy, social organisation, and finally, ideology and
religion the most difficult categories to interpret.
However, this interpretative approach has been
abandoned because of the post-processual archaeology
and the development of a separate, archaeological subdiscipline concerned with religion. An archaeology of
religion developed early in Scandinavia, particularly
with the works of, among others, Anders Kaliff on
cremations (Kaliff 1992a, 1992b, 1995a, 1995b, 1997).
These studies emphasised prehistoric eschatologies,
beliefs, and practices. Recently, apart from biblical
archaeology, which in general is methodologically
flawed (e.g. Oestigaard 2003b, in press), an archaeology
of world religions has developed (e.g. Insoll 1999a,
2001a).

Indian identity is profoundly rooted in archaeology and
the Indological colonial framework of race, language,
and the Aryan – non-Aryan dichotomy, but these
frameworks are unacceptable to modern India and
Indians (Chakrabarti 2000). Archaeologically speaking,
there is no Vedic Age or Vedic Archaeology, and “the
first texual phase of Indian philosophical and religious
tradition has to remain undated and… archaeology has to
be kept out of it” (Chakrabarti 2001b:35). One
archaeological approach is to try to trace different ritual
behaviours, which Hindus traditionally associate with
Hinduism (ibid). By analysing ritual patterns one will
trace the development and change of religions and
traditions. Even at a place such as Ayodhya there has
been a continuous presence of Jainism, Buddhism,
Saivism, Vaisnavism, and Islam together with other
sects for more than 2000 years (Shaw 2000). Therefore,
“to take the archaeology of Hinduism beyond the study
of iconography, excavated ruins, standing temples and
the like it is necessary to focus on the identification of
sacred spaces and establish their different categories”
(Chakrabarti 2001b:55).

Studies of religion have to a large extent been a
neglected part of much post-processual archaeology, and
even though studies of beliefs and eschatology are
complex, the material implications of an archaeology of
religion are profound and can encompass all dimensions
of material culture. It is important to recognise that
religion might be the key building block of identity
(Insoll 2004a), and archaeology of religion “can be
conceived as the superstructure into which all other
aspects of life can be placed” (Insoll 2004b:12). This
does not imply some form of idealistic religious
“totality” but rather an approach where all aspects of a
given material culture can be structured by religion
(ibid:13).

Comparison of different case studies may avoid
constructions of “isms” and of monolithic traditions such
as Hinduism or Buddhism. Von Stietencron has denied
any Hindu religious unity before the nineteenth century,
and according to him it was mistakenly built up by the
British and later became necessary in the Indian
nationalist campaigns (Von Stietencron 1995). On the
other hand, by focusing on and comparing different
aspects and facets within religions and traditions one
may grasp the syncretism and heterogeneity of cultures.
Regarding Zoroastrianism, Hinnells argues that “a
religion is what it has become; that Zoroastrianism is
what Zoroastrians do and believe when they consider
that they are being Zoroastrian” (Hinnells 2000:22). The
discrepancy between “high religion” and “low religion”
turns into a field of contested hierarchies and social
positions where religious specialists claim supremacy
and dominance of thought and ritual practice within a
religion, and this is one of the moulds of society where
social relations are created. However, for instance lowcastes define Hinduism by their practices and beliefs as
much as the high-castes do, although the latter group
claims that the former’s understanding of the religion is

One way in which “archaeology can make a significant
contribution in understanding world religions is in
assessing the development of religious syncretism, coexistence, adaptation, and the development of popular
religious traditions” (Insoll 2001b:19, my emphasis).
Religions, their monuments, and material relics represent
also a cultural heritage, and for devotees the religious
identity is most often the superior and important part
which constitutes humanity. Hence, archaeology plays a
crucial role in the formation of identity processes in
South Asia although the interpretations and
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less “true”, unimportant, or invalid. By comparison one
may avoid partaking in, and establishing, the dominant
party’s position and worldview as happened during the
colonial reign in India. Brahmans gained their
hierarchical position partly due to British legislation.

understanding of the context from which the written
sources were made and used. Sacred scriptures are
chronotopes in Bakhtin’s terminology. Chronotope
means literally “time space”, and the chronotope
functions as the primary means for materialising time in
space. Chronotopes function as centres for concretising
representations. “Those things that are static in space
cannot be statically described, but must rather be
incorporated into temporal sequence of represented
events and into the story’s own representational fields”
(Bakhtin 1990:251).

Thus, comparison may not only avoid Orientalism when
analysing the East and West, but also delimit the
constructions, which so far, and to a large extent, have
favoured the high castes socially, politically, and
religiously. In India, the legendary archaeologist
Alexander Cunningham thought that a search for
Buddhist ruins would demonstrate that Brahmanism was
not the only religion in India, and this would facilitate
the propagation of Christianity. In other words, he tried
to justify the archaeological investigations in India on
grounds that politically would help the British rule and
their attempts to Christianise India (Chakrabarti
1982:332). From being a political tool of dominance
used by the colonials and Christians, the comparative
methodology might be turned into a science which
creates opportunities and possibilities for all. By
illuminating what real people are doing and what they
have done, comparison may reveal how the established
structures are mechanism of power.

Hence, an archaeology of religion solves this problem by
emphasising practice, change, and development.
Whereas chronotopes are frozen, practices are dynamic.
Sacred scriptures do not reveal how religion is practiced,
or even if it was followed, but only what some sages and
seers thought was the eschatologically preferable way to
live. It is through the archaeological record one may
trace lived religion in practice, and not the least, the coexistence of various religious paths.
From the third and second centuries BCE there are
increasing numbers of finds and evidences for the
Brahmanical cult of Shiva, Vishnu, and many other
divinities. The first Vishnu temples are found in the third
century BCE, and based on archaeological material, the
emergence of an organised Brahamnical framework only
occurred in between 600-200 BCE (Chakrabarti 2001b).
Regarding Buddhism, the date of Gautama Buddha is
uncertain. On the Ashoka column in Lumbini, Nepal, it
is written that Buddha was born on this spot, and the
traditional date is set to the sixth century BCE (Barnes
1995). Ashoka states an edict on the column that 256
years had passed between the death of Buddha and his
own issue of the edict (Chakrabarti 1995a:187, Rijal
1979). Archaeologically, nothing earlier than the third
century BCE has been recovered from the sacred
precincts, and there is neither contemporary evidence of
the person known as the Buddha nor a date of birth and
death, and where it took place are also uncertain
(Coningham 2001:66, 87). Moreover, to complicate the
matter: “It is worthwhile emphasising that Buddhism
represented only one among a number of contemporary
groups which questioned the supremacy of the
Brahmanical tradition…This heterodoxy was against the
Brahmanical tradition of elaborate sacrificial rituals,
which had its primary seat in the Indo-Gangetic divide
or the land between the Sutlej and Yamuna rivers, and
the upper Gangetic valley” (Chakrabarti 1995a:189190). One of these religions was Zoroastrianism, which
divided sometime in history from Brahmanism or what
would become Brahmanism. I will discuss
Zoroastrianism both in the past and the present in
chapter 16. Finally, there were numerous religious cults
that we know very little about, and the most famous of
them are that of the munis, the silent ones (Obeyesekere
2002:13).

In an archaeology of world religions there are inevitably
many problems, and the two most urgent, which have to
be contextualised when writing social history, are: 1) the
date of the religious texts, and 2) the relation between
material culture and scriptures. Although disputed and
controversial, Rig Veda is most often dated, if only for
conventional reasons, to 1200-800 BCE (Possehl
1999:6). Max Muller (1859) suggested in 1859 a date to
c. 1200 BCE. On linguistic grounds Rig-Veda was later
dated to c. 1000 BC (Ghosh 1952). Recently, other
scholars put the date much later (e.g. Inden 1990) in
accordance with recent developments in Christian
theological discourses (e.g. Lemche 1985, 1998,
Thompson 1987, 1992, 1999, Whitelam 1997).
Regarding the Bible, Thomas L. Thompson says: ‘It is
only as history that the Bible does not make sense’
(Thompson 1999:210), and “to use the biblical traditions
as the primary source for the history of Israel’s origin, is
to establish a hopeless situation for the historian who
wants to write critical, rather than anachronistic, history”
(Thompson 1987:26). The same goes for the Hindu
sacred scriptures.
In short, one has to date the texts as texts when they
appear in the archaeological record, and not perceive the
descriptions as a chronological and culture historical
narrative. Then the problem arises of how to relate text
to context. Based on archaeological material solely,
archaeologists often prefer to write social history
without using written sources. But world religions are
inevitably connected to sacred scriptures, and, an
archaeology of world religions has to include the holy
texts in one way or another. With an emphasis on ritual
practices and material culture one may present an
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This of course raises epistemological problems in an
archaeology of religions. Firstly, all religions change
through time, and there is no religion that is “finished”
and developed once and for all. Secondly, in the
archaeological record religions are found as material
traces of rituals, practices, and lived lives. “Humans live
in a world of material objects they themselves have
produced, in a world of institutional rules and
regulations they have created, and in a world of
symbolic meanings they have constructed” (Haaland,
Haaland & Dea 2004:75). Although rituals are
intentional and motivational actions based on prescribed
religious knowledge and beliefs, the materialisation of
these practices, intentions, and faiths are not easy to
reconstruct. Thirdly, there is no direct correlation
between a religion’s thoughts and beliefs, and material
culture. Although a stupa might easily be identified, it is
more difficult to categorise it is a Buddhist or Jain stupa.
Moreover, as seen in Muktinath, Hindus and Buddhists
may use the same shrines, and in Bangladesh Muslims
may worship Kali and Ganga. Therefore, even if one
labels certain monuments as “Hindu” or “Buddhist”,
neither the terms nor the temples and shrines are
necessarily exclusive for one religion only. Fourthly,
since all religions develop and many of today’s world
religions share both ritual and theological similarities, it
is often difficult to say how these religions are
materialised at a certain point in history. There are also
various religious paths and traditions which have not
developed into world religions, but they were important
in their time. The latter religions are only possible to
trace through the archaeological record. Fifthly, one may
assume that, on the one hand, there has been a constant
inter-exchange of ideas and practices between the
religions, and on the other hand, because of this
bricolage, (minor) theological and eschatological
differences may have triggered differentiations between
the religions, which are not necessarily manifested in the
archaeological record. Sixthly, to complicate the matter
even further, there is a disjunction between notions of
religious space in sacred texts and the practical
constructions and uses of sacred geography in daily life.
While the landscape of the high culture or religion made
monumental structures such as temples and later
mosques in Islam, much of what was important in the
folk tradition – local goddesses, trees, sacred water,
village shrines, etc – was not textually imaged (Lahiri
1995). This is also evident in the scared topography as
discussed in Bangladesh in part 2. Finally, the
development of a religion is also, seen from the point of
view of knowledge production, a matter of regularity,
distribution, and institutionalisation of truth. Hence,
there is often a difference between the Great and Little
Traditions or the High and Low Religions. World
religions have a corpus of written, sacred texts, and there
is a contradiction or tension between “the written
tradition of the ascetic religion and the everyday social
practice of merit-making combined with the rites of the
“magico-animist”, the spirit cults” (Goody 1986:25). In
some cases the priests are the only category of persons

able to read, and for a major part of Indian history
literacy was restricted to Brahman priests (and Buddhist
monks), which created a division between literateilliterate corresponding to the difference between priest
and laity (ibid:17).
How is it then possible to approach world religions
archaeologically? The first obvious answer is that
archaeology provides a unique opportunity to study
religion as it has been practiced by people and not only
as theological explanations or speculations. This
approach can be defined as microarchaeology, which
aims to focus on executed practice or how actions were
actually performed in the past (Cornell & Fahlander
2002, Fahlander 2003). An archaeological approach may
reveal a different picture than a textual study. Since
religions are in a constant process of change where the
various feedback mechanisms influence each other, I
will focus on (1) the historical, religious development at
Pashupatinath, and (2) the second half of the first
millennium BCE where Brahmanism, Zoroastrianism,
and Buddhism were in the “mould”, so to speak. Not
only was the latter period special on the Indian subcontinent, but at the same time the Greek civilisation
developed in the West. There were exchanges of ideas,
goods, and people between the East and the West, which
culminated in, as seen from the West, Alexander the
Great’s conquest. The picture differs when these
processes are analysed from the East, and in the middle
of both the development of the world religions, the wars
and conquests between East and West, is Taxila, a
cosmopolitan town in its time. Therefore, this
archaeological part ends with a discussion of Taxila (in
chapter 17) as an approach to the development of the
world
religions
and
mutual
exchange
and
interdependency between the East and West.
Since religions are not “finished” but in a process of
consolidation and development, it does not make sense
to search for the origin of either of them but rather
stressing the bricolage and inter-exchange of ideas and
practices. Thus, I will focus on certain topics, namely the
use of water and fire regarding purity and pollution,
reincarnation and caste, and death rituals. I will start in
Nepal and Pashupatinath where I aim to date particular
practices in a religious tradition. Then I will turn to both
textual and archaeological traces for the development of
reincarnation and contact between India and Greece in
chapter 15. In chapter 16 I will continue this journey by
introducing Zoroastrianism and its development, both
regarding the prehistoric Persians and the contemporary
Parsees. It seems that Zoroastrianism and Brahmanism
have the same origin, and the parallel development of
the religions reveals how and why traditions evolve, and
it illuminates how it is possible to trace world religions
in the archaeological record. Finally, all these threads
and processes will be woven together in a discussion of
the archaeological material at Taxila, with a reference to
Mohenjo-daro. But first, the excursion starts from
today’s Pashupatinath.
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From the present to the past, urban
archaeology, and water-worlds

caste in the past, there have been very few suggestions
of how one could actually identify it” (Coningham &
Young 1999:88). Gough has recorded that caste was
manifested in seven various ways, which some might be
traceable in the archaeological record: 1) habitation
location, 2) building materials, 3) access to space, 4)
occupation, 5) diet, 6) intimate interaction, and 7)
cremation areas (Gough 1960). Based on a variety of
data, Coningham and Young analysed material from the
Citadel of Anuradhapura in Sri Lanka. Their conclusion
was that “rather than finding clear patterns of spatial
variation within the distribution of craft waste and faunal
remains we have found broadly similar patterns in terms
of the overall distribution of craft activities and the
discard of animal remains…This unexpected result
suggests that the formal caste-based models proposed by
the Laws of Manu and the Arthasastra were not realized
physically” (Coningham & Young 1999:92). Social
differentiation was probably not spatially differentiated
until quite recently. Nevertheless, I will try to approach
caste from another angel: through cosmogony, death,
and Hocart’s interpretation of caste. This approach has
several advantages. What seems undisputable is that
royal cremations, katto-rituals, and widow-burnings took
place for centuries along the riverbed of Bagmati in front
of the Pashupatinath temple. Bagmati River is the
permanent variable in the development and changes of
social structures, hierarchies, institutions, and rituals,
and even the different phases of the construction of the
Pashupatinath temple complex. By approaching
traditions from different angels, this may shed light on
the development of the caste system, the divine kingdom
in Nepal, and the practice of widow-burning, or in other
words; cosmogony in a wide sense. All these aspects of
a tradition illuminate the pervasiveness and depths of
religious world-views, but at the same time they stress
that a religion is not a given totality but a continuous
process of change.

Archaeology in Nepal is unfortunately poorly developed
theoretically and empirically though with some
exceptions. One way to develop the discipline is through
three approaches: 1) an anthropological based
archaeology which starts from the present searching the
development of traditions back into the past, 2) an urban
(and rural) non-destructive archaeology emphasising the
physical structures such as temples, shrines, and stupas
which are parts of the living tradition, and 3) a water
perspective which analyses the past and the present with
an emphasis of life-giving waters in the forms of rivers
or rain. These three approaches combined may reveal, on
the one hand, insights into living traditions which prevail
today, and on the other hand, how cultures have
developed trough ages. Apart from prehistoric studies in
Nepal (e.g. Acharya 1997, Haaland 2002), a majority of
the cultural heritage belongs to the domain of religion as
used within a living tradition. This is evident in among
other places, Orissa, where the priesthood and not the
Archaeological Survey of India runs the most important
temples. “Shrines still inhabited by their gods are
distinguished from others abandoned by the spirit, which
are valued mainly as quarries” (James 2000:684). A
serious problem seen from the Indian religious point of
view has therefore been the looting of statues and
divinities in the name of archaeology (Lahiri 2000).
Archaeologically, shrines and monuments are protected
and restored by curators, in a religious world-view they
are protected and restored by believers, not necessarily
monumentally and architecturally, but religiously and
spiritually through maintenance of ritual purity and
protection from defilements. “Cultural heritage” is often
a daily practiced religion. The monuments are used
because they are ontological representations of
divinities, which necessitate a continual restoration and
protection of the spiritual agencies, and physical
conservation is secondary to this spiritual protection.
The ontological difference is best summed up in “your
monument our shrine” (Webber 2001). Tradition
matters, and tradition is to a great extent culturally and
religiously materialised in what archaeologists call
“sites”, “shrines”, “temples”, and “monuments”. The
present tradition and the monumental materiality may
enable an approach which combines anthropology and
archaeology, or as argued previously, this is a broad
material culture approach incorporating the interacting
dimensions of mind and materiality.

Continuity in devotional practices creates traditions and
nourishes the body of myths that makes and maintains
the holiness and gloriousness of a place. Diana Eck
described the tradition of the city and its religious
monuments in Varanasi this way; “ [The] city’s present
life reaches back to the sixth century B.C. in a
continuous tradition. If we could imagine the silent
Acropolis and the Agora of Athens still alive with the
intellectual, cultural, and ritual traditions of classical
Greece, we might glimpse the remarkable tenacity of the
life in Kashi. Today Peking, Athens, and Jerusalem are
moved by a very different ethos from that which moved
then in ancient times, Kashi is not” (Eck 1983:5).
Although on a minor scale, there is similar religious
glamour at Pashupatinath. Despite the fact that
Kathmandu is a modern polluted city, the ghats and
temples reveal glimpses from “time immemorial” when
cosmos was made and where cosmogony takes place
today, or at least, this is partly the religious experience
devotees perceive while performing penances and rituals
at Pashupatinath. The current tradition is a result of

I will try to explore such an approach with Pashupatinath
as a living tradition and trace the development and
changes of practices back into history. By focusing on
the temple and the various construction phases in time
and their relation to Bagmati River, my aim is to trace
patterns of tradition in the making. “Whilst many
archaeologists,
historians,
sociologists
and
anthropologists have thus argued for the presence of
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centuries of changing practices where people have spun
different webs of significance. Spinning these webs is
like building temples – they exist for a long time – but
all practices are continuously modified and
reconstructed. The “continuity” of practices creates
traditions, and once traditions are made they continue to
exist and cannot dissolve easily except through active
de-construction by spiritually authorised people. The
monumental manifestations of divinities are partly
reflected in the rich mythology that defines and glorifies
spatial constructions such as temples, shrines, and idols.
Myths are materialised and particularly locations are
divine revelations; myths and matters constitute each
other, or in other words, the materiality possesses
immanent and spiritual qualities: divine revelations take
material forms.

data (Derry 2000:28). Urban archaeology approaches its
subject through the concept of landscape, and it has
moved beyond the traditional incremental focus on
excavation unit-house-community to the space between
these units because technical, social, and ideological
meanings are constructed and shared within these
spaces. The same landscape is used in different ways by
various actors and represents a contested space (Zierden
2000:94). Landscape includes “all of the natural and
cultural features that exist both inside and outside human
settlement” (Orser 1996:368). Life in a city is not static
but a dynamic process, and therefore, urban archaeology
is a very productive and informative form and empirical
foundation of spatial social science (Schofield 1987:6):
“Any building is a physical realisation of its creator’s –
and its creator’s successors’ – resources and
intentions…Any building also embodies or reflects the
constraints, values and aspirations – social, economic,
political and cultural – of the age and the society in
which it was produced or altered” (Stell 1999:60).
Consequently, standing buildings represent and
constitute an important source of historical and
archaeological evidence, which “has both an
independent and a contributory value, complementing
and corroborating, or indeed sometimes contradicting
and confusing, other sources of evidence” (ibid).

Heritage is therefore not just a matter of securing and
preserving the material construction of a temple.
Without a spiritual protection or spiritual preservation,
the physical conservation is at best useless, at worst
desecrating. In Western countries preservation and
conservation of monuments are essentially antiintellectual (Biddle 1994:9), unless the management
process and conservation are not seen as an end in itself
but merely as a means to other ends (Oxley 1999:143).
In living traditions the conservation and preservation of
tradition consist of both the material and the spiritual
dimensions. The religious and cultural functions of a
monument – the ideological sphere in a wide sense – are
the rationale for creating continuity from the past
through the present into the future through the
maintenance of the material. Without the spiritual
dimension the physical reconstruction is merely an
empty shell. This is partly the case at Pashupatinath
nowadays. The largest phallus or linga at the
Pashupatinath area is the Tulo Mahadev linga. For
decades or perhaps even longer it has been destroyed,
and it has been tilted and it is almost lying on the
ground. According to a myth, before the linga was made
there was a well at this spot, and in the mirage of the
water one could see one’s next incarnation. The king
came one day and saw a black pig in the reflection of the
water, and he became so furious that he closed the well
by filling it with sand. The linga was constructed
afterwards, but later destroyed, and very few worshipped
Tulo Mahadev. Before Shivaratri 2003, the linga was
“restored”, but only by making the area around
presentable. The linga itself was not raised and it was
still laying tilted on the ground, and as before, very few
devotees made offerings at the Shiva image. Physical
restoration does not make sense if it is not a part of a
coherent, spiritual world.

An even more important structuring feature is the water
worlds, and in particular the rivers, which constitute a
longue durée creating and structuring living traditions.
Webs of significance are constantly spun around the
water worlds, which define the physical surroundings in
which sacred and profane architecture are constructed.
For instance the Indus civilisation was a townscape
within a water cosmology. According to Gordon Childe,
the Indus civilisation “represents a very perfect
adjustment of human life to a specific environment, that
can only have resulted from years of patient effort. And,
it has endured; it is already specifically Indian and forms
the basis of modern Indian culture. In architecture and
industry, still more in dress and religion, Mohenjodaro
reveals features that have always been characteristic of
historical India” (Childe 1952:183-184). This statement
is perhaps too conclusive, but regarding the waterworlds I will agree. Changes in the river courses of the
Indus and Hakra river systems had profoundly
influenced the settlement pattern and the cultural
changes (Mughal 1992). Stability in the water
environment creates cosmologies, not due to
environmental determinism, but because myths and
traditions materialise in due course of time. The lifegiving processes, which are the underlying strata for the
performance of penance, are efficaciously expressed in
materialised myths which also constitute social realities
by defining and creating spatial hierarchies. Religion
does not work above or beyond the actual life of people
but it works in accordance with the life-world and actual,
daily problems as they are experienced by the devotees.

Conservation of living traditions is a difficult task since
every tradition is changing. Urban archaeology aims to
bridge present and past by constructing multiple
ethnographies of places (Mayne & Murray 2001), and
archaeologists help to reconstruct the physical
characteristics within such a contextual web of historical
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Dating traditions – the development of castes
and divine kingdom

As previously seen, the caste system is a kind of social
and ritual organisation which priests claim has a
religious and “eternal” origin, and hence, it is a part of
the householders’ dharma to fulfil the prescribed duties
in accordance with the respective castes. Historically, on
the other hand, it is possible to sketch out a different
picture of this social organisation as a way of structuring
society in Nepal. Officially the caste laws (differential
punishment for offenders of different castes for the same
offence) were abolished in 1963 (Bista 1991:55),
although the structuring principles still pertain in many
spheres of social interaction. According to Dor Bahadur
Bista, the Brahmans migrated to the western hills of
Nepal from India for the first time in the twelfth century
when they were dislodged by the Muslim invaders (Bista
1980:2). Thus, the caste system could not have
originated prior to the Brahminical migration. Bista
argues that “though Nepal is considered to have long
been Hindu, its native Hinduism has not included a
belief in caste principles, which remain a foreign
importation with little popular support. Only in the past
hundred and thirty-five years has the caste system gained
any kind of endorsement” (Bista 1991:29), and it “has
only marginally penetrated its society which is confined
to particular classes of particular ethnic groups”
(ibid:35).

Material institutionalisations of practices are most often
the outcome of a long process of negotiation and
hierarchising. By materialising the social structure in
space tradition seems eternal and hierarchies are
“frozen” into the future. When spatial constructions are
seen as divine manifestations, those who control these
monuments attain religious legacy for their social
hierarchies and agencies. Religions and traditions are
continuously changing, and dating changes in traditions
and practices is a difficult task.
The danger of not attempting to date traditions may,
however, result in analysing practices and cultural
features irrespective of time and local agencies. This is
normally what priests do when they refer to, and present,
the scriptural high-religion as the eternal and only truth
which everyone allegedly have used as their religious
manual from time immemorial. As researchers, it is
important to stress that even though the same holy
scriptures have been used for centuries or millennia,
believers interpret the same text differently in time and
space. Religious specialists do not hold a truth
unchanged since time immemorial, although such claims
maintain their position as a religious elite giving
legitimacy to existing structures of dominance. Holiness
is presented to imply a static view of cultures because
the ontological basis of religion is eternal, but this notion
represents only the interests of the dominant elite, who
maintain their position through the maintenance of a
frozen past with continuity into the present.

In other words, it was during the Rana regime (18461951) that the caste system became a social organisatory
principle nation-wide. When the Gorkhas came to power
and established the kingdom of Nepal, most of the
traditions and rituals that are the subject of discussion
seem to have been established, at least at Pashupatinath
which is my main focus. This necessitates a brief
introduction to the history of Nepal. Prithvi Narayan
came to the throne in Gorkha in 1743 and the conquest
of Kathmandu Valley was only the beginning of a period
of Gorkha expansion. Control of the Himalayas as far
west as Kashmir might well have been attained had not
an aggressive policy against Tibet regarding trade
control of the border passes provoked a Chinese and
Tibetan invasion in 1792 (Whelpton 1991:5).

“Cultures are always in the process of changing and
reconstructing themselves, sometimes in almost
unrecognisable, qualitatively different ways. There is no
culture that has existed “since time immemorial” and
no…cultures exhibit forever the characteristics present at
their birth” (Kohl & Tsetskhladze 1995:151). Authorised
versions of the past may be used to legitimate the current
order by establishing a link between present governors
and ultimate sources of power and legitimacy which
reside in the past. In this regard, the religious elite’s
interpretations bear many similarities with how
archaeology is used in society, which may serve (i) to
establish political and territorial legitimacy, (ii) to
buttress political ideology, (iii) to maintain cultural
identity and ethnicity, and finally (iiii) to invent tradition
(Kaiser 1995:113).

The Himalayan kingdom of Nepal as a unified state
starts with the conquest of the Kathmandu valley in 1769
by Prithvi Narayan Shah, and the current king
Gyanendra is the 13th monarch in Nepal descending from
Prithvi Narayan Shah. Nevertheless, during most of the
time the effective power was held by a minister regime
in the king’s name, which is called the Rana regime.
Throughout the Rana period the royal family had the
formal superiority although the actual power was in the
hands of the Rana ministers. Jung Bahadur Rana (fig.
14.1) attained the post in 1846 and succeeded in making
these posts hereditary positions of his family.

Researchers may then partake in legitimising these
structures of influence and dominance if the history of
traditions is presented as stagnant, stable, and even
eternal. In reality, social and religious structures are
always changing and by tracing the origin and the
development of social structures, the “naturalness” and
the seeming historical “eternity”, which give these
structures political legitimacy today, decrease.

The Muluki Ain (National or Civil Code), made in 1854
by the Ranas, was an important document
institutionalising the caste system.
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Fig. 14.1. Jung Bahadur Rana.
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The Muluki Ain aimed to arrange all different groups in
one country-wide hierarchy, and this civil code was the
outcome of a long process.The development of castes
took place in Medieval Nepal and has to be seen in
relation to the different ritual practices performed at
Pashupatinath. I have previously argued along with
Hocart’s theory that caste was originally a ritual
organisation structured around the king’s sacrifice. If
this is correct, one may assume two things:

Ksatriya caste (ibid:746). During the Shtitimala regime,
according to the chronicles, Brahmans were forbidden to
act as priests for other castes than the Ksatriyas and
Sresthas (Regmi 1965:644), which indicates that within
certain spheres of society caste regulations were
employed and observed. Still, the system did not contain
the whole society, and the fact that the king issued an
edict prohibiting priests from conducting services for
others than the kings and the Sresthas, illuminate
perhaps that older priestly roles and functions were at
work in society.

Firstly, the kingdom of Kathmandu would have been the
place where the caste structure was initially developed
and deployed, and secondly, it should be possible to
trace the constructions of castes in the cosmogonic
cremations as manifested in the materiality at
Pashupatinath and in the rituals performed including
both the king’s cremation and the katto-ritual.

Another approach in the search for the origin and the
subsequent development of caste is the divine kingship.
As I have argued earlier, the katto-ritual is a rite
whereby the king embodies the sins of his kingdom and
further recreates the social order and the caste system.
The belief that the king is an incarnation or avatar of
Vishnu is known to date back to the Newar royal
tradition and the reign of Jaya Sthitimalla (Whelpton
1991:9). Nevertheless, one cannot take for granted that
this divine kingship was institutionalised and accepted
immediately.

Starting with the caste system, Sylvian Levi suggests
that Jaya Sthitimalla was responsible for the caste
system, and his hypothesis is that the king as a regent
constituted the caste system in Nepal in the end of 14th
century CE (Regmi 1965:651). Jaya Sthitimalla is
mentioned as the King of Nepal between 1382 and 1396,
and he founded the dynasty which ruled Nepal for nearly
four hundred years (ibid:347). He reconstituted a
disrupted society by, among other acts, dividing the
society into four castes and 36 strata. The high castes
could not drink water from low castes, and Jaya
Sthitimalla evolved a reformed penal code whereby
punishment was made proportionate to the offence.
These reforms received final codification in the Muluki
Ain of Yudha Shamsher in the Rana period (Shreshtha
1984:5-7). Jaya Sthitimalla’s role in creating castes was
not limited to laws, but he sought also to implement this
by structuring the ritual space and practice. Most of the
Newar chronicles suggest that, at least ideally, the
cremation areas for most of the significant macrostatus
groups were held separate. According Hasrat’s
chronicle, Jaya Sthitimalla “distinguished and classified
thirty-six tribes according to their trades and
professions…[and] constituted for each of the thirty-six
a separate masãn [cremation ground] or place for
burning their dead” (op. cit Levy 1992:161). This may
testify that death and cosmogony were initially the main
spheres where caste as a structuring principle was
important.

After the death of Jaya Sthitimalla it seems that the
kingdom was divided, which might be interpreted that a
divine kingdom was not thoroughly established.
Although Dharmamalla was in his right to become king,
there was a collegial regime in the name of all the three
brothers until 1403, but the reasons for this collegial rule
remain unknown (Regmi 1965:372).
After 1403 there seems only to be two survivors;
Dharmamalla and Jyotirmalla. The last document of the
joint regime is an inscription on a slab stone attached to
the temple of Rajarajesvari some 300 yards from the
shrine of Pasupatinatha on the bank of the Bagmati
River. This inscription from 1408 gives two reigning
brothers, Dharmalla and Kirtimalla (probably meaning
Jyotirmalla) (ibid:374). The relations between these
three brothers are uncertain, and “it may be that they had
functioned like regents of a council of three to look after
the throne rendered vacant by the death of Jaya
Sthitimalla” (ibid:378). The sources are fragmented and
contradictory, and they do not a give a clear picture of
the history. In contemporary Chinese documents there
are, ever since Jaya Shtitimalla was seated on the throne,
another personage in Nepal who has been recognised by
the Chinese as the king because the missions were
accredited to him (ibid:394). On the one hand, “it cannot
be true that Chinese Emperors could not be aware of the
sovereign rulers in the Nepal Valley at the time when
they sent missions to the country” (ibid:403), but on the
other hand, the Chinese often overlooked facts that were
of no immediate concern to them. As an example, in
1840 when China was at war with Britain, the Chinese
were unaware that the British on Indian soil were
imperialists and they thought that the British were just
one of the people inhabiting a province there (ibid).

The codification of the rigid caste system may indicate
that caste as a structure was not an integrated social
organisation and principle in society. The strict emphasis
on punishment and obedience to the law suggests that
there were no real caste structures practiced in everyday
life. There are other hints of castes being under
construction. An inscription from 1406 CE mentions
people belonging to four varnas (Regmis 1966:745),
indicating that caste started to become a common
classification term. A manuscript from Bhatgaon
(Bhaktapur) dated to NS 627 (1507 CE) gives evidence
that the royals and the nobility called themselves the
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On the death of Dharmamalla the joint regime ended
automatically and Jyotirmalla was the only surviving son
of Sthitimalla. The last document which mentions the
joint reign, is dated to 1408, and the first document
mentioning only Jyotirmalla as a ruler dates from 1409.
Thus, there is no doubt that Jyotirmalla became the king
in between 1408-1409 (Regmi 1965:412). At this time,
there are indications that the king strove towards being
recognised as Vishnu. His inscription on Pasupati
describes him as a learned man and an “ocean of all
kingcraft as taught by Chanakya and other learned
men…[and] he adopted the viruda of Daitya Narayana
which indicates that he was primarily a follower of the
cult of Visnu” (ibid:422). The same Pasupati inscription
which commemorates the setting up of a gold final on
the top of the Pasupati temple, “speaks of him as
Paramamahesvara binding under the load of fame
gained by the restoration of the top of Svayambhu stupa
and of the image of the Dharmadhatu Vagisvara”
(ibid:422). Yaksamalla followed Jyotirmalla from 1428.
A stele attached to the wall of the Vedika at the foot of
the Taleju temple dated to 1642 AD gives a genealogy of
the kings from Yaksamalla to Pratamalla. The stone
pillar, which gives Pratapa’s genealogy, was supporting
a lion set up in honour of the Goddess, and it reads
(Regmi 1966:98):

practices should be possible to trace in material patterns
and written sources.

The power of tradition
At the outset it is possible to make some comments on
the physicality of the Pashupatinath area. Although some
holy men claim that the Pashupatinath phallus is more
than 5,000 years old, most suggestions are more modest.
Historically, the linga was destroyed during the Muslim
invasion of NS 470 (1350 CE), and a new linga was
subsequently set up afterwards, which has been in
continuous use until today (Regmi 1965:557).
Pratapamalla (1641-1674) offered gold finial for the roof
of the Pashupatinath temple (inscription dated NS 775,
1655 CE), and in front of the main temple he constructed
a temple with a roof where he set up 1008 Shiva-lingas
(Regmi 1966:80-81). The physical surroundings at
Pashupatinath reveal how the mental interacted with the
material; or how new social structures necessitated
material constructions.
Starting with the present past, aghor Ram Nath –
Tyaginath’s guru – died in 2029 BS (1972 CE) allegedly
at the age of 115. In 1982 BS (1925 CE) Ram Nath built
two cremation ghats at Ram Ghat. This does not mean,
however, that people were not cremating there prior to
the constructions of the ghats, rather the contrary,
constructing ghats for the “common” people indicates
that there was already an existing practice of cremating
according to caste rules and cosmogonic principles at the
turn of the 20th century. It seems plausible that the
construction of cremation platforms is not the invention
of a tradition but the result of existing practices which
necessitated material institutionalisations. Arya Ghat and
the royal cremation platform were allegedly built by
Pratap Malla’s father; Laksminarasimhamalla (16201641). Whether this construction implied two platforms
where the northernmost was reserved for the royals and
the other for Brahmans, or only one platform for the
royals, is uncertain. The important aspect in this context
is that even though kings probably were cremated at
Arya Ghat in earlier periods, there were no clear
distinctions between the areas where different people
were cremated. Thus, with the emergence of explicit
notions of a divine king it seems that this necessitated
constructions of permanent ghats, which manifested the
king’s role in cosmogony and the caste system as a ritual
organisation based upon the king’s sacrifice.

Fig. 14.2. Royal genealogy of the Mallas.
Yaksamalla, his son
Ratnamalla, his son
Suryamalla, his son
Amaramalla, his son
Mahendramalla, his son
Sivasimha, his son
Hariharasimha, his son
Laksminarasimha, his son
Pratapamalla

Another stele at Pashupatinath dated to 1658 is even
more revealing because the genealogy starts with
Vishnu: “Visnu, Surya, Manu Vaivasvata, in his dynasty
was born Dilipa, Raghu, Aja, Dasaratha, Rama, Lava, in
his race was born Harisimha, who came to rule Napal,
his son (Tatputro) Yaksamalla, Yaksamalla, Ratnamalla,
Suryamalla, Narendramalla, Mahendramalla, Sivasimha,
Hariharasimha,
Laksminarasimha,
Pratapamalla”
(Regmi 1966:103).

The royal families in general followed the Brahmanical
cult and they employed Brahman priests (Regmi
1965:553). This is evident in the Thyasapu, which is a
kind of diary in Newari language from the later medieval
period. The Thyasapu literally means “a book” and it
provides actual dates (Regmi 1966:12). The Thyasapu
gives numerous accounts of people dying at the bank of
Bagmati River. Low castes of the Saivites took the dying
to the ground floor while all castes within the Guva’s

At this time at least the official picture of the king as
Vishnu is firmly established. Thus, the construction of
the divine kingdom seems to have been initiated and
completed in the period between 1400-1650. Exactly
when the institution was established as a structuring
principle governing society is difficult to say, but a late
date perhaps in the first half of 17th century seems
plausible. The creation of the divine kingdom would
imply changes in social and ritual roles, and these
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spiritual fold took them to the uppermost, and it seems
that this must have been the general custom in the
medieval period (Regmi 1966:709), indicating spatial
patterning of cremation in accordance with caste rules.
“The members of the Royal family in Kathmandu were
either taken to the Arya-ghat on the bank of the river
Bagmati where it flows touching the outer walls of the
temple precincts of Pasupatinatha or were cremated
within the confines of the Royal Palace on a select site.
There was a specially raised stone platform reserved for
royal cremation, which was called rajadipa both inside
the Royal Palace and in Deopatan” (ibid:709-710). On
the one hand, the idea that the royals were cremated at a
separate ghat confirms the notion that the caste system
was established and structured around the divine king
and his cosmogonic role in society and cosmos. But on
the other hand, since the kings could also be cremated at
a separate platform inside the royal palace, this may bear
testimony of a practice still emerging; the divine
kingdom was not thoroughly manifested because then
the performances would have to be conducted in the
public sphere. Also at Sankhamul where the royals from
Patan kingdom were cremated, there was a special
platform reserved for the members of the royal family,
but knowledge of these practices have vanished among
the current residents, priests included, who live on the
ghat along the river.

the Senior Maharanee brought him up (Mukerji 1909:x).
Although not the biological mother, the Senior
Maharanee was his social mother. Regarding the satis,
the late general writes:
“The three Maharanees who had determined to
immolate themselves as suttee were repeatedly
entreated to desist, but they would not go back from
their decision. Three pyres were accordingly erected
on the banks of the river – one to be shared by the
Maharaja and the senior Maharanee, the other two for
the other suttees. The Maharaja’s remains were then
dressed in a robe of state and laid down on the pyre,
while the Maharanees, after distributing alms to the
poor put on the red garb of a suttee, and ascended
their respective pyres. The eldest Maharanee, as
stepped up the chita or pyre, spoke to the assembled
crowd in the following words: “Gentlemen, you all
know the love of the Maharaja had for you, and the
zeal with which he devoted his life to the moral, social,
intellectual, and political welfare of your country. If in
the discharge of his duty he has ever by word, look or
deed, wronged any one of you, I, on his behalf, ask you
to forgive him, and to join me in praying for the
everlasting peace of his soul.” With these words, she
embraced the Maharaja’s remains, and then laid
herself down beside him, and ordered the chitas to be
fired. When the cremation was over, the mourners
bathed in the river, and with heavy hearts returned to
the capital” (Rana 1909:308-309).

A more resilient tradition has been the practice of sati.
Widow burning was officially prohibited in Nepal with
the Mulukin Ain (Civil Code) by Jung Bahadur Rana.
However, even after the first Mulukin Ain of 1854 a
slave wife married to a freeman was legally allowed to
practice widow burning (Höfer 1979:126), and the
declining practice of sati has to be seen in light of
widow remarriage which the Mulukin Ain of 1854 does
not prohibit (ibid:169). Eventually, widow burning was
outlawed by Prime Minister Candra Samser as late as
1920 in Nepal, which is almost one century later than
William Bentinck’s famous decree of December 4th in
1829 in India (Michaels & Tandan 1994:19). The
persistence of widow burning illuminates the power of
tradition and the resilience in practices when they are
consolidated.

At Pashupatinath widows were burnt regularly, and the
practice has a continuity dating back at least to the
Licchavia period in the 5th century CE. Rudramalla, the
subsidiary king of Bhatgaon (Bhaktapur), died in 446
CE and four women were burnt with him as satis (Regmi
1966:712-713). The practice of widow burning was
widely prevalent in the early Middle Ages and continued
in later periods not only among the kings but also
noblemen. Wives of Brahmans and in some cases even
Ksatriyas and Vaisyas were burnt. In the early middle
ages no kings died without their wives being burnt on
the pyre. The satis came also from the harem. In the
documents that exist, Mahendramalla (1560-1574) is
documented with several satis. When Pratapamalla died
in 1674 “nine women were burnt to death along with his
body, among these one was Rani, six were concubines”
(ibid:95). Nripendramalla (1674-1722) was cremated
with 9 satis and his brother Parthivendra’s (1680-1687)
body was cremated together with 24 satis. 33 women
were burnt when Yoganarendramalla (1684-1705) was
cremated. Noteworthy is the fact that despite all those
who were sacrificed alive on the pyre, some women ran
away from the fire and this cruel practice, and it seems
that they did not become more stigmatised in society
after the escape than already implied in the ordinary
status of being a widow (ibid:714).

In Life of Maharaja Sir Jung Bahadur of Nepal written
by his son The Late General Padma Jung Bahadur Rana,
a detailed and personal account of Jung Bahadur Rana
who died February 25th 1877 is given. Jung Bahadur
Rana himself allegedly exerted all his influence to
discourage suttee (Mukerji 1909:vi). Nevertheless, at his
death five Maharanees prepared for a suttee, but the
eldest prevented two of her companions from
participating on the grounds that they had young
children, and for their sake they should live, “and after
some reluctance they yielded at last to her prudent
counsel” (Rana 1909:308). Even the prime minister who
abolished the practice became enslaved by the tradition.
General Padma Jung Rana was born in December 1857.
His mother died only some few hours after his birth, and

There is no doubt that the practice of suttee started early
and that the royal aristocracy strictly adhered to it, but it
seems that this process worked quite independent of the
construction of castes and the divine kingship in Nepal.
The strong asymmetrical gender relations which are
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implicit in the practice of sati is, seen from this
approach, quite independent of the caste system although
the ramification of the caste system institutionalised
men’s domination over women. Tradition may not only
legitimise everything, it is also a rationale for conducting
rituals. Even after suttee was outlawed in India 1829, it
has continued as a religious and cultural tradition, which
“spared” the widow the desolation brought on by her
condition and removed the financial burden she would
become on her son (Wilkins 1990). The sati often felt
that it was the right thing to do when she committed
suicide on the pyre, even though other visible or
invisible forces of power and persuasion were equally
efficient and at work. ¨

Regarding satis, there are at least three factors which
have to be considered; the widow’s personal motivation,
the relatives’ persuasion and enforcement, and the
theological explanation and attempts to legitimate the
practice after the deaths. Without encountering a detailed
discussion of the socio-political reasons for widowburning, the recent cases illuminate the power and
persistence of tradition. All social practices change
through time, and the perception of tradition as a
timeless continuity without change is a construction. The
creation of tradition may consist of two components;
new inventions get their legitimacy from tradition
through being seen as a direct continuity or through
being explicitly perceived as a re-creation of a lost
tradition. Thus the invented tradition may bear no direct
or visible relation to the past although protagonists see it
differently. Consequently, the re-creation or the presence
of an authentic past in the present is often seen as an
invention of tradition (Gombrich & Obeyesekere
1988:241).

The last widow-burning was “successfully” completed
August 6th 2002 by the 65 year-old widow Kuttu Bai in
Madhya Pradesh. She was dressed up as a bride when
she attended her husband’s pyre. The most “famous”
widow-burning or murder in the name of sati in recent
times was, however, the one of the eighteen-year-old
Roop Kanwar in Rajasthan in India September 4th 1987.
The Shankaracharya of Puri argued, “ever since this
anti-sati law was enacted, nature has been revolting.
Today, when we should be feeling the heat of summer, it
is cold. The monsoons bring no rain. And untimely
rainfall has destroyed crops ready for harvest. All
because sati has been insulted” (Narasimhan 1998:144).
The sacrifices of widows were interpreted into the world
of waters as a procreative force, which became a deathgiver unless satis committed suicide on their husbands’
pyres. And the good rains that appeared in 1988 after
long droughts were interpreted by the pro-sati fraction as
a consequence of the widow-burning (ibid).

Tradition is intimately connected to truth. Truth in
traditional societies – the access to truth or the
possibility and capacity to make true statements – is
reserved for persons or specialists in certain social
positions. Only some actors are capable of making true
statements about certain domains of reality (Boyer
1990:94). Consequently, even though those who employ
these positions claim to have a divine origin and basis,
there are contested hierarchies regarding which
knowledge and positions are supposed to be truth
bearers. In Hindu religion there are two authorities,
either tradition which has no scriptural foundation, or the
high religion which is founded by the Scriptures. Even
pandits (Brahman priests) stress that in Hinduism
tradition is more important than what the religious texts
prescribe.

The hydrological circle and the world of waters are
frames of reference which everything can be interpreted
into if needed; it is the ultimate and ontological ground
zero from which everything good departs and arises, it
has a multiplying function whereby it creates life to
others. Water is life, and as such the most basic lifegiving element that exist. It is self-generating and
thereby self-legitimating. If it is necessary to sacrifice a
person for the waters which bring life to many who
otherwise would have died, then one has an obligation to
do so, and it is a religiously motivated and moral action.
Consequently, those who are in power and can
legitimate their actions and sacrifices as means for
procuring, saving, or creating waters for humanity in
general, have the legal and religious right and duty to do
so. They can legitimise their actions through appeals to
the common prosperity of humans and society despite
the fact that the rituals they perform may, of course,
have no causal influences on the actual hydrological
process. Nevertheless, the societal hierarchies are
maintained by those who can legitimise their actions and
their social positions and roles by primary reference to
water as a general commons for everyone; they possess
the social key to define what is good in society.

Holy men best exemplify the contradiction between a
tradition in which knowledge is transferred from guru to
novice, and the personal devotional commitment to God.
The paradox can be summed up like this; the only thing
that really matters is the devotee’s personal commitment
to God, but it is impossible to achieve such a
commitment except through meticulous guidance by a
guru who transfers tradition and righteous knowledge.
Holy men often complain that priests are more
concerned with the performance of rituals than the
rituals’ meanings, and they claim that priests recite the
holy books blindly rather than being concerned about the
content and the ritual commitment. But paradoxically, a
holy man who advocates this attitude may also add that
he has not changed anything about the rituals he learnt
from his guru twenty years ago. The knowledge he was
taught is still the best because his guru initiated him into
those specific mantras and rituals. Still, all sadhus
emphasise that there are different paths to the same goal,
but at the same time they may argue that one cannot
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choose one’s own path because only the gurus know the
paths since they have learnt them from their gurus, or in
other words: from tradition.

between these meaning constellations is the subject of
study. Tradition is always interaction and never isolation
or stagnation, and all societies and religions change
continuously. It is therefore important to de-construct a
tradition into its constitutive components for several
reasons. Firstly, when writing social history, the
construction and the re-negotiations of the various
components are the actual social processes going on in
society. Secondly, by analysing the development of a
tradition and its constitutive acts one may demolish any
notions of a “pure” culture or religion and instead focus
on the bricolage of ideas and mutual exchange of
knowledge. Finally, by not de-constructing the different
levels of meanings and the development of tradition one
may partake in creating the superior part’s truth
monopoly, which also stresses that academic knowledge
is a part of society in general.

Tradition is always seen as a static continuity even
though the actual practices change through time.
Informants often explain the “natural” speed of change
in a tradition with the statement that it is in “accordance
with time”, which most often follows the rhythms of a
person’s individual life cycle. Changes do not contradict
tradition as long as they feel natural, which means that
they are incorporated into social practices having a
social role in the constitution of society. Returning to the
origin of caste, to pinpoint the exact year when it was
introduced as an organisatory principle is quite different
from analysing when caste organisation had an impact as
a structural principle in society. Jaya Sthitimalla may
have introduced the idea at an official level, but
empirically one knows that the rigid classification of
Mulukin Ain four hundred and fifty years later was not
followed strictly by all groups and people. There has
probably never been an agreement of the caste system
for instance in accordance with Dumont’s classification
scheme. Moreover, as we have seen, the development of
the divine kingdom was not accepted at once, and it took
several centuries before this belief was institutionalised
and materialised in actual practices. Thus, the
implementation of the caste system was a long process,
but once established, caste has always been presented as
an “ever-existing” divine and religious organisation.
Empirically, there have always been contested
hierarchies. This is not to say that caste has never been
an organsiatory principle, rather the contrary; caste as a
discriminating tool in social life has been an efficacious
means for creating and organising social differences, but
these social differences have been acted out in various
ways and not in accordance with one classificatory
scheme given once and for all.

Even though the development of caste was a late
development in Nepal, this social organisation dates
much earlier on the Indian sub-continent. I will therefore
continue the analysis of death and life-giving waters in a
cosmogonic perspective emphasising cremation, caste,
and karma. As I proceed backwards in history the
question of karma and rebirth becomes a clue to an
understanding of the development of the various
religions. Analysing the development of karma and its
relation to the different religions necessitates a broader
geographical investigation because these ideas and
eschatologies were most probably not invented in
isolation. Particularly the similarities between early
Greek philosophy and Hindu and Buddhist thoughts are
revealing. The links between the East and the West
clearly go back to the Mesopotamian world. From the
middle of the eight century BCE, great Ionian cities were
located at the Anatolian coast, which may have emerged
out of Phoenician trading centres. It was in this century
that the Greeks established trading posts further south of
the Asian Minor coast, which brought oriental influences
to Greek art, religion, and the civilisation in general
(Goody 1996:250-251). The mutual influences in
religion and civilisation are particularly visible at the
prehistoric site Taxila in the Indus-valley. In the next
chapter I will therefore turn to Greek and Indian
eschatology and soteriology.

Tradition as a truth-defining ontology is a powerful tool.
Those who possess this social and divine legitimacy can
justify the current social organisation and future
changes, which again manifest their own superior
position. As seen, numerous webs of meanings
inevitably constitute a tradition, and the interconnection
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Chapter 15:
Rebirth and water in ancient Greece and India

Rebirth and the elements of microand macro cosmos

animal rebirths, which also explains their taboos against
consuming flesh. According to the tradition, Pythagoras,
who was born and lived on the island of Samos during
the reign of the tyrant Polycrates who came to power c.
540 BCE, had the capability of retrocognition such that
he could recollect past lives, and the Pythagoreans
shared the Orphic understanding of the body as a prison.
It seems that they believed in cross-reincarnation, but
these ideas were not culturally accepted among the
larger community. It is possible to distinguish between
at least three different models of Pythagorean rebirth: 1)
the Herodoutus-Porphyry model in which the soul goes
through a predetermined cycle, 2) the Heraclides model
in which the soul does not go through a predetermined
cycle, although one is reborn as a plant or animal at
some time or other, and 3) perhaps an Aristotle model
since he comments that according to the Pythagoreans it
was possible “for any soul to be clothed in any body”.
Common for all these models are that they are
nomologically adequate and objectively possible, but
none of them contain ethicisation as a process. There are
three ways one may explain these thoughts; firstly, the
Greeks themselves invented rebirth; secondly, it was
diffused from India to Greece, or; thirdly, it was diffused
from Greece to India. The diffusion hypothesis is
possible, but it is difficult to explain how this process
could have happened either way, and this hypothesis
also includes the problem complex regarding the
similarity between the mathematical ideas of Pythagoras
and the ideas of, among other Indian philosophers,
Samkhya. Regarding mathematics it is not clear whether
the Indian mathematics antedated or postdated
Pythagoras, but for rebirth doctrines it is evident that
Pythagoras antedated the Buddha (Obeyesekere
2002:190-200).

Strabo commenting on the Brahmans:
“On many points, however, their opinions coincide
with those of the Greeks, for the Brachmânes say with
them that the world was created, and is liable to
destruction, that it is of a spheroidal figure, and that
the Deity who made and governs it is diffused through
all its parts. They hold that the principles of all things
are different, but that water was the principle
employed in the formation of the world; that in
addition to the four elements there is a fifth nature
from which the heaven and the stars were produced,
and that the earth is situated in the centre of the
universe. Concerning generation, the nature of the
soul, and many other subjects, they express views
similar to those of the Greeks. They wrap up their
doctrines about the immortality of the soul and
judgement in Hades in fables after the manner of
Plato. This is the account which Megasthenes gives of
the Brachmânes”.

Strabo, op. cit. M’Crindle (1901:66-67).
Academically, there is hardly any more dangerous
enterprise than entering the classical debate with limited
knowledge, but I will nevertheless dare to do so. Parts of
the Hindu cosmology bear striking similarities to that of
the ancient Greeks, and my aim is to shed some light on
this problem complex seen from the East; I will neither
give a conclusive answer nor a complete presentation of
the eschatologies and cosmologies, but only emphasise
that the similarities are important to stress in cultural
analyses of societies both in the East and the West.
Many of the same ideas originated and prevailed at the
same time; there was a mutual exchange of ideas, the
Greeks and the Indians had frequent contact with each
other, and classical writers were knowledgeable of the
greatness and importance of, among other things, the
waters of India. Therefore, this small introduction to the
elements and Hindu-Greek connections is intended to
illuminate that there was some kind of shared horizon
for understanding between the East and the West.
Particularly the belief that micro-cosmos was identical
with and a part of macro-cosmos, and the belief in
rebirth, show striking similarities.

Even though there are traditionally four elements in the
Greek philosophy, there is also a fifth element
corresponding to the Hindu or Buddhist tradition. The
elements were characterised as the five regular solids.
According to Aristotle, “most of the philosophers
thought that principles in the form of matter were the
only principles of all things: for the original source of all
existing things; that form which a thing first comes-intobeing and into which it is finally destroyed, the
substance persisting but changing its qualities, this they
declare is the element and first principle of existing
things…Over the number, however, and the form of this
kind of principle they do not all agree; but Thales, the
founder of this type of philosophy, says it is water”
(Aristotle, Metaphysics 983b 6). Anaximenes claimed it
to be air, Heraclitus fire, and the pluralists such as
Empedocles argued that the world of phenomena was a

Obeyesekere has explored the various rebirth theories
among the ancient Greeks in his Imagining Karma. The
presocratic tradition in Greece can broadly be labelled
“Pythagorean”. This school of thought believed in
reincarnation and their rebirth eschatology entailed
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say that written sources take precedence over material
culture, but one could anticipate that such important
information would be documented in the contemporary,
architectural manuals. Vitruvius was a famous Roman
architect who wrote De architectura in the 1st century
BCE. This was a 10 volumes handbook on Roman
architecture, which covers almost every aspect of
architecture including the construction of Greek temples.
The book is partly based on Vitruvius’ own experiences
but also on other theoretical works by famous Greek
architects, which now are lost (The New Encyclopædia
Britannica). The main objection against an interpretation
favouring The Golden Section and esoteric principles as
guidelines for the construction of Greek temples is the
absence of any such references by Vitruvius. He had first
hand knowledge of both Greek architects, their books
and practices, but regarding Greek temples he only
writes descriptively without any metaphysical
speculation or arguments (Østby pers. com.). Thus, the
temples may or may not have been based upon a
cosmological-mathematical principle, but as with
astrological explanations in general they do not greatly
enhance much to our knowledge of structuring principles
in society. In this case the question is not whether a
cosmological-mathematical principle existed, but to
what extent such principles were employed in the culture
at a larger scale, or whether an esoteric knowledge was
reserved for the few. There is reason to believe that the
latter case was the most common, and that the majority
of the philosophical knowledge neither reached the
laymen nor became culturally institutionalised.

result of a variety of combinations of these four elements
or the root substances (Guthrie 1967:51).
Most researchers would agree that the separation
between Greek science and religion does not make sense
“but rather the two [are] inseparable factors in a single
way of life” (Obeyesekere 2002:207). Thales went to
Egypt and then introduced geometry into Greece, and it
is with Thales that geometry first became a deductive
science depending upon general propositions (Heath
1921:128). Empedocles and not Pythagoras was the first
to declare the four elements to be the material principles
from which the universe was derived, but most likely all
the five solids were recognised at the same time before
they were identified with the elements. A passage from
Philolaus (c. 480-400 BCE) says that “there are five
bodies in the sphere, the fire, the water, the earth, and air
in the sphere, and the vessel of the sphere itself making
the fifth”. These are more to be understood as elements
in the universe than solid figures (ibid 158).
“Pythagoras, seeing that there are five solid figures,
which are also called the mathematical figures, says that
the earth arose from the cube, fire from the pyramid, air
from the octahedron, water from the icosahedron1, and
the sphere of the universe from the dodecahedron”
(ibid:159). According to Euclid, “the five so-called
Platonic figures, which, however, do not belong to Plato,
three of the five being due to the Pythagoreans, namely
the cube, the pyramid, and the dodecahedron, while the
octahedron and icosahedron are due to Theaetetus”
(ibid:162). The object of Book XIII of Euclid’s The
Elements is to construct and to comprehend each of the
five regular solids. The book ends with an arrangement
where the edges of the five regular solids are inscribed in
the one and only sphere in order of magnitude, proving
that no other regular solids than those five exist
(ibid:415-419). A more “scientific” way of proving the
interrelatedness of micro- and macro cosmos is hardly
possible. The ancient Greeks proved mathematically the
unity of macro- and micro-cosmos, showing that all
principles could be derived from each of the elements.
The ancient seers and sages on the Indian sub-continent
proved this by words; everything consisted of each
other. Cosmos, world, and humans constitute a unit.

It is therefore natural to turn to Empedocles who
believed that natural sciences were in service of his
religious thoughts, including the doctrine of salvation.
Empedocles was the most famous of the later
Pythagoreans, and he lived around the middle of the fifth
century. He was, according to Aristotle, offered the
kingship of Acragas, which he refused, and he became a
charismatic healer and prophet who gathered large
crowds (Obeyesekere 2002:215-216), and in this sense
he resembles Buddha who refused to become a king and
chose the path of renouncers. Empedocles was indeed
believed to be a deity incarnate: he was God. The
uniqueness of Empedocles and the early Pythagoreans
was not their rebirth theories but their doctrine of
salvation. It was possible to break the cycle of rebirth
through
esoteric
knowledge
which
included
“mathematical” knowledge. The elements were the
material basis of all things, which Empedocles
systematised, and as Obeyesekere says, “here I rather
suspect Indian “influence” because the systematisation
had already occurred in Indian and Buddhist monasteries
even though classical scholars think that these were
Empedocles’ reformulations of prior Greek ideas”
(ibid:218). Empedocles’ ethics is not, however, a karmic
ethic, although being reborn as a human was preferable
since one can only become a god if one has attained a
human body (ibid:227). This has it rationale in that “if,
as I have argued, ethicization occurs in relation to the

The derivation of cosmos and cosmogony from numbers
is most evidently seen, some argue, in the construction
of Greek temples. Crucial in this argument is what is
called “The Golden Section” or “The Golden
Proportions”, which is a rectangle whose sides are in the
golden proportion of 1:1618 (which is the same as
0:618). Generally, the length and the height of Greek
temples are in accordance with this proportion, which
also occurs naturally in some of the five solids as
mathematically figured by the Pythagoreans. There are,
however, problems with such an interpretation. Written
sources do not shed light on these matters. This is not to
1

icosahedron: a solid figure having twenty faces,
dodecahedron: a solid figure having 12 faces.
228

soteriologcial welfare of the group, then one cannot
expect Empedoclean rebirth to be concerned with
ethicization” (ibid:231) since this thought, together with
the earlier Pythagorean and later Platonian (which I will
return to), were partly esoteric and highly elitistic. These
thinkers were individualists interested in personal
salvation rather than converting the Greek population
into their beliefs. Thus, to sum up: Pythagorianism
postulated a cyclical theory of rebirth where the soul is
reborn on earth without an intermediate sojourn in a
heaven or hell, which means that it did not incorporate
much of mainland religious ideas of Hades etc, “lending
plausibility to the view that their rebirth theories came
from the “outside” and were given special eschatological
development and meaning by Pythagoras” (ibid:233).

the others too came through, all went on their way
towards the plane of Forgetting, through a hot and
fiercely suffocating atmosphere (for the place was bare
of trees and all plant life). They camped, when evening
was coming on, by the river Heedless, whose water no
vessel can contain. Now, it was obligatory for all to
drink a certain quantity of water, but those lacking in
sense drank more than this measure. And after
drinking from it, a person began to forget everything.
When they were asleep and midnight came, there
occurred thunder and an earthquake, and after that
they were immediately carried up in different
directions to their moment of birth, shooting like stars.
Er himself was prevented from drinking the water;
even so, he did not know where or how he reentered
his body, but he suddenly opened his eyes and saw
himself lying on the pyre at dawn” (op.cit . Halliwell
1988:103).

From Plato to Plotinus

Following Obeyesekere, Plato’s rebirth theory stops at
step 1 of ethicisation with one exception. In Timaeus
there is a reference that those who were immortal, folly,
and cowardice in the original community of men were
reborn as women, birds, insects, animals, reptiles, and
fish. These rebirths seem to bear close resemblances to
ethicisation step 2, but this is not so, because Timaeus is
the charter-myth, which describes how women and other
creatures originated. Being human was being a man, not
a woman.

If we have lived former lives, why can we not remember
anything from these lives? The River Lethe was the
solution to this problem, and was introduced in the fifth
century BCE. However, this does not mean that the
River Lethe first appeared in Greek religion as an
answer to objections to ideas of reincarnation (Whittaker
1954:55). In Whittaker’s discussion of whether or not
Empedocles in his system of reincarnation depended
upon earlier writers, he uses Plato’s concept of the River
Lethe in the Myth Er in Book X of the Republic arguing
that the ideas of this river are incompatible with the form
of the doctrine of reincarnation held by Empedocles.
Therefore, Whittaker argues that it is unlikely that the
idea of Lethe – the river which washes away men’s
remembrance on their stay in Hades – appeared until late
in the fifth century. Thus, Empedocles developed his
ideas in a period before the concept of the cleansing
River Lethe was invented (ibid:54). Even though the
notion of Lethe might be very old, the appearance of the
actual river in the Underworld cannot be dated much
before the beginning of the fourth century (ibid:56).
There are no concepts of an Underworld in the
Empedocles’s system of reincarnation (ibid:84). “Plato,
one would imagine, took over the doctrine of Lethe as
the river which washed away men’s recollection of their
previous existence and of their abode in Hades. Plato
introduces the idea that the effect of the water varies
according to the amount of it that one drinks. The force
of the Republic passage is much lessened if one suppose
that the whole idea of Lethe washing away remembrance
was Plato’s own invention” (ibid:58).

Thus, there is a chronology in Plato’s rebirths. The first
incarnation or the original creation consisted only of
men created by the gods. The second incarnation or first
reincarnation involved the process similar to ethicisation
step 2 in which all other beings and creatures, including
women, are born as a consequence of humans’, meaning
men’s, misconduct. The second reincarnation involves
only ethicisation step 1 in which men, women, animals,
fish, and plants are judged and sent to either Heaven or
Hades. After the otherworldly rewards or punishments a
human (or creature) is reborn. According to Plato, this
happens in accordance with “free will”: each persona
can choose what one would like to become in the next
incarnation. Each “stage” which includes a worldly life
and a stay in Heaven or Hades lasts for a thousand year,
and each persona will be incarnated ten times, which
means that the cycle of rebirth lasts for ten thousand
years (Obeyesekere 2002:271-273). The reason why
each person can choose its next incarnation is a result of
ethicisation step 1. “If people are punished and rewarded
in the other world for what they have done on earth, then
each person’s slate has been wiped clean so there is no
need for rewards and punishments in the next human
rebirth” (ibid:246), which is a dilemma ignored for
instance in Buddhism’s ethicisation step 2. Therefore, a
karma theory cannot evolve within Plato because “those
who are seeking rebirth have fully expended their load
of sin and merit, they are now given the freedom to
choose what they want to be in their next incarnation”
(ibid:246-247). Philosophers who wisely pick their lot
and choose to be reborn three times as philosophers will
be released from the cycle of rebirths (ibid:271), but in

Hence, Plato’s rebirth theory has to be seen as a result of
Plato himself “being trapped in the prison of the preexisting tradition” (Obeyesekere 2002:274). Plato
inherited an ethicised Hell and Heaven from Pindar and
probably Orphic thought (ibid). In Republic X Plato
writes regarding the deceased’s soul that:
“…Next it went, without turning around, beneath the
throne of Necessity, and after passing through it, when
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practice, common people are ignorant and lack “free
will”.

herdsmen, swineherds, tradesmen, interpreters, and
steersmen, and Megasthenes may therefore have taken it
for granted that there were seven castes in India
(McCrindle 1926:38-41). This might be taken as
evidence that the Greeks had superficial knowledge of
India.

Some of the inherent difficulties of Plato’s reincarnation
theory were tried solved by his late disciple Plotinus
(204-270 CE). Plotinus was the last rebirth theorist who
developed a rebirth doctrine which bears similarities to
the karma doctrine. According to Plotinus, the world is
linked in a scheme of cosmic harmony, and where Plato
allowed the incarnated to choose his forthcoming rebirth,
Plotinus claims “the lot he never chose”, which seems
identical to a kind of karmic determinism. However,
even though there is a karma-like automatic process in
Plotinus thoughts, he jumps straight to ethicisation step
2. Whereas the Platonic and Pindaric forms of rebirth
contained step 1 of ethicisation (judgment and
consequently a stay in a heaven or hell), Plotinus’
eschatology bypasses heaven and hell and the persona is
reincarnated directly back into this world. A karmic
eschatology necessitates both ethicisation process 1 and
2, and the combination of these does not appear in the
West (Obeyesekere 2002:296, 347). The main reason
Obeyesekere gives for the “stagnation” of rebirth
theories in the West compared to the East, is the
selfishness of the Greek or Western religious
philosophers. “Plotinus does not practice philosophy for
philosophy’s sake; he was practicing philosophy for the
sake of salvation, not salvation of the world but for those
sages and philosophers who would be interested in his
message” (ibid:305). Combined with various levels of
esoteric knowledge, this is equally true for both the
Pythagoreans and the later Greek traditions including
Plato’s academy. They developed a soteriology for
themselves, not for the world.

Greek and Indian cosmologies

In other cases, however, the Greeks had impressive
knowledge of the Indians both regarding cultural and
natural features. There are some historical traces that
show that the Greeks most likely knew and were familiar
with the Mahabharata. The inscription on the reverse
side of the pillar which Heliodorus put up in Besnagar
reads: “Three immortal precepts when practiced lead to
Heaven – Restraint, Renunciation, Rectitude”, and these
words have been identified as a concise rendering of two
passages in the Mahabharata. Another example is the
occurrence in Ptolemy and in the Bassarica of Dionysius
of the name Pandava-Pandus. The Pandava-Pandus
people only exist in the epic, and ultimately, the
common source for both Ptolemy and Dionysius can
only have been a Greek who had read the Mahabharata
and taken the name directly from it. Moreover,
Ptolemy’s names of the rivers in Punjab are closer to the
Sanskrit forms than to the Greek forms used since
Alexander’s days, suggesting that their ultimate source
was a Greek acquainted with Sanskrit (Tarn 1938:380381). There are also indications that some Greeks in
India read Jain literature (ibid:47, 381). Architecturally,
it seems that Greek architects constructed temples and
palaces far from their homeland, of which the Great
Palace of Darius and Xerxes at Persepolis was the most
spectacular. What is striking with this palace is the early
date of late sixth to mid-fifth century BCE. Later, when
the Indianisation started for real around 100 BCE, the
Greeks themselves placed their artistic skills at the
service of foreign religions (ibid:393).

According to Megasthenes, the whole population of
India is divided into seven castes. The Philosophers form
the first caste. The second caste consists of the
Husbandmen. They are exempt from fighting and public
services. They devote their time to tillage, and supply
the inhabitants with all that is needed for making life
enjoyable. The third caste is Neatherds and Shepherds,
who neither settle in towns nor villages but live in tents.
The forth caste consists of the Artizans. Some of them
are armourers while others make the implements which
husbandmen and others find useful in their callings. The
fifth caste is the Military. The sixth caste consists of the
Overseers. They inquire into and superintend everything
that goes on in India, and report to the king or to the
magistrates. The seventh caste consists of the
Councillors and Assessors; those who deliberate on
public affairs. It is the smallest caste in numbers but the
most respected. The order and chronology of
Megasthenes is misguiding, and the division into seven
castes may have been a common classification scheme in
his contemporary Greece. Herodotus divided the people
of Egypt into seven castes, namely the priests, soldiers,

Regarding mutual religious exchange, Plutarch made an
interesting statement that some Indians worshipped
Greek gods, commenting on Alexander’s “most
admirable philosophy, which induced the Indians to
worship Greek gods” (Plut. de. Alex. Fortuna aut virtue
328c). This is not rhetoric but a simple fact since Indians
in Greek cities, even if only outwardly and for the sake
of conformity, took part in the official city worship
(Tarn 1938:380). It is also noted by Plutarch that
Socrates was condemned by the sycophants in Athens
for introducing new deities. Equally interesting is the
fact that Greeks worshipped Indian gods. The inscription
on the Besnagar column, which is probably the earliest
inscriptions of Greek rule, is not likely to be later than
100 BCE, probably a little bit earlier (ibid:388). The
capital of this column is of the Persepolitan bell-shaped
type. The translation of the inscription reads: “This
Garuda-column of Vasudeva (Vishnu) the god of gods,
was erected by Heliodorus, a worshipper of Vishnu, the
son of Dion, and an inhabitant of Taxila, who came as
Greek ambassador from the Great King Antialcidas to
King Kaciputra Bhagabhadra, the Savious, then reigning
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prosperously in the fourteenth year of his kingship”
(Rapson 1914:134, 156-7). There are also indications of
Yavana [Greek Bactrians] traders who claimed to be
Buddhists (Thapar 1992:26). Furthermore, theatres are
indications of Greek impulses and expansions. A polis of
any pretensions without a theatre was unthinkable. There
is evidence that Euripedes and Sophocles were
performed at Susa in Iran, and Sophocles reached India.
On a fragment of a vase found near Peshawur there is a
scene from Antigone where Haemon begs Creon for
Antigone’s life, and the vase is of local manufacture.
Hence, someone in the Gandhara knew about Sophocles
(Tarn 1938:382).

“The whole of India is watered by rivers, some of
which unite the two greatest, the Indus and the
Ganges, while others enter the sea through mouths of
their own. They all have their sources in the Kaukasos.
At the first they flow southward, but while some
continue their course in this direction – those
especially which fall into the Indus – others are
diverted like the Ganges towards the east. The river,
which is the largest in India, descends from the
mountainous country and turns eastward upon its
reaching the plains…The Indus falls into the southern
sea…which resembles the Delta in Egypt. By the
vapours which ascend from so many rivers, and by the
Etesian winds, India, as Eratosthenes states, is watered
by the summer rains, and the level country is
inundated. During the rainy season flax and millet, as
well as sesamum, rice and bosmoron are sown; and in
the winter season, wheat, barley, pulse, and other
esculents with which we are unacquainted. Nearly the
same animals are bred in India as in Ethiopia and in
Egypt, and the Indian rivers produce all the animals
found in the rivers of these countries, except the
hippopotamus…” (M’Crindle 1901:19).

This indicates that the spread of Greek culture was more
than just a mere military conquest in the East. However,
there was cultural exchange in both directions, and one
may indeed argue that the East influenced the West more
than vice-versa. One thing in particular that fascinated
the Greeks was the Indian water worlds, and this
cosmology has to be seen in relation to the developing
theories of rebirth.

The rivers depend upon precipitation, and the
hydrological circle consists of evaporation and
condensation of water into clouds, which give rain and
snow. These waters end up on the Gangetic plains in the
famous rivers, which gives new life in forms of
successful harvest. “Anaximenes said the same as
(Anaximander), adding what happens in the case of sea,
which flashes when cleft by oars – Anaximenes said that
clouds occur when the air is further thickened; when it is
compressed further rain is squeezed out, and hail occur
when the descending water coalesces, snow when some
windy portion is included together with the moisture”
(Aetius III, 3, 2). Again, according to what Strabo
writes, “Aristoboulos states what follows: rain and snow
fall only on the mountains and the regions which lie at
their base, and the plains experience neither the one nor
the other, and are never laid under water except when
the rivers rise; the mountains are covered by snow in
winter, and early in the spring the rains set in and
continue to increase, pouring down in torrents both night
and day without any intermission…the rivers, on
becoming full by the melting of the snow and by the
rains, irrigate the level country” (M’Crindle 1901:21).
Nearchos comments on the same topic, “but does not
agree with Aristoboulos regarding the summer rains, for
he says that the plains are watered with rain in the
summer, but are without rain in the winter. Both writers
speak about the rising of the rivers…” (ibid:23). Without
rain, no rivers, and successive failure in the harvest.
Consequently, even a river ideology needs to emphasise
the importance of rain, and the complete hydrological
cycle, in one way or another, has to be taken into
account when water is incorporated into the religious
sphere as it is done in the Indian philosophy.

The history of physics and Greek philosophy started
with Thales of Miletus who asked the questions: “What
is the world made of and how is it made” (Amaldi
1966:7). Thales’ statement that everything is water is
often characterised as a naive answer to a question of
great importance since questions do not express
propositions in the sense that they are neither true nor
false. Thales’ question understood from his answer
implies that two things are true; all things have a source,
and the source of everything is one thing (Allen 1966:12). Thales was concerned with the primeval matter, and
gave the answer that water was the matter from which all
things were formed (ibid:17). Aristotle’s conjectures of
why Thales chose water as the primary substance: “He
got the notion probably from seeing that the nutriment of
all things is moist and kept alive by it…and that the
semen of all creatures has a moist nature, and water is
the origin of the nature of moist things” (Guthrie
1967:32).
The emphasis is on fertility and harvest, and the quality
of water as an element equals the Hindu and Buddhist’s
concept of the elements (air, water, fire, earth, and
ether), they are life-givers, and that is why they are
primeval; everything is made of the elements, after death
new forms emerge from the same elements again and
again, and as a result of death and transformations, these
elements have the quality and the power to create new
life. The Greek philosophers were concerned with the
complete hydrological circle. The Indian rivers attracted
the Greeks’ attention since they had not seen such
enormous waterways except in the river Nile. It seems
that their eco-mental curiosity was directed towards the
life-giving sources and rivers in particular, and hence, it
was natural that they turned to India. Strabo (c. 63 BCE 24 CE) states that

The life giving aspects of the Indian rivers were well
known, and they were unique. The ancient Indian river
ideology has its roots in the actual prosperity, the luxury,
and the wealth these rivers continuously sustained and
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procured for the people. The importance of the Indian
rivers is neatly expressed in this way; “The Ganga,
above all (other rivers), is the river of India, which has
lead India’s heart captive and drawn uncounted millions
to her banks since the dawn of history. The story of the
Ganga, from her source to the sea, from old times to the
new, is the story of India’s civilisation and culture, of the
rise and fall of empires, of the great and proud cities, of
the adventure of man, of the quest of the mind which has
so occupied India’s thinkers, of the richness and
fulfilment of life as well as its denial and renunciation,
of ups and downs, of growth and decay, of life and
death” (Jawaharlal Nehru, op. cit Datar 1961:15).
Naturally, the Indian texts have venerated the greatness
of the river and its splendour and grandeur. But the
Indian rivers were renowned outside the Indian subcontinent as well, and according to Dion Chrysostom,

those periods where both sources of evidence exist may
be contradictory or complementary to the archaeological
material. On the one hand, there is an ‘immanent
materiality’ in the texts or written sources (Norr
1998:13). From a theoretical point of view an analogy is
an analogy, and therefore, the principles for using
ethnographic and historical analogies in archaeological
explanations are fundamentally the same. In both cases
information is deduced about certain people from the
texts or scriptures which we compare with material
evidence in order to see whether congruent pictures can
be formed out of both categories or not. The problem
with both modern ethnographic texts and those of
classical authors is the merging of hermeneutic horizons
of understanding. “The information in a text is
conditioned by the author’s more or less imperfect
understanding, cultural and personal prejudices, or will
to transmit some normative message to the intended
readers. We could identify an additional hermeneutic
dimension between ourselves and the ‘ethnographic
information’ of a classical author, in awareness of the
temporal and cultural distance between his horizon of
understanding and ours” (Norr 1998:30). On the other
hand, archaeology still remains the main source of
information, if not the only one, about the great majority
of the peoples because they were of little concern to the
literate elite who produced the texts. Furthermore,
archaeology is also the only source to contrast the
information provided by those texts, which in most cases
are shaped by at least status and gender identities (DíazAndreu 1998:206-207). Therefore, archaeology may tell
a different story than written sources, and one has to be
cautious when interpreting both written and
archaeological sources.

“No men live more happily than you (the Phrygians),
with the exception of the Indians, for in their country,
it is said, the rivers flow not, like yours, with water,
but one river with pellucid wine, another with honey,
and another with oil, and they have their springs
among the hills – in breasts, so to speak, of the earth.
In these respects there is a world of difference between
you and them as regards pleasure and power; for what
you have here, you get with difficulty and in a shabby
way, pilfering trees of their fruits, calves of their milk,
and bees of their honey; but in India things are
altogether purer, except, I imagine, for violence and
rascality. The rivers flow four months for the king,
and this is his tribute, but for the rest of the year they
flow for the people. So then they pass each day in the
society of their children and their wives at the sources
and by the streams of the rivers, playing and laughing
as if at a festival. Along the river banks there
flourishes in great vigour and luxuriance the lotus –
and this is about the sweetest of all combustibles, and
not like our lotus, which is no better than food for
cattle…They have besides at hand water-baths of two
kinds; that which is hot and clearer than silver, and
the other dark-blue by reason of its depth and
coldness. In these the women and children swim about
together – all of them models of beauty” (M’Crindle
1901:174-175).

Eastern influences and Western responses
Walter Burkert has argued that the Greek civilization is
indebted to Eastern stimuli. His thesis is that migrating
“craftsmen of the sacred”, who were itinerant seers and
priests, transmitted mythological “wisdom”, religion,
and literature (Burkert 1992). The most intimate cultural
contacts and exchanges, Burkert argues, took place on
the level of skilled craftsmanship, and from the end of
the ninth century BCE eastern craftsmen migrated to
Greece and passed on their skills to the Greeks. The
transference of knowledge and not only trade through
intermediate contractors is evident in the adaptation of
new techniques in the art of goldsmiths and gem cutters,
ivory carving, and in particular, the various forms of
bronze-working (ibid:21-22). Later, the migration of
craftsmen went both ways, as the palace in Persepolis
shows. Burkert stresses that these craftsmen were not
only skilled professionals but also magic-wielding seers.
The craftsmanship represented secret knowledge, which
was passed on only to the sons. On the one hand, the
knowledge was practical, but on the other hand, it was
esoteric. The Hippocratic nomos ritualises the
transmission of knowledge; “Holy things are shown to

If the magnificent country was in the East, then it was
also natural that religious philosophers in the West
turned their attention eastwards, and in particular the
rivers were of major importance. Most researchers agree
that Alexander never crossed the Ganges, but it seems
that the river had a mythical grandeur which attracted
him. The king insisted on crossing the Ganges, and
according to Plutarch, “he felt that unless he could cross
the Ganges, he owed no thanks to his troops for what
they had already achieved; instead he regarded their
having turned back as an admission of defeat” (ScottKilvert 1973:319). Even for the Greeks Ganga was more
than just a river.
I have relied upon written sources in this section, and the
relation between text and context is problematic. The
relation between written sources and material remains in
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holy men; such things are not permitted for the profane
until they are initiated through the rites of knowledge”
(ibid:44).

and what I think that what I don’t understand is so too”
(Barnes 1987:100).
What is unquestionable is his reputation as a skilled and
learned philosopher, and the connection with Persian
religion seems strong regarding his thoughts and
emphasis on fire. A Zoroastrian influence or origin was
proposed as early as 1808 by Friedrich Schleiermacher
and elaborated further by Freidrich Creuzer in the 18201840s (West 1971:165-167).

The most spectacular find which strengthens such a
hypothesis is probably the second century BCE
Gundestrup cauldron found in a bog in Denmark, which
indicates that the tradition of such craftsmanship lasted
for centuries (fig. 15.1). According to the archaeologist
Timothy Taylor, “a shared pictorial and technical
tradition stretched from India to Thrace, where the
cauldron was made, and thence to Denmark. Yogic
rituals, for example, can be inferred from the poses of an
antler-bearing man on the cauldron and of an ox-headed
figure on a seal impress from the Indian city of
Mohenjo-Daro...Three other Indian links: ritual baths of
goddesses with elephants (the Indian goddess is
Lakshmi); wheel gods (the Indian is Vishnu); the
goddesses with braided hair and paired birds (the Indian
is Hariti)” (Taylor 1992:70). The presence of pictures of
Indian elephants and gods in Western Europe and
Scandinavia, together with Chinese silk, stress that the
East and West were more intimately connected in the
period from 300 BCE to 300 CE than what is commonly
believed (Taylor 1998:402).

Despite the differences in the philosophies, there are
certain features which are strikingly Zoroastrian (see
next chapter for a further discussion on Zoroastrianism).
Heraclitus’ emphasis on fire is revealing, and he
regarded the sun and other heavenly bodies as bowls
filled with fire. Nobody else held the bowl theory, and it
has been suggested that this is a Zoroastrian fire altar.
Moreover, regarding death, Heraclitus favoured a
treatment where the corpses were cast out, which would
imply maltreatment by dogs and birds; corpses were an
abomination. This seems to parallel the Zoroastrians’
air-burials, which would be repulsive to ordinary Greek
sentiment (ibid:183-184). Heraclitus ridiculed people
who worshipped statues as foolish and ignorant, and his
guardian-spirits behave in an un-Greek way when they
“rise” from the dead, which is a crucial belief in
Zoroastrianism and its resurrection (ibid:192).

Thus, Taylor puts forwards a hypothesis that members of
a group of travelling craftsmen of silversmiths must have
been the creators of the cauldron (Taylor 1992). The
mere fact that silversmiths had contacts stretching over a
distance of more than 4,000 miles is important, and
“such castes appear, therefore, to have played a crucial
role in knitting together the culture of the ancient world.
This insight alone may prove more important, in the end,
than recovering the original meaning of the pictoral
narrative on the cauldron” (ibid:71).

Hercalitus is said to have buried himself in cow-dung
because, according to himself, corpses are less worth
than dung (West 1971:198-200). This also parallels the
Zoroastrian safeguarding of the elements from impurity
caused by death (see next chapter). In the case of
Heraclitus it is impossible to decide whether he died of
dropsy or not, because the story could easily have been a
figment suggested by his remark that “it is death for
souls to become water” (Wheelwright 1959:11), which is
almost identical to references in the Upanishads
(ibid:173).

To what extent these craftsmen possessed esoteric
knowledge is difficult to say. Ethnographically it is
widely known that the process of melting and casting
iron, bronze, silver, and gold is often a ritually
dangerous practice, which involves notions of purity and
pollution. Apart from the actual knowledge involved in
the process of the making, the smiths’ role in society on
a more general level as magic practitioners is also
uncertain. The most common types of philosophers or
religious specialists are not known for their practical
skills but for their spiritual and logical capacities,
whether it is Diogenes, Platon’s disciples in the
academy, or oracles. Therefore, I will turn from
archaeological finds to philosophical thoughts tracing
other East-West exchanges.

For Heraclitus the premise that the world is constantly
undergoing change was symbolised by the flowing river
as an imagery of this universal condition; “You cannot
step twice into the same river, for the waters are
continually flowing on”. Similarly, fire was the most
volatile of all things (Wheelwright 1959:30), in the
words of Heraclitus: “Fire lives in the death of earth, air
in the death of fire, water in the death of air, and earth in
the death of water”. The relation between water and fire,
or more precisely, the matters of which humans consists
of, is interesting: The soul in Hades consists of and is
composed of smoke, and the souls therefore smell –
“The curious hypothesis is another consequence of
Heraclitus’s view...that smoke, cloud, and vapour are but
different forms of the state of things intermediate
between fire and water, and that the souls belongs
ontologically in this area” (ibid:66). But what happened
to the souls according to Heraclitus?

Heraclitus (c. 540-480 BCE) is probably one of the
earliest philosophers where Eastern influences are
evident. He was born in Ephesus in Asia Minor and his
writings were notorious for their difficulty. It is said that
Socrates was asked what he thought of Heraclitus’
writings, and he replied: “What I understand is splendid;
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Fig. 15.1. Gundestrup cauldron with yogic rituals, inferred from the poses of an antler-bearing man
on the cauldron, which bear similarities to an ox-headed figure on a seal impress from the Indian city
of Mohenjo-Daro.
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“[…] If the amount of water at the moment of death
exceeds the amount of fire, presumably the soul as a
whole suffers the “death” of turning into water: but if the
soul is predominantly “dry”, then it escapes the “death”
of becoming water and joins the world-mass of fire”
(Kirk 1949:390, op. cit. Wheelwright 1959:79).

evidences are too scarce). Regarding Plotinus there are
greater indications of Indian thoughts with respect to
salvation, which broke with the Platonian apotheosis of
Reason and contemplation on the beauty of Ideal Forms.
Moreover, Indian ideas were abundant in the first
centuries of the Christian area particularly in Gnostic
thoughts, and according to his biographer Porphyry,
Plotinus “became eager to investigate the Persian
methods and the system adopted among the Indians”
(Obeyesekere 2002:302).

“One may wonder, however, how much cosmology and
theology the inhabitants of a city are likely to absorb
from sources surging at their gates”, M. L. West says,
“What we have found in Heraclitus seems to presuppose
a deeper intercourse with a more learned class of
person” (West 1971:202). Thus, the question is to what
extent the cultural exchange had a general impact
beyond the esoteric philosophers. There have been
considerable non-Greek and in particular Iranian
influences upon the theological and cosmological
systems of the later sixth and early fifth centuries, or
more precisely from 550-480 BCE (ibid:203). The
Persian wars, and in particular the attack launched by
Xerxes in 480 BCE, marked a new phase in the Greeks’
conception both of themselves and of the outside world
(Hall 1991:3). There is little evidence for a category of
“barbarians” encompassing the entire population of nonGreeks until Asechylus’ Persae of 472 BCE (ibid:10).
Asechylus (Kraggerud 1975) expresses an Orientalism
which dichotomises the Greeks and the Others. The
process of assimilation between Greeks and Iranians was
largely completed by the sixth century BCE, “but
however much the earlier Greek philosophers in Asia
Minor may have been influenced by Zoroastrian
concepts, the mainland Greeks, at least, understood little
about them” (Hall 1991:86). The Greek writings about
the barbarians are usually an exercise in self-definition
and ethnic ascription (ibid:1).

In India, despite the Greek influence particularly after
Alexander’s conquest, “the conclusion then must be that
from about the beginning of the first century BC,
speaking very roughly, the Greeks, or many Greeks, in
India became Indianised” (Tarn 1938:390). Whether
they became Hindus, Buddhists, or Jains are uncertain,
but “the Greeks in India may have ultimately vanished,
not because they became Eurasians, but because they
became Indians” (ibid:391). It seems therefore that the
cultural impact of the Indians on the Greeks was
stronger, more pervasive and enduring than vice-versa.
Hence it seems that there was not only a cultural and
religious exchange of ideas, but some kind of a shared
horizon of worldviews and perceptions regarding
mundane matters, but more importantly, ontological
questions. If there existed such a shared horizon, then it
could equal a kind of episteme in Foucault’s
terminology; it would certainly not erase cultural
differences, but it can explain why there is such a degree
of similarity between Indian and Greek thoughts
irrespective of who “invented” them first. It would also
give an epistemological answer to the question why the
same type of explanations originated and were accepted
as truths at the same time regarding these matters.
Although the rebirth eschatologies were working and
operating in separate and distinctive traditions, which
also explains why a karmic eschatology developed in the
Indian tradition and not the Greek, it may also explain
the flux and bricolage in the traditions which will be
more evident in the discussion of the archaeological
material in the ancient city of Taxila, now located in
Punjab. The complexity of religious traditions at Taxila
necessitates a brief introduction to Zoroastrianism in
both the past and the present

Ethnic differences are not identical with religious and
cultural differences. There was a continuum in the
exchange of ideas particularly in religious matters
including both Hindu and Zoroastrian impulses. The
consequences of Indian-Greek relations through Persia
have to been taken seriously. Obeyesekere hesitated to
posit Indian influences on both eschatological and
soteriological levels regarding the Pyhagorean but not
the Empedoclean case, although the interconnections
were both possible and likely in other cases (but the

235

236

Chapter 16:
Exposure, purity, and Zoroastrianism

Zoroastrianism – a historical introduction

Zoroastrianism and Brahmanism is, however, obscure.
There are strong similarities between the Avesta and the
Vedas, and both stress (1) the cosmic laws which prevail
in nature, (2) the importance of sacrifice, and (3) the
order of morals. Some scholars have even concluded that
both sacred texts were derived from the same source,
and therefore, the comparative study of Indo-Iranian
mythology, religion, and language developed (Dange
2002). In the Zendavesta the Iranian cosmology presents
a body of belief and a type of gods closely related to
those of the Water Cosmology in India. Thus, Ahura
Mazda corresponds to Varuna, and the Zendavesta
actually gives a better picture of Varuna than can be
found in The Vedas themselves due to the change in
ranks of Asura and Deva which took place in India
(Coomaraswamy 1931:17). There are also striking
similarities in the Parsi and Hindu sacraments, especially
regarding initiation and wedding (Jamkhedkar 2002).

Mary Boyce argues, “Zoroastrianism is the most difficult
of living faiths to study, because of its antiquity, the
vicissitudes which it has undergone, and the loss,
through them, of many of its holy texts” (Boyce
1979:xiii). Zoroastrianism can rightly claim to be the
oldest of the world’s prophetic and revealed religions
(Clark 2001:1), and it had probably established itself on
a firm basis in Western Iran by the eight-century BCE
(Boyce 1992:125). Zoroastrianism was the state religion
in three Iranian empires which flourished almost
continuously from 6th century BCE to 7th century CE,
and the religion dominated parts of the Near and Middle
East. Today Zoroastrianism is reduced to a minority
religion practiced by people scattered mostly in Iran and
India (Boyce 1979:1). Zoroastrianism is named after its
prophet Zarathushtra, who in ancient Greece was known
as Zoroaster (ibid:2). Zoroaster lived probably around
1200 BCE. The date of Zoroaster until quite recently
was supported of being 600 BCE. This date is artificial
and calculated among Hellenistic Greeks (Boyce
2002a:19). The “traditional” date 258 years before
Alexander, which is mentioned in classical writings, is a
Greek construction. It evolved among the Greeks with
the fiction that Pythagoras studied with Zarathushtra in
Babylon. Another equally improbable Greek date places
Zoroaster 6,000 years ago (Russel 2002:29).

The major conflict sphere between Brahmanism and
Zoroastrianism is, apart from different uses of the
elements, who they address as their God. The
Zoroastrian religion is said to be “against the Devas”
because the Devas are supposed to be the originators of
everything that is bad, including impurity and death.
Asura is, in the form of Ahura, the first part of AhuraMazda, which is the Zoroastrian god. Nevertheless, in
Hindu religion Asura has assumed a bad meaning and
the term is applied to the bitterest enemies of their Devas
(gods) with whom the Asuras are constantly waging war.
This is the case in the later parts of the Vedas and the
whole puranic literature (cf. discussion regarding Kali
and her cosmic battle against the Asuras). In the older
parts of the Rig Veda, however, Asura is used in a good
and elevated way. The chief gods; Indra (RV i, 54, 3),
Varuna (RV i, 24, 14), Agni (iv, 2, 5; vii, 2, 3) and
Rudra or Shiva (RV v, 42, 11), are honoured with the
epithet “Asura” which means “living spiritual”. There
are also references to the “Asura of heaven” (RV v, 41,
3) and heaven in it self is called by this name (RV i, 131,
1). In the bad sense we find Asura only twice in the older
parts of Rig Veda (ii, 32, 4; vii, 99, 5) (Haug 1978:268269).

The Zoroastrian scriptures are known collectively as
“Avasta”, which probably means something like
“Authoritative Utterance” (Boyce 1979:3). The Avesta
as a whole is accepted to composite a body of texts of
the “eastern” Iranians. They belonged to proto-IndoAryans or proto-Iranians and their Andronovo culture is
characterised by a settled pastoralism. The earth was soft
for hoe cultivation through the seasonal floods and the
pastures provided good grazing. Some wheat and millet
were sown but stockbreeding was the main source of
livelihood. Bones of sheep, cows, and horses have been
found in abundance as well as bones of camels whereas
remains of wild animals are relatively few (Boyce
1992:34).

Before I proceed I have to make some comments on the
dates of the written sources. If it is correct that the
emergence of an organised Brahminical framework
occurs in between 600-200 BCE (Chakrabarti 2001b:58),
then also the development of Zoroastrianism appears at a
quite late date. What seems more plausible is that there
were “proto”-types of the Zoroastrian and Brahmanical
(Hindu) religions, but it is difficult to date the “origin” of
these traditions since all religions are constantly
developing and changing. Whenever and wherever it

The development of Zoroastrianism is partly the history
of the separation from Brahmanism or a proto-type of
what crystallised into what we later called Brahmanism.
Both religions share numerous features and
cosmological concepts, and the elements which
Zoroastrianism and Brahmanism retained in common
must have been firmly exposed before 2000 BCE since it
is held that the Iranians and the proto-Iranians drifted
apart around at that time (ibid:52). The relation between

237

took place, at some time in history there seems to have
been a religious conflict or perhaps a war, which led to
the split between what became Hinduism and
Zoroastrianism. Whereas the Zoroastrians kept their faith
and concern for the purity of the life-giving elements,
according to themselves, the Hindus turned into idolatry.
In the Vedas and the older portions of the Zend-Avesta
there are sufficient traces to be discovered that the
Zoroastrian religion arose out of a struggle against the
form which Brahmanical religion had assumed at a
certain point (Haug 1978:287). In the Zoroastrian
scriptures there are several passages that can be
interpreted as that the Zoroastrians had accepted
reincarnation and even, at least part of, the Law of
Karma. Resurrection is not inconsistent with
reincarnation because it is a matter of how many
incarnations one has to proceed through before the final
liberation leading to immortality (Dabu 2001:68).

during the Parthian rule which lasted until 223 CE
(Hinnells 1981:21).
Today, the Zoroastrian religion is declining, and the
majority of the Zoroastrians belong to the Parsees. The
community of Parsees in Bombay, which I will focus on,
counts some 54,000 people with another 25,000
elsewhere in India and perhaps some 40,000 other places
in the world (Luhrmann 1996:31). Despite living in a
Hindu environment, the Zoroastrians have until now
managed to maintain their religion, including the
traditional funeral practice and the fire worship. Of
particular interest regarding death is the Tower of
Silence called dakhma, meaning tomb or grave, but this
is controversial, and “some believe it is derived from daz
“to burn”, burning through exposure to the sun” (Kotwal
& Boyd 1982:81). The tower covers two functions; it is a
place for exposure and serves as a receptacle for bones
of the dead (Wadia 2002:326). But recently, cremation
as a funeral practice has started to gain popularity among
the Parsees in Bombay. Zoroastrianism as a small
minority religion in one of the world’s greatest cities
faces challenges of survival due to strong influences of
both modernisation and Hinduism. There are changes
within the religion, and among the Zoroastrians there are
conservative and orthodox priests and scholars who
perceive these changes as heresy and deviations from the
right path, but there are other priests who see the
changes as natural and incorporate them into what they
perceive as a vital and living religion. These religious
changes lead us to the reasons why the Zoroastrians may
illuminate processes of how religions work both in the
past and the present.

Zoroastrianism has been categorized as a monotheistic
religion, and fundamental to the issue whether a religion
is monotheistic or dualistic is the origin of evil. In a
monotheistic religion one supreme exalted God contains
all characteristics of a divine being. Dualism, on the
other hand, has been understood in different ways. It
states that reality has a twofold nature, and that there coexists two fundamentally opposite forces of good and
evil. It is difficult to say categorical whether
Zoroastrianism is monotheistic or dualistic because it is
a unique combination of both; “it is dualistic within an
overall context of exalted monotheistic” (Clark 2001:7);
it proposes ethical dualism but an eschatological
monotheism. Evil, some claim in Zoroastrianism, is a
definite force bent on destruction and deprivation
(ibid:9), but others claim that it is merely the absence of
good. Evil has no existence per se.

At the outset of the thesis I said that I would study
different funeral practices among groups who believed in
reincarnation. Among the Zoroastrians today there are
disputes whether they believe in reincarnation or not,
and I have therefore included them in the study for
several reasons. Firstly, they still practice air-burials and
the majority of Parsees today live in Bombay on the
Hindu sub-continent. Secondly, their funeral practices
are related to a deep concern for the purity of the
elements, and as such the relation between death and
life-giving water is of particular interest. Thirdly, the
problem of addressing religions in the past is a difficult
task, and Zoroastrianism may illuminate problems and
possibilities within the sphere of an archaeology of
religion. As indicated, Hinduism and Zoroastrianism
crystallised as two separate religions which developed
throughout the millennia. There are therefore two major
obstacles in the archaeology of religion: all religions
change through time, and there is a mutual
interdependency and transactions of material, cultural,
ritual, spiritual practices, beliefs, and values. Fourthly,
an introduction to Zoroastrianism is necessary for the
following discussion of Taxila in the next chapter.

Zarathushtra proposed radical ideas regarding these
matters, but the only remains of the prophet’s own ideas
are seventeen short hymns know as the Gathas. They
were passed on orally for centuries before they
eventually were written down in the sixth century CE
(Clark 2001:16). The original Avesta canon consisted of
twenty-one books of which only one remains – the
Vendidad (which means “Law against Demons”) –
together with some scattered portions and fragments
from the other books (JamaspAsa 2002). It is an
ecclesial law book of the Zoroastrians and it specifies in
great details the laws of purity and religious penance,
and stresses the importance of the Tower of Silence for
the obsequies. All the extant manuscripts of the
Vendidad can be traced to the manuscript written by
Homast Shadan of Hormazd of Seistan, who is known to
have lived before 1185 CE. When the complete
manuscript was written is uncertain, but most likely it
may have been written and compelled in the early part of
the 12th century (Mirza 2002:168-170). The tradition,
however, goes much further back, and the religious
dogmas and truths have been transmitted orally for
centuries before the first religious books were compiled

In short then, my aim is to approach the past from the
perspective of death and life-giving water. Since it is
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impossible to excavate water in itself, it is the
interpretative framework which is of importance as a
way of addressing and looking at historical problems and
processes. In this chapter I will juxtapose the past and
the present when illuminating the funeral practices, or
use the differences and the present as a way of
generating knowledge and insights into the problems of
possibilities when addressing the past.

sacred – and that is why cremation traditionally is seen
as a terrible and grievous sin – the divine presence is not
simply a matter of the presence of fire. If a Parsee house
is burning, fire-workers will of course extinguish the fire
without this being interpreted as a divine offence. The
importance is the ritualistic fire. Without a sacred fire it
is impossible to conduct a ritual, and in every home there
is an oil lamp representing the existential spirit of fire
bringing faithfulness, joy, prosperity, and happiness to
the family.

Purity of the life-giving elements

There are approximately twenty fire temples in Iran and
about one hundred in India, of which eight are cathedral
fire temples. In Bombay there are 44 fire temples of
which four contain cathedral fires (fig. 16.1). The
cathedral fire temples are the most holy fires or divine
manifestations of Ahura Mazda. There are three levels of
consecrated fire for worship of which the house fire is
the most simple. This fire does not necessitate five
prayers a day, which the two other sacred fires require.
The next fire is the chapel or agiary fire, which consists
of four different fires. The different fires represent the
priests, warriors, traders, and farmers, and it takes three
weeks to consecrate this type of sacred fire. The last and
the most sacred fire – the cathedral fire or Atash Bahram
– consists of sixteen different fires and it takes 14,000
hours of prayers to initiate and consecrated it. Among
the sixteen fires is also the fire from a Brahman corpse
being cremated. The cremation fire is actually the fire of
Ahriman – the Devil – included and overpowered in the
ritual that consecrates the cathedral fire, and hence, the
fire encompasses everything and it is perfect. The
cathedral fires cannot be moved or separated. The fire
has a corporeal identity – a body – which is made
through the meticulous rites, and it is impossible to make
another fire from this fire and as such create a new
cathedral fire. The only way to make such a fire is by
building it up gradually through the 16 fires, consecrated
by 14,000 hours of prayers, which finally comprises a
divine body of spiritual fire. The oldest existing
cathedral fire is located in a fire temple in Udvada on the
Indian west coast north of Bombay. This fire has been
continuously burning for 1000 years and each day
prayers have been uttered five times. The fire cannot die
since it is a spiritual fire, and if it disappears, then the
divine spirit has flown away.

Ahura Mazda is Wise Lord or the Lord Wisdom.
Elaborate precautions are required to prevent the good
creations of Ahura Mazda from being contaminated. The
good creations are the seven holy immortals (Hinnells
1981:13): (1) The Wise Lord (Ahura Mazda) – Man, (2)
Good mind – Cattle, (3) Righteousness – Fire, (4)
Kingdom – Sky, (5) Devotion – Earth, (6) Health –
Waters, and (7) Immortality – Plants. Fire is the son of
Ahura Mazda. The god is invisible and an abstract
concept, and for laypersons to grasp and understand the
concept of God fire is a representative; a living object
and substance which attracts their attention. Since fire is
a natural element it is not idolatry, which is a grievous
sin in Zoroastrianism. Ahura Mazda encompasses
everything, but the complete totality as it appears in the
divine creation is difficult and impossible to understand
for humans, and the seven creations are aspects of the
totality, which highlight the creation. Amesha Spenta are
hymns to the seven creations, and each of the elements
are like an arm of Ahura Mazda. Despite the emphasis
on the elements and the seven creations, Zoroastrianism
is a monotheistic religion. The importance of water is
not merely expressed in the hymns of the deity, but more
importantly in the role water has as a life-giving element
in the creation of the world. The elements are, in the true
words, elements of the single totality. Nevertheless,
Ahura Mazda is not almighty and all-powerful as the
gods in other world religions.
In Hinduism good and evil are relative forces stemming
from the same source. In Zoroastrianism evil is generally
believed to be the absence of God, and it is clearly
separated from the good creations. As darkness is the
absence of light, evil is perceived as the absence of God,
who is good. It is, however, important to stress that evil
has no separate existence on its own; absence of light is
nothingness and not a force existing in itself.

The Zoroastrian cult is mainly concerned with protecting
the life-giving elements. Water is together with fire the
two most vulnerable and venerated elements in
Zoroastrianism. Fire and water are distinctive and
separate creations which cannot be mixed. The
sacredness of water is a consequence of the protection of
the Good Creations. The earth was holy because humans
owed to it their whole corporeal existence.

God is light, of which fire is the most omnipotent
symbol. It is important to stress the nature and character
of fire as a divinity. It is not a chemical but a spiritual
and living fire that is perceived as God, and it may guide
and give answers to inquires regarding religious matters.
Literally speaking, the religious fire is the true son of
Ahura Mazda; it is the “enlightened” – that is what a fire
does – and it may indeed reveal miracles. There are,
however, different levels or degrees of sacredness
immanent in fire as an element. Even though all fire is

Extreme purity is one of the cores in the Zoroastrian
teaching and practices, and there were special rules
concerning water and fire with particular relation to the
faith.
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Fig. 16.1. Maneckji Seti Agiary in Bombay.
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Most often people use water for everything that is
impure, but for the Zoroastrians the cleanliness of water
in itself had to be protected. Whereas other religions use
water as the primary purificatory and cleansing agent,
Zoroastrianism sees water as a secondary purifying
agent. It is possible to use only after ablutions have been
performed with unconsecrated bull’s urine. The use of
water to wash away dirt and impurities is seen as a
heinous sin because then water is exposed to demonic
impurities (Choksy 1989:11). Consequently, nothing
impure is allowed to be in contact with a natural source
of water such as a lake, stream, or river. “If anything
ritually unclean was to be washed, water should be
drawn off for this purpose, and even then, this was not to
be used directly, but the impure objects should first be
cleaned with cattle-urine, and then dried with sand or in
sunlight before water was allowed to touch it for the
final washing” (Boyce 1979:44). The belief in cattle
urine as a purifying agent must have evolved during the
millennia spent by the ancestors of the Indians and
Iranians as nomads herding cattle on the Asian steppes
(Boyce 1977:92). Water “promotes the well-being of
mankind and animals, refreshes them in the heat, and
influences the growth of plants, the fertility of the fields
and the luxurious green of the meadows”, and water did
not enjoy any much inferior worship than the fire (Cama
1968:129).

nature, is pure and purifying; it is, therefore, a sin, on
which the punishment of death is set, to bring to it
anything at all impure, to blow it out with the breath of
the mouth, or to bring it at all in contact with the dead, to
burn a corpse with it” (ibid:127-128). Still, the
Zoroastrians may reject that they are “fire worshippers”
because they say that they only worship God. Fire is a
means of fixing their thoughts, and to pray in front of the
fire is nothing more than to pray in front of an icon or a
crucifix (Boyce 1977:68).
The protection of the good creations from pollution and
defilement is to a large extent a matter of protecting the
creations from human excrements and death. All
substances leaving the body are seen as dead matter, and
as such impure (Choksy 1989:78). Human faeces can be
used as fertiliser but only after four to six months of
open exposure, and faeces from non-Zoroastrians can
never be used since they are not abstaining from any foul
matters, and everything is mixed in their excrements.
Cow dung has been preferred as manure since the cow is
seen as a pure animal (ibid:88). Impure water cannot be
used for drinking, purification, or cultivation (ibid:12).
This has always been a dogma among Zoroastrians.
Herodotus noted as early as the fifth century BCE that
“They never defile a river with secretions [urine or
spittle] of their bodies, nor even wash their hands in one;
nor will they allow others to do so, as they have a great
reverence for rivers” (Herodotus I.139). Regarding
cremation as a funeral practice, the Persians forbid it, as
a God cannot feed on the body of a man (Herodotus III.
16), and Strabo refers also to burning a corpse as a crime
punishable by death. Burying the dead in the earth is
“much like a man who has a scorpion or snake in his
tunic, thus it is also with Earth, and when one exhumes a
buried corpse, it is delivered from its sorrow” (Menant
1996:78).

In all fire temples there is a sacred well in front of the
altar containing holy water. Water, and in particular
rivers, are worshipped, and each month the origin of the
water divinity is celebrated. However, water goes to
sleep at night and therefore the devotees cannot pray to
waters during the nighttime because it will wake it up.
Life-giving water in all its facets are incorporated into
the Zoroastrian cosmology but in different ways than the
Hindus do. Since they did not primarily believe in
reincarnation, water and life had to be separated from the
sphere of death, in fact protected from the pollution of
the putrefying flesh. When humans are not reborn into
this world in an endless cycle, water cannot be
fundamental in funerals regarding fertility and future
successful harvests. This does in no way mean that they
were not occupied with the future fertility, rather the
contrary, and it was therefore of uttermost importance to
protect the earth, water, and fire from being polluted by
corpses.

There are different degrees of pollution, and the greatest
source of impurity is believed to arise from the most
powerful attack on the good creations: death. The dead
body has been seen as highly infectious and harmful.
The corpse of a righteous man is extremely vulnerable
for becoming polluted because when good persons are
overpowered by evil, it requires all the forces of evil,
whereas very little impurity is present in the corpse of an
evil person because the demons have no problems with
slaying a sinful person whose body is already filled with
evil and impurity. The latter body is believed to be no
more polluting than the “one year old, dried up carcass
of a frog” (Choksy 1989:17). Since a high concentration
of evil forces was necessary to overwhelm and
overpower the good, which continued to hover around
the corpse, only professional undertakers were allowed
to treat the corpse. Due to the impurity of corpses, if
possible the funeral took place the same days as the
deceased died, and the body was carried at once to a
place of exposure. From medieval times this has been a
funerary tower, but it seems that from ancient times, or
the time of Avesta, this was simply a bare mountain or

Similarly, the purity of fire was guarded with the highest
respect. Fire was identified as the creation of the Spirit
of the all-regulating Order, in other words, all cosmic,
social, and moral spheres (Boyce 2002a). The natural
deities consisted of the classical elements such as fire,
water, earth, and air, together with the sun, moon, and
stars. The sun was the most precious of the gods, and the
fire had the second highest position as the light on earth.
Fire has a double position; on the one hand it was an
object of adoration, and on the other hand a medium and
vehicle for the exhibition of honour to other deities and
cults (Cama 1968:127). “The fire, according to its
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stony desert. The polluted body was not in any way
allowed to come in contact with the good earth, water, or
plants. After the flesh was destructed, then the bones
were gathered together and buried. This funerary
purpose seems to solve the problem of the highly
contaminated and polluted flesh and set the spirit free to
go to heaven (Boyce 1979:44-45).

to whom he allowed to return to Jerusalem after being
released from captivity in Babylon. The cylinder is
known as the “Bill of Rights”, which proclaims Cyrus’
kingship and his triumph over the city of Babylon. Cyrus
was seen as a Messiah. The biblical Esther was the
Jewish wife of the Achaemenian king Artaxerxes.
Xerxes burnt Athens in 480 BCE and the Achaemenian
Empire lasted until Alexander invaded Iran in 331 BCE
and conquered Persepolis in 330 BCE.

Persians and ancient funeral practices
The ancient Indo-Iranian tribes developed a complex
system of religious purity avoiding pollution in which
ritual purity was a safeguard against evil. Ritual purity
was in service of the gods, and the good creations were
protected. It seems that “proto-Indo-Iranians” were one
group among the “pit-grave” people of the steppes who
buried their members; the leading members at the
bottom of deep shafts covered by earthen barrows, and
ordinary people were presumably laid in simple graves
in the earth of which no traces remain. The Indians seem
to have changed their funerary practice into cremation
whereas the Iranians seemed to have too great respect for
the purity of the fire to use it for polluted purposes, and
it might be that in prehistoric times the practice of
exposure which later became known as Zoroastrianism
became common (Boyce 1979:14). The Zoroastrians
lived at the steppe lands to the East of the Caspian sea
probably around 1500 BCE, but very little is known of
the first thousand years of the Zoroastrian history due to
the lack of written sources. Zoroaster came from a
pastoral people who cared for and relied upon their
animals as a way of life, and “it is likely that
Zarathushtra came from a polytheistic back-ground with
an inherent cosmic dualism, which he proceeded to
refine into a doctrine of moral imperatives” (Russel
2002:36).

Alexander described Persepolis as “the most hateful of
the cities in Asia” (Wheeler 1968:20). The royal palace
of Persepolis was the richest under the sun and the
Macedonians plundered it without satisfying their greed
for more. With the fall of the Persian empire through the
conquest of Alexander the Great, Palestine was no
longer under Persian domination and influence but
became a part of the Hellenistic Seleucid Kingdom and
later the Romans (Shaked 2002). In the West Alexander
is known as “The Great” but in Iranian texts he is known
as “Alexander the Accursed” because of his destruction
of Persepolis and the persecution of the priesthood.
When he died in 323 BCE his empire was divided
between his generals, and the Greek general Seleucus
took control over Iran and the successors became the
Seleucids. In areas controlled by the Iranian Parthian
dynasty, they expelled foreigners, who basically were
Greeks. The Parthians were faithful to their religious
heritage, and during their rule the first moves took place
to collect the rituals and the doctrinal traditions and put
them together into a holy book: the Avesta (Hinnells
1981:18-21). Alexander’s conquest of the Achaemenian
Empire robbed the Zoroastrians of the power and wealth,
and according to tradition it caused the loss of the sacred
texts, which then were transmitted orally. The Avestan
texts were re-written during the Sasanias, and
Zoroastrianism underwent a religious development
(Boyce 2002b:57-59).

Zoroastrianism as a religion gained popularity and
became a state religion in Iran. There were three main
Iranian dynasties: the Achaemenian, the Arsacid or the
Parthian, and the Sasanian. It is by Cyrus the Great that
the Achaemenian Empire was established, and he
extended his little kingdom and conquered all of Asia
Minor and even the mighty Babylon. There is written a
script on a barrel shaped clay cylinder with the edict of
Cyrus the Great declaring the rights to the Jewish people

For the moment I will only focus on the Achaemenians
since the next chapter on Taxila will lay emphasis on
Alexander’s conquest and the subsequent dynasties,
conflicts, and cooperation between the Zoroastrian,
Buddhist, and Greek empires. The rule of the
Achaemenians started with Cyrus the Great and lasted
until Darius III’s defeat (fig. 16.2).

Fig. 16.2. The Achaemenians 550-331 BCE.

Cyrus the Great (550-530 BCE)
Cambyses (530-522 BCE)
Smerdis (522 BCE)
Darius the Great (522-486 BCE)
Xerxes I (486-465 BCE)
Artaxerxes I (465-424 BCE)
Xerxes II (424 BCE)

Sogdianus (424 BCE)
Darius II (423-404 BCE)
Artaxerxes II (404-358 BCE)
Artaxerxes III (358-338 BCE)
Arses (338-336 BCE)
Darius III (336-331 BCE)
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this part preferred cremation and inhumation (Grenet
2002:91). There is one ossuary from Samarkand in
Uzbekistan, which establishes the connection between
this category of objects and the reverence for fire in the
Zoroastrian form. It is a stamped ossuary which shows
two priests in ritual costume. Their hair, head, and
mouth are covered when serving or worshipping the fire
as practiced in Zoroastrian rites (fig. 16.3). The ossuary
is from the 7th century CE, Samarkand, Mulla-Kurgan
(ibid:92-93). In the 9th century the Author of Dadistan
(XVIII) refers to the custom of ossuary; “When the flesh
eating birds have devoured the fat, which, if not
consumed, rots and becomes a stinking mass crawling
with vermin, one collects the bones in an ossuary,
erected above the ground and covered by a roof, so that
rain does not fall on the remains of the deceased, so it
can be reached neither by water nor by humidity, and no
dog or fox can penetrate therein” (op. cit. Menant
1996:78). Whether this practice relates to the tombs of
the Achaemenian kings or actual practice among laymen
at that time is uncertain. It was forbidden to bury a
corpse and thereby locking up precious agricultural
ground. The bones after an excarnation were also
perceived as impure. In ancient Iran, after the bones
were exposed for a year until they were quite dry, then
they could be buried as “bone-meal manure” in fields.
The bones were exposed to the sun in order to return the
body’s vital essence to its source (Dabu 2001:7).

The Iranian emperors were Zoroastrians, and their faith
and beliefs have been documented in their tombs. There
are four rock-cut tombs at Naqsh-i Rustam and three
more are found on the hills encircling Persepolis (Wadia
2002:326). Although exposure was the prevalent practice
among the Zoroastrians, the kings of the three imperial
dynasties exempted themselves from this practice. The
bodies of the kings were embalmed and laid in metal
coffins inside stone mausoleums. The rock-cut tombs
seem to be a security against pollution. The tombs cut
into cliff-faces with solid rock below and above hindered
the body from polluting the elements. Cyrus the Great
(550-530 BCE) was embalmed and buried in such a
tomb. At Naqsh-i Rustam the royal tombs of Darius
(522-486 BCE), Xerxes (486-465 BCE), Artaxerxes I
(465-424 BCE), and Darius II (423-404 BCE) are
located on the same panel of the cliff-face (Boyce
2002b:42-45).
On Darius the Great’s tomb there is an inscription,
which is the oldest utterances to be preserved of a
follower of Zoroaster, and the king venerates his god as
“A great God is Ahuramazda, who created this earth,
who created yonder sky, who created man, who created
happiness for man” (Boyce 1992:125-126). Xerxes (486465 BCE) left an inscription at Persepolis: “Says Xerxes
the King: By the will of Ahuramazda these are the
countries of which I was king…And among these
countries there was a place where previously Daivas
were worshipped. Then by the will of Ahuramazda I
destroyed those sanctuaries of Daivas, and I proclaimed:
‘Daivas shall not be worshipped!’ Where earlier Daivas
were worshipped, there I worshipped Ahuramazda with
due order and rites…You who shall be hereafter, if you
shall think: ‘Happy may I be when living, and blessed
when dead,’ respect that law which Ahuramazda has
established. Worship Ahuramazda with due to order and
rites!” (Boyce 1984:105). There are also other
inscriptions at Naqsh-i Rustam and Persepolis, which
testify that Zoroastrianism was the religion of the
emperors (ibid:105pp).

The distinction between exposure and preservation of the
bones in individual ossuaries does not longer exist, and
the ancient practice of the Tower of Silence covers both
practices. The earliest exposures were performed at
mountains before the towers of silence gradually started
from the third century BCE. From the 7th century CE and
the Islamic era the towers gained increasingly more
importance in the funeral rites. Towers of Silence are
mentioned in India as early as the 11th century CE. In the
ninth century the exile started and the first Zoroastrians
landed on the north west coast of India in CE 936. 1300
years of oppression have reduced the number of
Zoroastrians in Iran to about 17,000 (Hinnells 1981:8),
and today the majority of the world’s Zoroastrians live in
Bombay (Mumbai), and hence, the following discussion
is based upon a study of their current funeral practice.

As the Achaemenians held the three elements of earth,
fire, and water sacred, the corpse could not be buried,
burnt, or immersed, and therefore the bodies were
exposed on mountaintops or in towers. The ancient
Iranians collected the dried bones and placed them in
ossuaries or deposited them in tombs whether these were
built or were cut in rock. Sedentary populations used to
preserve the bones of the dead in ossuaries (ossuaries are
for unburnt human bones whereas urns are for ashes
after cremations). The first documented ossuary is in
Choresmia in the period similar to the Achaemenian
period (550-331 BCE). The use of ossuaries strongly
suggests Zoroastrian orthopraxy where the dead was
excarnated by flesh eating vultures as described in the
Vendidad. Ossuaries were also used for dogs. The
funeral practice spread to Margiana and Sogdiana
between the 5th and 6th centuries CE, but did not effect
Bactria, partly at least due to Buddhists who dominated

Death and the Tower of Silence of the Parsees in
Bombay
In Zoroastrianism there is a unique and thoroughly
developed concept of kore or “aura”. The kore is the
characteristics of a certain person built up through ages
by being a member of a given group. The idea of
reincarnation is a controversial subject among the
various Zoroastrian scholars. Especially Western
educated Parsees deny any claims of reincarnation, but
others, including high priests, argue that reincarnation is
a central belief in Zoroastrianism.
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Fig. 16.3. Zoroastrian ossuary from Samarkand, Uzbekistan, 7th Century CE.
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The previously lived life influences, but only partly
determines, this and the forthcoming lives. What
characterises this school of though regarding
reincarnation is that the soul always progresses. If one
was an animal in a former life, then one becomes a
human in the next; one is always reborn into a better and
more progressive existence. A human can be born as a
human again, but then as a better human being compared
to the one he or she was previously, or the persona may
even be born as a saint. There are no fixed numbers of
reincarnations in Zoroastrianism compared with
Hinduism which claims that there are 8,4 million lives to
live. Thus, this is not a karmic eschatology where each
soul is rewarded or punished in accordance with a divine
system of determinism, and the retribution is suffered in
hell. Moreover, the forthcoming incarnation does not
occur immediately after death, but the soul proceeds into
another body after a time duration, which is thought to
last for 50-60 years or so. In one of the scriptures it is
written that the soul will be reborn after 57 years, but
this should not be taken literally and represents more an
allegory that the soul sleeps for a period equal to a
human life before it again enters into a new life and/or
body. During resurrection the soul meets the former
imperfect body but in a perfect condition. If a person
died of cancer, when he is resurrected he will attain a
healthy body free from the diseases.

even those who are not yet born have fravsahi since it a
divine component of every human being.
The body consists of nine elements of which three are
physical, three are spiritual, and three are internal. Of the
three spiritual elements are the fravashi, the intellect,
and the soul. Whereas the soul changes, the fravashi is
eternal and guides the soul. When a person dies the
internal parts together with the physical body are
destructed, including the aura and a thin second body.
Before the evil or nothingness starts working, the body is
given a last purifying bath. After the final ritual bath the
corpse cannot be touched by anybody except the corpsebearers, the narsasalers, and it is prohibited to use
further water on the dead body because the element will
then become severely contaminated. The corpse-bearers
wear a cord between themselves when they carry the
corpse to the tower, and this bond is stronger than the
nasai.
The undertakers are ritually polluted, but this impurity is
not inherited and they are, theologically speaking, not an
outcaste or low-caste. They are allowed to marry
whoever they want, but practically it is the financial and
social conditions which determine who gets married to
whom. Since the undertakers normally have been poor,
they have been married to equals from the lower, social
strata. Traditionally it has been an occupation which has
been inherited from father to son, but due to increasing
unemployment other Parsees have joined this occupation
today, and in theory, it is not stigmatised. However, the
difference between social discrimination and
safeguarding the religious purity for the rest of society is
a very difficult line to draw. The undertakers are
separated from the rest of the society because of their
involvement with death. Since they are continuously
working with the most impure and foul matters, their
impurity is a threat to the purity of the others. Still, the
undertakers may enter temples for penance and worship,
but only after they have conducted purifying rituals.
Currently there are seventeen people working as
undertakers in the dakhmas in Bombay, and there are as
an average three new corpses exposed each day.

There is no glorious death, and within Zoroastrianism
there is no martyrdom or sainthood. Some claim that
death is the product of evil and represents the evil’s
temporary triumph of the good. They emphasise that in
Zoroastrianism there is an inherent dualism between
good and evil. Ahura Mazda – the supreme God – is
threatened by the evil force; Ahriman. When a person
dies, the body is attacked by the nasai – an evil force
which starts the process of putrefaction. The nasai works
from within the body after five hours. Others argue
against such an interpretation based on an ontological
understanding of good and evil. They argue that it is
correct that there are basically two forces, but the
importance is that they exist in an asymmetrical relation.
The positive forces exist ontologically; there is light and
real things exist, and all good things are positive forces
(fig. 16.4). Evil, however, is not a positive aspect, and all
negative forces are absence of good. Thus, evil does not
come by itself, just as darkness does only appear when
light is removed. Good has an ontological existence by
itself; evil has not. In bodily terms, sickness is the
absence of good health; death is the absence of life. As
such death is not evil per se, but nothingness.

Whereas the Buddhists cut the corpses into pieces before
giving the flesh to the birds, the Zoroastrians just leave
the body as it is in the towers and the vultures
decompose it directly. By letting the vultures eat the
corpse the Zoroastrians argue that this method is the
most efficient way of disposing of the body.
The earliest records of Parsees in Bombay dates back to
circa 1640 (Mistree 2002:426). By the turn of the 20th
century there were 115 Towers of Silence in India, of
which 65 were active, and seven of these were in
Bombay (Menant 1996:87). The Doongerwadi complex
in Bombay has five Towers of silence. The first
scientific dakhma was built in 1747 in Navsari (Wadia
2002:334). If there is no dakhma such as in Delhi, the
body is buried.

Each person and soul has fravashi – a guiding spirit
(16.5). The soul is responsible for any action it takes,
and it will receive awards or punishment for these
actions later. The fravashi dimension is at a higher level.
It guards the soul and tells it what are good and bad
actions. Each human being is a miniature of macrocosm,
and micro- and macrocosm are united. Therefore, in
each human there is a part of God, which is fravashi,
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Fig. 16.4. Zarathushtra and fire-temple.

Fig. 16.5. Fravashi – the guiding spirit.
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The dakhmas are not merely places where the corpse is
disposed of. It is believed by many that it is meritorious
to see the ceremonies of consecration of at least seven
Towers during one’s lifetime, and hence the
consecrations of new Towers gather huge masses of
devotees. The consecration process is a very meticulous
and complex process involving 1) digging the ground
and ritual initiation of the location, 2) laying the
foundation, and 3) the consecration of the Tower.
Corpses must not pollute the ground when they are
exposed, and the consecration processes seems to signify
that the proposed Tower is expected to pollute the
ground, but the initiation of the place points also to the
idea of unity in the Beginning and unity in the End
(Modi 1923:248-249).

clothes is put over the body, but never new clothes,
which afterwards are destroyed and never used again.
After a final prayer the dead body is thought of as being
under the evil influence of Decomposition and
Destruction. It is then considered dangerous for the
living to touch the body. If somebody else touches the
body apart from the corpse bearers, then they have to go
through a process of purification or a sacred bath taken
under the directions of a priest (ibid:54-55). In ancient
Persia there were in almost every house separate
apartments for placing the corpse before its removal to
the Tower of Silence. In the cases of poor people who
could not afford such arrangements there was a separate
house for this purpose in every street, and the poor
carried their dead to such houses before taking them to
the Towers; “In every house, in every street, they should
make three katas (separate parts of ground) for the dead”
(Vendidad., V., p.10).

The obsequies are the most auspicious purity rituals of
highly inauspicious and impure corpses and decaying
human flesh. “The vultures (nature’s scavengers) do
their work much more expeditiously than millions of
insects would do, if dead bodies were buried in the
ground. By this rapid process, putrefaction with all
concomitant evils, is most effectually prevented”, Modi
explains, and “According to Zoroastrian religion, Earth,
Fire, and Water are sacred and very useful to mankind,
and in order to avoid their pollution by contact with
putrefying flesh, the Zoroastrian religion strictly enjoins
that the dead bodies should not be buried in the ground,
or burnt, or thrown into seas, rivers, & etc” (Modi
1923:72).

Then, one of the ceremonies was that of the Sagdid,
meaning “the sight of a dog”. A dog, usually four eyed,
which means that it had two eye-like spots just above the
eyes, was made to see the corpse. The reason for this is
not clear, some argue that it was to see whether or not
the life in the body was extinct, others have argued that
there was some magnetic influence in the eyes of the
dogs. Other explanations emphasise that the dog is said
to be the most faithful and loyal to his master of all
animals. Moreover, the dog’s importance in the breeding
of cattle has been pointed out; and even the dog as a
symbol of the destruction of immoral passions is one
explanation. Regardless of the reason for choosing a dog
for the ritual, the Sagdid had to be done several times
(Modi 1923:57-60), and in general it is believed that
there is some power in the dog’s eyes which can ward
off evil influences (Kotwal & Boyd 1982:77).

The soul continues to live in the spiritual world, and
every soul goes through a process of judgement at the
“Bridge of the Separator” (Chinvato Peretav or the
Chinvat Bridge) at the dawn of the fourth morning after
death. The fate of the soul is decided in accordance with
the previous deeds. The soul will remain in heaven or
hell untill the end of time when the Last Judgement
followed by the Resurrection will take place and the
physical world will be restored to a perfect place. All
mankind must walk through this river at the Last
Judgement, as it is said in a Pahlavi text; “for him who is
righteous it will seem like warm milk, and for him who
is wicked, it will seem as if he is walking in the flesh
through molten metal”. Since the traditional Zoroastrian
eschatology promotes the belief in universal resurrection
the majority argue that there is no place for the theory of
reincarnation (Kotwal & Mistree 2002:355-361), but as
seen, the idea of reincarnation is not incompatible with
Zoroastrianism.

In the ceremonies of the Parsees the north side is
generally avoided. Even the winds from the north were
believed to be stinking, and the winds from the cold
north regions brought sickness and death in Persia.
South, on the other hand, was considered as a very
auspicious side (Modi 1923:56-57). The doors of
dakhmas are, in orthodox fashion, faced to the east
where the sun rises to draw the soul up to heaven (Boyce
1977:194). Then the body is removed from the bier, the
clothes on the corpse are torn off from the body, and the
body is left at the floor of the Tower. The body must be
exposed and at least partly uncovered so the fleshdevouring birds may draw attention to the corpse. The
clothes are thrown in a pit outside the Tower where they
are destroyed by a combination of heat, rain, and air
(Modi 1923:68-69).

The funeral ceremonies are divided into two parts; those
that relate to the disposal of the body and those that
relate to the soul. The ceremonies are directed towards
breaking the contact of the living with the real or
supposed centre of infection, and to destroy this centre
itself. All cases of death are seen as infectious, and
people should come as little as possible in contact with
dead bodies (Modi 1923:51-52). A short time after death
the corpse is washed with water and a clean suit of old

The corpse is never carried to the Tower of Silence
during night but only during day since it must be
exposed to the sun (Menant 1996:58). Vultures and
similar creatures were created by God specifically to
devour the corpses so that the good creations would not
be defiled (Hinnells 1981:48).
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Fig. 16.6. Inside a Tower of Silence, from Modi 1923, p. 232.
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Inside the dakhma the tower is divided into three rows of
shallow open receptacles, corresponding to the three
moral precepts of the Zoroastrian religion; good deeds,
good words and good thoughts. The three rows are as
follows (fig. 16.6); the first row is for male corpses, the
second row is for female corpses, and the last row is for
corpses of children (Modi 1923:71).

practice seen from an ecological point of view limiting
the use of natural resources.
Burials of the dead bodies will occupy useful land for
cultivation and cremations use wood, which could be
used for domestic purposes. According to the
Zoroastrians, what distinguishes their religion from tribal
and shamanistic religions, which also worship the
elements and holy creations, is the definite ethical basis
laid down by Zarathushtra. Despite the pastoral nomadic
point of departure, the religious codex is an ethical
awareness based on a deep concern for the ecology.
Humans are God’s first good creation, and hence,
humans have a responsibility for the protection of all the
other creations. There is also an important egalitarian
element in the practice of exposure. Whether a person is
rich or poor the funeral practice is exactly the same.
Today everyone may be given an air-burial although
there are disputed cases where a Parsee has married
outside the community. Two centuries ago there were
restrictions regarding those who committed suicide,
which was understood as an even more successful
victory of the evil. Murderers and women who were
menstruating when they died were also secluded and
kept in a separate enclosure.

“The corpse is completely stripped of its flesh by
vultures within an hour or two, and the bones of the
denuded skeleton, when perfectly dried up by
atmospheric influences and the powerful heat of the
tropical sun, are thrown into this well, where they
gradually crumble to dust, chiefly consisting of lime
and phosphorus; thus the rich and the poor meet
together on one level of equality after death” (ibid).

The dried bones are gathered and lowered into a deep
well at the bottom where the deposition continues for a
week or so (Nanavutty 1977:29). In the inner sides of the
well there are holes where the rainwater is carried in four
under-ground drains to the base of the Tower. The
drainage system is connected with four under-ground
wells. The bottom of these wells is covered with a thick
layer of sand, and pieces of charcoal and sandstone are
located at the end of each drain and changed regularly.
Thus, there is a double set of filters purifying the
rainwater passing over the bones before it eventually
enters the ground – protecting the elements and
observing one of the tenets of the Zoroastrian religion
that “Earth shall not be defiled” (Modi 1923:71).

The main function of the dakhmas is first and foremost
to expose the dead body to the sun, and secondly to let
the corpse be devoured by the vultures. Fire
encompasses everything and represents all divinity. Fire
is the most important element, and the Zoroastrians
protect its grace and divinity. The sun is similar to fire,
or it might even be seen as identical. Fire is the Son of
God. In the dakhmas the corpses are exposed to the sun
prior to the vultures. Thus, the sunlight starts the
decomposition before the vultures fulfil the job.

One explanation given for all the Iranian injunctions
about purification as described in the Vendidad and to a
certain extent observed now, is to secure safety from
disease and particularly in times of great epidemics
(Modi 1923:157). This explanation seems to be too
narrow since it is difficult to image that the eschatology
and soteriology were developed and maintained based on
a case of emergency such as an epidemic catastrophe.

The exposure to the sun is interpreted as a cosmic
consumption of the body. The sun brings the dead back
to its origin by the process whereby the sun’s rays digest
the body. The sky represents the unlimited dimension
and it is interconnected through the sun, which triggers
off the process which releases the soul. Even though fire
and sun represent the same creative force, there are
fundamental differences when applied in funerals.
Whereas fire comes in direct contact with a body the sun
does not. The sun can burn from a distance far away but
the fire can only burn directly and as such it becomes
contaminated. Seen from this approach, the corpses are
exposed to a non-contaminating “sun-cremation” instead
of a fire-contaminating ordinary cremation.

Ecology of death
In Zoroastrianism everything which harms men, animals,
and crops – the good earth – is polluting and sinful. The
activities and practices that pollute may change, but what
has been a stable chronotope is the sacredness of the
elements. The belief that the elements are eternal and
forever pure may have its rationale in its simplicity from
which everything can be related to, and originated from.
The Zoroastrian religion is, in short, an ecology of death,
and the ecological concern for the elements were given
by the prophet Zarathustra (fig. 16.7). If the corpse is
buried, then the nasai will contaminate the earth. If the
body is burnt, then the contamination will desecrate the
fire; if the corpse is given a water burial, then it will
pollute the water. None of the seven holy creations of
Ahura Mazda must be polluted during funerals.
Moreover, exposure is the most cost-effective funeral

During the monsoon and periods of rain there is less
sunlight at work and the decomposing process is slowed
down, and the exposed might come in contact with
water. However, water appearing in the form of rain is
not polluted when it touches the dead body. The water is
in its natural element and humans do not deliberately
cause the contact with the corpse, and hence, also in this
case the purity of the element is safeguarded.
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Fig. 16.7. Zarathushtra.
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One of the main problems today during the air-burials is
the shortage of vultures, which has created both practical
and theological challenges. Theologically, when the
corpses are left within the towers the sun has to do part
of the decomposing, which originally was the work of
the vultures. In other words, this means that the many
corpses are simply lying rotting within the towers, with
insufficient numbers of vultures to consume the flesh.
Three-four bodies are brought each days to the towers
and the few vultures still residing in the forest do not
have the capacity to devour 100-120 corpses a month.
The practice of air-burials is not working properly. The
lack of a sufficient number of birds has given rise to
changes in the funeral practice, and therefore some
Zoroastrians prefer to either bury or burn their deceased.

inevitably go to hell, and indeed, even the relatives who
allow their dead to be burnt will be sent to hell when
their time comes. They argue that if modernisation
implies forsaking the traditional theology, then the
recent changes are not progressive. Moreover, the
Zoroastrians who are cremated are not burnt at a separate
Parsee cemetery but at Hindu Ghats. The corpses are,
they claim, not even properly burnt but only “cooked” in
the electric crematoriums due to power shortages and
disruptions, and consequently, neither the dead nor the
descendants have dignity and honour. The deceased’s
ashes are mixed with other people’s ashes, including
Hindus’ remains, and they waste valuable resources
either in terms of electricity in the crematorium or wood
from forests for the construction of the pyres.

The main reasons for the decrease in number of vultures
are contamination and air pollution, together with
increased and dense urbanisation. A few years ago the
Parsees started to discuss how they could solve the
problem, and one idea was to import more vultures to the
forest, but the idea was abandoned since these vultures
would also have suffered from contamination as well.
The forest surrounding the dhakmas belongs to the
Parsee community. Recently, through their political
connections, the Zoroastrians have been able to make the
area, in which the towers are located, into a non-flying
zone. Moreover, since the sun is the most important
divine agency in the funerals, there has been made an
arrangement of sun-cell projectors in the towers which
concentrate the sun upon the corpses. It is impractical to
move the corpse in accordance with the sun’s movement,
and the cell-project has been an efficacious means for
securing sufficient sunlight on the dead bodies.

To sum up: when people are not adhering to the ecology
and the rules that protect the elements as put forward by
the prophet, the balance of the system is interrupted.
Without ecological balance misery is brought, but this is
not evil per se. A state characterised by misery is a life
with the absence of water and the good creations. Thus,
paying respect to the elements is a fundamental ethic in
the Zoroastrian ecological cycle, and the character of the
elements might be seen as identical to the character of an
angel. Abstract ideas are materialised and personified,
and by this process meaning and values are seemingly
embedded. Therefore, everything abhorrent to the good
creations is often conceptualised as evil (Mistree
1982:14), but again, it has to be seen as absence of good
rather than a creative (or destructive) force by itself. Life
is not only birth and death, or different modes of body
disposals, but a way of being a human living a moral
life, and “a fundamental purpose in the lives of all
human beings is to establish and maintain the purity and
well-being of the creator order in which they live”
(Kotwal & Boyd 1982:xv).

There are diverse and conflicting opinions regarding
cremation as a funeral practice within today’s
Zoroastrianism. Nowadays cremation starts gaining
popularity among a minority of the Parsees, and some
estimate that between 2 and 5 % of the Parsee population
are being cremated. The controversies are escalating and
have to be seen in relation to the expanding town and
modern and Hindu influences. Particularly since the
Parsees cannot solve the problem of the lack of vultures,
the practice of air-burial whereby the corpses are rotting
and decaying in the dhakmas is seen by some as barbaric
and desecrating. Those who want to cremate their
descendants may do so, and this practice is perceived
unproblematic among some priests. Each person is
judged according to his or her good or bad earnings
during their lifetime. If a person has committed more
bad than good actions, then he or she will fall from the
bridge into hell. Liberal theologians argue that it is the
deeds conducted during the lifetime and not the choice
of funeral practice which determines the soul’s destiny.
The cremation fire is different from the fire venerated in
fire temples, and consequently, cremation as a funeral
practice does not pollute fire as a divine element. On the
other hand, conservative and orthodox Zoroastrians
claim that the soul of a deceased who is cremated will

Ecological concerns are an intrinsic part of the
Zoroastrian religion and philosophy because by
removing “bad polluting things from the soil and
keeping it clean, it gives health to mankind. If we do not
do that, we spoil the health of people and so are guilty
[…] Water is one of the best gifts given by God to
mankind…That is why our religion commands us not to
allow any dirty things in water [which] are necessary for
the constitution of life...to injure persons and cause them
pain is a very sinful deed. A person who does so is
worthy of hell” (Kotwal & Boyd 1982:108).
The complexity of the development of world religions is
revealing and challenging. As seen, Zoroastrianism and
Brahmanism share many theological and eschatological
concepts. When including Buddhism, Jainism, and
Greek impulses, the picture becomes even more
complicated. However, material culture is a category of
data, which enables analyses of how religions have been
used in daily life and interaction. “If archaeology is
anything, it is the study of material culture as a
manifestation of structured symbolic practices
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meaningfully constituted and situated in relation to the
social” (Tilley 1989:188), because “material culture is as
important, and as fundamental, to the constitution of the
social world as language” (Tilley 1996:4). Actors
actively use material culture. There is a relationship
between structure and practice, and social change is
historical and contingent. Actors belonging to the
various religions have used water and fire actively, and
in many ways the different paths are the outcome of how
the elements are used, protected from impurity, and

perceived as divine agencies. “Material culture studies
derive their importance from this continual simultaneity
between the artefact as the form of natural materials
whose nature we continually experience through
practices, and also as the form through which we
continually experience the very particular nature of our
social order” (Miller 1987:105). Therefore, I will turn to
Taxila and try to combine all these threads in an analysis
of religious syncretism structured around the life-giving
water.
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Chapter 17:
Religious syncretism at Taxila

One question but no answers…

to Plutarch, the burning of the palace in Persepolis was
not Alexander’s idea but an act of the king’s
companions, and Alexander quickly repented and gave
orders for the fire to be put out (Scott-Kilvert 1973:295).
Moreover, when Alexander found that the tomb of Cyrus
had been plundered, he had the offender put to death
despite the fact that he was a prominent Macedonian
(ibid:326). Thus, it seems that Alexander would not
intimidate and offend the Persians more than necessary,
and he respected both the people and their religion. This
should come as no surprise.

I will start with one of history’s grand questions, one
which I am not capable of answering: Why did Xerxes
attack Athens in 480 BCE? It is a long way from Persia
to Athens, and the traditional answer that Athens was the
most powerful state is insufficient. Alexander’s “burning
of Persepolis in 330 BCE was a cold and deliberate act
of vengeance for the burning of the Athenian Acropolis
and the towns and temples of Attica by Xerxes in 480
BCE” (Wheeler 1968:24). This makes sense regarding
Alexander, but why did Xerxes attack in the first place?
As indicated earlier, one has to be careful when using
written sources. But as an anecdote one may start with
Herodotus, the fifth century BCE “Father of History”,
who also has been labelled the “Father of lies” due to
subjective and Greek influenced descriptions of
historical events (Taylor 1998:374). According to
Herodotus’ account, the Phoenicians started the quarrel
which led to the Trojan War. And allegedly, it was
quarrels about women which started the conflict. “The
Asiatics, when the Greeks ran off with their women,
never troubled themselves about the matter; but the
Greeks, for the sake of a single Lacedaemonian girl,
collected a vast armament, invaded Asia, and destroyed
the kingdom of Priam. Henceforth they ever looked
upon the Greek as their open enemies” (Herodotus 1.4).
The Phoenicans, however, claimed that the girl left
voluntarily, and I will follow Herodotus when he says
“whether this latter account be true, or whether the
matter happened otherwise, I shall not discuss further”
(Herodotus 1.5), because there is more behind this than
just a quarrel about a girl. The written sources as
documented by Herodotus do not reveal the historical
processes and interactions between the East and West.

Secondly, there were resilient cultural and religious
traditions and understandings shared by the Greeks and
the Persians. The most striking example is the palace in
Persepolis, which is a masterpiece of Greek architecture.
It might even be Telephanes who was the mastermind
behind the Great Palace of Darius and Xerxes, of whom
Pliny tells us that although ranked by ancient critics with
Polycleitus, Myron, and Pythagoras, he remained
practically unknown in the West “because he devoted
himself to the workshops of kings Xerxes and Darius”
(Wheeler 1968:50). The dilemma is this: The Persians
attacked the Greeks and in particular burnt their temples,
but nevertheless, the kings built a palace more grand and
“Greek” than what they attacked and burnt in Greece.
Turning to the contemporary Middle East, after bombing
Baghdad Bush did not build the most spectacular
Mosque as a palace in Washington, but this is what
happened at Persepolis. One reason might be that in
Greece the temples were for the Gods whereas in
Persepolis the kings lived in them, emphasising that the
Perisan kings were gods; superior to the Greek gods, or
that the Zoroastrian god was the One and Almighty,
more powerful than the Greeks. Regardless of which
answer one favours, or even if all of them are wrong,
there has been an intimate cultural and reciprocal
understanding between the Greeks and the Persians.

There are two factors which complicate the matter.
Firstly, Xerxes was a Zoroastrian, and as seen from
Persepolis he sanctioned the worship of Daivas and
proclaimed that in the countries where he reigned
Ahuramazda should be worshipped (Boyce 1984:105). It
was not only the Greeks that were the enemies, and
temples in particular were the objectives of the Persians.
As seen, Hinduism and Zoroastrianism split sometime in
the course of history and the Devas and Ahuras became
the religions’ respective gods and major enemies of each
other’s religion. The Persian Zoroastrians opposed not
only the Greeks but all other religions, and it seems that
there might have been something similar to religious
wars even if it was only a disguise for other purposes.
An explanation of “holy wars” or religious wars seems
nevertheless to be wrong, because there was a cultural
intimacy which transcended the differences. According

In the traditional and eurocentric history, the picture has
been another: “Through and through, the Greeks were
significantly Europeans, the Persians Asiatics” (Wheeler
1968:58). The grandeur of the West has been made on
the expense of the East. “And Persepolis was the
turning-point. The cliché is justified; Persepolis is one of
the landmarks of history. To trace the sequel of
Persepolis is to explore two of Alexander’s greatest
achievements: the systematic civilisation of the wild
eastern region of the old Persian Empire; and the
resultant creation of a civilised continuum through a
multitude of nations and cultures from the
Mediterranean to the Ganges”, and Wheeler continues in
his colonial attitude, stressing that “That continuum has
never since been completely broken. No other single
253

creative act in world-history – unless the European
discovery of America – has in so short a time matched
this astonishing triumph” (Wheeler 1968:64). Ronald
Inden has raised a sustainable critique of the Indological
branch of the “orientalist discourse” (Inden 2000),
challenging the inherit notion of essentialism in social
science. Indology has been a part of Orientalism whose
aim has been to prove the superiority of the West and the
Western cultures. Orientalism presents itself as
knowledge that is both different from, and superior to,
the knowledge the Orientals have of themselves, and as
such the discourse is executing powers of dominance
(Said 1979). This tradition of thought has to some extent
prevailed in the discourse, particularly regarding the
development of the classical Greece. Seeing the West
from the East reveals another picture, and the most
striking feature is the cultural similarity and mutual
exchange of ideas. I will therefore stress the need to see
the developments in the East and the West as mutually
dependent upon each other. Whatever the reasons were
for the conflicts between the Persians and the Greeks,
after Alexander’s conquest there seems to have been
tolerance and mutual respect across the religions, and
Taxila is an example par excellence of the syncretism in
both practices and material culture.

The first four of them were located on the Bhir Mound
on which Alexander the Great took up his quarters. At
the beginning of the second century BCE the city was
shifted from the Bhir Mound to Sirkap, and by the close
of the first century CE the city was again changed from
Sirkap to Sirsukh (Marshall 1951a).
Taxila was not a polis in the Greek term (Tarn
1938:136). Most scholars have assumed that there was
an essential difference between the Greek polis and the
“oriental” city, and most often the discussions have
focused on whether or not the cities on the Indian subcontinent could be viewed as a polis in the traditional
meaning of the word (van der Spek 1987:57). Such
discussions may reveal some insights into the processes
of cultural dynamics, but most often not. I will therefore
focus on syncretism and mutual exchange of cultural and
religious impulses by emphasising that there are no real
or “pure” cultures, but a bricolage of meanings and
different webs of significance which are woven into each
other. The main problem and obstacle is therefore the
complexity of ritual scenarios that are manifested in the
material culture. All religions change through history,
and consequently the material expressions may or may
not change in accordance with the ritual and scriptural
changes. What seems apparent from Taxila is, however,
a general tolerance for other religions and beliefs among
the inhabitants since different practices and rituals were
performed side by side by different devotees. Thus, my
aim is to approach the past by analysing parts of the
material at Taxila from a life-giving water and mortuary
perspective emphasising funeral practices and how the
different religious practices have mutually influenced
each other. The question of karma will be touched upon,
but as will be evident, without historical sources such a
topic is difficult to deal with based on excavated
material solely. Taxila is a complex site, but through an
analysis of material culture combined with a careful use
of written sources one may get a glimpse of the cultural
processes and dynamics at work.

Taxila and historical sources
If one is going to discuss the ways water has been a
medium in society and cosmos through which different
interpretations have structured and enabled a discourse
or a horizon of mutual interrelatedness and exchange of
ideas despite the differences in beliefs and practices, one
has to analyse complex sites which are well excavated
and documented. Taxila is such a site where at least
Buddhism, Jainism, Brahmanism, Zoroastrianism, and
Greek religion and philosophy were prevalent.
Taxila is located in today’s Pakistan, north of Islamabad
(fig. 17.1). The town lies in the Indus Valley. In its time
it was a trade centre and a cosmopolitan town with
university and numerous religious institutions. John
Marshall conducted excavations at Taxila from 1913 to
1934 (Marshall 1951a, b, c), and he notes that at Taxila,
“there was something appealingly Greek in the
countryside itself” (Marshall 1951a:xvii). Taxila was
probably one of the earliest towns in India to come under
Greek rule for a second time (Tarn 1902:274). It covered
both the trade route upon Bactria in Afghanistan but also
a second route to central Asia by way of Kashmir. Its
location gave easy access to the Indus systems and
therefore to the Arabian Sea and alternatively to the Red
Sea and the Persian Gulf. Archaeologically, Taxila is the
most extensively excavated city-cite on the subcontinent.
The three successive urban settlements of Taxila – Bhir,
Sirkap, and Sirsukh – are stretching the history of Taxila
from the sixth century BCE to the fifth, and even the
seventh century CE. There were no less than twelve
cities alltogether, destroyed by wars and rebuilt again.

Starting with the traditional king, the important roles of
the king in Babylonia can be summarised as such: 1) to
protect his people from devastation by war, 2) to
guarantee and provide water supply, and 3) to ensure
that the temples can carry out their important rituals
which secure the divine protection (Kuhrt 1987:30). One
may assume that these tasks were common for most
kings, including those ruling at Taxila.
Taxila was reckoned by the ancient writers to be located
a three days’ walk from the Indus (Marshall 1951a:2).
Taxila is mentioned in Ramayana, Mahabharata, and in
Buddhist and Jain literature (Marshall 1951a:11). Taxila
is, however, most famous for its conquest by Alexander
the Great in 326 BCE. Arrian writes, “Taxilês
surrendered into his hands his capital Taxila, the greatest
of all the cities between the river Indus and the
Hydaspês.
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Alexander there offered sacrifices to the gods to whom it
was his custom to sacrifice, and entered his army with
gymnastic and equestrian contests on the banks of the
river. The sacrifices proved to be favourable for his
undertaking the passage” (McCrindle 1893:83-84).
Alexander died in 323 BCE and his generals divided the
empire among themselves, but the Greeks soon lost
control over the city. Taxila was under the Mauryas from
ca. 321-189 BCE. In 321 BCE a partition took place. It
is therefore assumed that Chandragupta carried out his
war of independence during the years 325-323 BCE, and
that Chandragupta’s accession to the throne may be
dated to ca. 323 BCE (Dani 1986:51), or soon thereafter.
After Alexander’s death Chandragupta established
himself in Punjab in 306 or 305 BCE.

without; it seems they were among friends. Thus, this
may give a hint as to what the Greek “conquest” meant
and how the Greeks were able to traverse extraordinary
distances. It seems that to large parts of India they did
not come as “conquerors” but as “friends” and
“saviours”. The Greeks cannot have been too numerous,
and it seems that the Greeks maintained the native or
original organisation which existed in an area or
province they occupied (ibid:179-180).
“The great value of the fact that the capital Demetrius
built for himself was an Indian city and not a Greek one”
(Tarn 1938:361), has not been elaborated thoroughly.
The only definitively Greek public building – the Jandial
temple – did belong to the Hellenistic city, but the
question is whether this was for the Greeks themselves
or some other groups. The Jandial temple of the Parthian
period is an Ionic temple, and it is believed to have been
a Tower of Silence built by a Greek architect for the
Iranian community (ibid:360). “The transference of the
population of Old Taxila, even of their University and
their gods, seems to have been so complete that there
was no real break in the continuity of the city’s life…If
there was no Greek quarter, Greek and Indian must have
lived side by side” (ibid:179). Another building
reinforces the conclusion that after c. 50 CE there are no
finds which really can be called Greek. In the late first
century CE there is a Buddhist building where it seems
that Greek principles were tried applied, but the architect
did not really understand the matter. Thus, the
understanding of Greek architecture was dead although
they remembered that it once had been a governing
principle (ibid:361).

Seleucus Nicator, one of Alexander’s great generals and
king of Syria, crossed the Indus in order to re-conquer
and recover Alexander’s Indian provinces but found the
Maurya king confronting him with such formidable
forces that he had to make peace on terms which
favoured the Indians. Megasthenes, the Greek
ambassador, was sent by Seleucus Nicator to
Chandragupta in the city Palibothra in the year 300 BCE.
Chandragupta was called Sandrokottos among the
Greek, and Megasthenes met him several times when he
was in India, and it seems that he resided some years at
his court (McCrindle 1893:187). Seleucus not only
acknowledged Chandragupta’s sovereignty over Punjab
but also ceded to him Gandhara and those parts of
Archosia and Gedrosia which lay along the Indus, and in
return Seleucus received five hundred elephants for his
gifts. A subsidiary seat of government was established at
Taxila, and it was here Chandragupta’s grandson Asoka,
according to the Tibetan tradition, died (Marshall
1960:14-17). Chandragupta died in 298 BCE and his son
Bindusara accessed the throne, and during Bindusara’s
reign Asoka was the viceroy at Taxila. In 274 BCE
Asoka accessed the throne, and in 262 he allegedly
converted to Buddhism. Asoka built an outer masonry
wall around Taxila (Hodivala 1920:95-96). His death in
232 BCE was followed by a gradual break-up of the
Mauryan Empire. The Greeks re-conquered Gandhara,
the Panjab, and the Indus valley, and Demetrius made
Taxila a Greek capital in ca. 189 BC.

The Greek rule at Taxila was brought about by an
invasion of nomad tribes from the interior of Asia
known as the Sakas (or Scythians). The last of the Greek
kings of Taxila was overthrown by the Saka chief Maues
who received the imperial title after the death of
Mithridates II in 88 BCE (Marshall 1960:41-43). The
Sakas were clinging to their own Iranian faith, but they
were tolerant towards every religion regardless whether
it was Buddhism, Jainism, or Brahmanism. Not long
after 19 CE the power of the Sakas was broken by the
Parthians under Gondophares, followed by the Pacores.
Around 60 CE the Parthian supremacy was succeeded by
the Kushan conquest. The Kushan invaders who
supplanted the Parthians were originally from the
extreme north-west of China (ibid:27-31).

When Demetrius of Bactria built the new Taxila on
Sirkap to be his capital, it was a strange foundation to be
made by a Greek King. What Demetrius built was not a
Greek city but an Indian one, and an Indian city it
remained; and there are no indications that it ever
became a Greek polis. He transferred the population of
the Old Taxila to Sirkap (Tarn 1938:179), and the Sirkap
town is essentially the Parthian town of Gondophares
(ibid:359). The inscription at the Besnagar column
proved that Antialcidas reigned in Taxila, and his reign
must have begun, either alone or joint, no later than c.
130 BCE (ibid:313). Above all, the mud wall and the
absence of the citadel indicate that the Greeks were not
afraid of Indian attacks, neither from within nor from

The oldest inscription from Taxila dates to the reign of
the Mauryan Emperor Asoka. The inscription was a part
of an octagonal monolithic memorial (?) pillar, but it is
uncertain where the pillar initially was installed (Dar
1984:203). Pahlavi scripts are very scarcely represented
at Taxila and only on coins, but there has indeed been
found some Sasanian coins (ibid:263). They are dated to
the 380s and 390s BCE, and on their reverse sides there
are depicted fire-altars. Later coins without Pahlavi
scripts have also depicted various types of altars
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including fire-altars (Marshal 1951b:823-824), which
give testimony of Zoroastrianism. Buddhism seems to
have been practiced in Taxila from the first century BCE
to the fifth century CE (Marshall 1951a:xvii). In the
early Buddhist literature Taxila is often mentioned as a
university centre where students could get instructions in
almost any subject whether these were religious or
secular (Marshall 1960:23). Taxila was a cosmopolitan
town in its time. “The great city was even more
important than it had been in Alexander’s day, for it had
long been the seat of the Mauryan governor of the
North-West; though near it stood the fourth great stupa,
that of the Head-gift, it was only partially Buddhist and
Vishnu was strong there”, Tarn argues, “with its famous
University, of which the buildings have been excavated,
sought by students from many quarters, its merchants
guilds who struck their own city coinage, the Iranian
element in its population with their Tower of Silence, its
balance of religions, its feeling of independence which
had led it to withstand Porus and to revolt against the
Maurya, it seemed destined to be the capital of the
foreign invaders” (Tarn 1938:137).

names of cemeteries literally meaning “the cemetery of
raw flesh”, and the practice of abandonment was
referred to as “raw” or “uncooked” (Tiwari 1979:38-39).
It has been argued that it is quite likely that Buddha did
not preach exposure or air-burial as the preferred mode
of disposal since he was cremated (Hodivala 1920:120).
However, Buddhas or high-ranking lamas have normally
been cremated, whereas common people have received
air- or water-burials, and occasionally earth burials. The
problem is that there are few, if any, Buddhist funeral
relics of the common people at Taxila, except those of a
late date. There were found numerous skeletons, but they
are probably from monks and nuns who were killed by
the White Huns when they sacked and burnt the
Dharmarajika Monastery about the end of the fifth
century CE, and it is not unlikely that some of the
remains comprise bones of the White Huns themselves
who died in the fighting (Guha 1951:296).
In the Mahabharata there are several references to tree
burials. The epic in its present form was composed
between the 4th century BCE and 4th century CE (Tiwari
1979:17). The practice of leaving or abandoning the
dead on open grounds seems to be, although not the
most popular method (which was cremation), prevalent
in ancient India, and it has been continued by some in
later periods as well (ibid:43). Mass cremation of the
dead after wars was also a common practice. Thus, there
seems to be three modes of handling the dead after
battles: (1) the dead were simply often abandoned, (2)
attempts were made to recover the bodies, and in the
case of important persons separate funerals were
arranged, and (3) the rest of the recovered dead were
accorded communal cremations (ibid:48-53). There are
also references to re-cremations of the remains of a
person who had consecrated his sacrificial fire and died
away from home, which was regarded as highly
inauspicious since the proper rituals could not be
conducted (ibid:77). One may expect all these modes of
funerals at Taxila since it was a town haunted by wars
and because of the mentioned modes of disposal in the
historical sources. The main problem is, as indicated, the
absence of mortuary remains except from the late
Buddhist remains, and air-burials, if they were practiced,
leave few traces in the archaeological record.
Nevertheless, the material remains of the monumental
architecture reveal some insights into the conglomerate
of religious practices. Temples are monuments built with
the intention of fulfilling religious purposes, and hence,
they are entrances by which one may grasp the religious
syncretism at work.

Funeral practices
Aristoboulos makes, according to Strabo, references to
various curious practices of the inhabitants of Taxila
regarding death rituals, including air-burials. Aristobulus
is said to have accompanied Alexander in his campaign
in India, and he comments on “some strange and unusual
customs which existed at Taxila…The dead are thrown
out to be devoured by vultures. The custom of having
many wives prevails here, and is common among other
races. He says that he had heard from some persons of
wives burning themselves along with their deceased
husbands and doing so gladly; and that those women
who refused to burn themselves were held in disgrace”
(Strabo, op.cit M’Crindle 1901:69). Starting with the last
funeral practice first, this comment is probably testifying
the Hindu practice of sati and referring to an orthodox
funeral practice among the Hindus or at least the
Brahmanical population. The general funeral practice for
the Hindus seems to have been cremation. Regarding the
funeral practice where the deceased is exposed to the
vultures, Marshall puts forward the hypothesis that this
practice was of Iranian origin as it still is for the Parsi
religion, meaning Zoroastrianism. “It might reasonably
be inferred, therefore, that the practice was one that had
been introduced at Taxila by Persian settlers in the fifth
and fourth centuries BC, among whom there must have
been many adherents of the old daivayasnian cults”
(Marshall 1951a:16). This interpretation seems
plausible, and it is uncertain whether Buddhists in this
area performed air-burials.

The temple of Jandial
The temple of Jandial is one of the most interesting
monuments at Taxila, but apart from general references
to the temple it has rarely been analysed in a context of
religious bricolage. Most analyses use and refer to
Marshall’s original report from the excavation, and I will

In general, there is considerable evidence of abandoning
dead bodies in cemeteries in the Buddhist Pali literature.
The corpses were left on the cemeteries where they were
eaten by vultures and scavengers. Some texts refer to
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therefore concentrate on his documentation and
hypothesis although I will include other interpretations
which differ from Marshall’s.

probably Zoroastrian. If this was so, the fire altar may
have stood on the summit of the tower” (Marshall
1951a:226). J. J. Modi doubted the hypothesis about the
location of the altar, and argued that the altar stood in the
inner sanctuary or naos and the tower was used for other
purposes (Modi 1915), but he agreed that it was a
Zoroastrian temple.

The temple is located outside the city wall, and Jandial
may have been built for fire worship. The length of the
temple is 158 ft and the width is 85 ft and it has Ionic
columns (fig. 17.2). The plan of the temple is unlike any
of the Indian temples but its resemblance to the classical
temples of Greece is striking. In Greece a peristyle of
columns surrounds the ordinary peripheral temple, and it
contains a pronaos or front porch, a naos or sanctuary,
and an opisthodomos or back porch. An extra chamber
between the sanctuary and the back porch was common
in some large temples such as Parthenon in Athens and
the Temple of Artemis in Ephesus, and the plan of the
temple of Jandial is structured almost identically. The
main difference, which is crucial in this case, is that
instead of an extra chamber between the sanctuary and
the back porch, at Jandial there was a solid mass of
masonry, the foundations of which were carried down
over 20 ft below the temple floor. Based on the depth of
these foundations it seems that the masonry was
intended to carry a heavy superstructure, which
apparently rose in the form of a tower considerably
higher than the rest of the building. Access to the tower
was probably from ascending steps from the
opisthodomos at the rear of the temple. Marshall
estimates the height of the tower to have been about 40
ft (Marshall 1951a:222-223), but he does not mention if
there has been found any human skeletal remains in the
temple or in the vicinity.

Nazimuddin Ahman has tried to show that the date of the
Jandial temple cannot be earlier than Azes I (ca. 57-35
BCE), and his main arguments are that (1) no Bactrian
Greek King is known to have professed Zoroastrian
religion, (2) no coins of Indo-Greek rulers were found
from the temple, (3) the covered passage around the
temple is un-Greek, (4) the temple is contemporary with
the nearby Mohra Maliaran Temple, and (5) the presence
of a stone slab with foot-prints of Buddha points towards
first century BCE and not earlier. These arguments are in
themselves, however, insufficient for deciding the date
of the temple as well as the religious character of the
temple (Dar 1984:51). As Marshall notes regarding the
coins, they were found in the deep accumulation of
debris covering the ruins, into which they must have
found their way at some time subsequent to the
destruction of the temple, but before the later medieval
temple was erected (Marshall 1951a:224). Nevertheless,
regarding the date of the temple, Marshall says, “I am
inclined to the view that both the Jandial temple and the
Mohra Maliaran shrine were erected under the Sakas in
the first century B.C. rather than under the Greeks in the
second century B.C., though…the point is still a
debatable one” (ibid:225). In a late postscript he argued
that the temple belongs to the Greek period (ibid:229).

The strikingly Greek character of the plan and the design
of the Ionic pillars suggest that it was erected under the
rule of the Bactrian Greek kings who built and occupied
the Sirkap city during the second century BCE (Marshall
1951a:225, 229). The superstructure of the temple,
including the architrave, frieze and cornice, appears to
have been made of wood. Similarly, the roof of the
temple was most likely flat and made of wood, and not
of the usual ridge type in Greek temples. If the roof had
been made by sloping tiles or metal plates, then there
should have been remains of the tiles, but there were no
traces of such remains preserved. Therefore, based on
the finds Marshall concludes that the roof of the temple
was flat, like most of the buildings in the Orient, and
protected by half a foot of clay spread over the timbers
(ibid:224).

It has also been argued that the Jandial temple has
nothing to do with Zoroastrianism and that “this temple
is a pure Greek monument of the second century BC. A
few unclassical features in this temple do not affect its
over-all-Greek character. Instead, these reflect the
Hellenistic spirit of experiment, accommodation and
adoption” (Dar 1984:33), and Dar continues, “thus it is
clearly established that Jandial Temple dates back to the
rule of the Bactrian Greeks, as originally planned, it had
nothing to do with Zoroastrianism. Having been built by
the Greeks and most probably for the Greeks
themselves, the temple was meant to display, in its naos,
some statues of the Hellenistic Parthenon” (ibid:53). The
combination of a Fire Sanctuary and a Fire Temple
never occurred until the last of the Parthian period, and
the Jandial Temple contains none of the peculiarities of a
Fire temple of the Achaemenian, Parthian, or Sassanian
periods (ibid:47). Dar uses the construction of the temple
itself as a weighty argument against the idea of a tower.
He argues that even if we “accept the sturdiest of all the
proportions known between the bottom and top of the
column of an Ionic order i.e. 1:8, the total height of the
façade of the Jandial Temple, including the height of the
columns…could not have been less than 12 to 13
metres” (ibid:52).

The religious character of the temple is a question that
cannot be answered with certainty. It was most likely not
Buddhist due to the total absence of any Buddhist
images or other characteristic relics and because of its
unusual plan. For similar reasons one must rule out that
this was a Brahmanical or a Jain temple. The solid tower
in the middle of the temple is significant and bears some
similarities to the ziggurats of Mesopotamia. Thus,
Marshall concludes “from its presence, as well as from
the entire absence of images, that the temple was
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Fig. 17.2. Jandial Temple: plan of the temple. From Marshall (1960), fig. 5.
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Marshall suggested that the height of the tower would
have been about twelve metres, and thus, according to
Dar, a tower surrounded on all sides with walls equal to
its own height, makes no sense (ibid). Regarding the
height of the columns this argument seems plausible, but
regarding the height of the tower there is a circular
reasoning.

(Dar 1984:57). This temple might be interpreted in
different ways. If the rulers built the temple, it indicates
that the Ionic style is not Greek per se since Azes
belonged to the Sakas (or Scythians), who were
Zoroastrians. The temple may also be a testimony of a
strong Greek influence whether this represented a
religious or ethnic community or a high degree of
cultural bricolage and religious syncretism. Thus, it
seems that the Mohra Maliaran Temple was built after
the Jandial C temple was destroyed. If this is correct, it
may indicate a Greek group of either ethnic of religious
character which continued their practice, but it may also
be relics from Zoroastrianism’s use of Greek
monumental buildings.

It is too early to dismiss the idea of a tower although we
may agree that it does not make sense to call the
structure a “tower” if it only reaches to the roof. What
one may dismiss is, perhaps, Marshall’s suggested
height of 40 ft. It is worth returning to the depth of the
foundation walls again. The walls throughout are built of
“coursed rubble” masonry, and they are carried on
massive foundations, descending to a depth of 9 to 10
feet below the floor level. In the case of the inner wall
the depth of the foundation project is from 6 inches to 2
feet beyond the face of the wall, whereas the depth of the
outer walls is as much as 5 feet. What Marshall calls the
“tower” has foundations which are carried down over 20
feet below the temple (Marshall 1951a:222-223), and for
whatever purpose it was constructed, it seems likely that
this structure was intended to rise higher than the rest of
the temple, otherwise it is difficult to explain why the
deep foundation of an inner structure was built.

It has been argued that after the expiry of the Greek rule
the Jandial temple lost its patrons, it was abandoned and
systematically denuded of all its decorations before the
building collapsed (Dar 1984:53). This does not explain
why the Mohra Maliaran Temple was built during the
reign of Azes. The presence of a new constructed
“Greek” influenced temple may, on the one hand,
describe the general process of the declining Greek
influence during the Zoroastrian reign, but it may also
highlight the pervasive role monumental Greek
constructions had in the Zoroastrian religion.
Unfortunately, since the chronology at a microarchaeological level is a bit uncertain (Marshall 1951a,
b, c), it is difficult to be detailed regarding the cultural
and religious development. What one needs to stress is
the religious complexity and syncretism at Taxila.
Religious monuments are not necessarily exclusive in
the use, particularly since facets of various gods may be
part of several religions. There are some factors which
complicate the archaeological picture. Firstly,
particularly at the Early Historic city of Sirkap at Taxila
it is extremely difficult to differentiate between Jain and
Buddhist stupas, let alone to which Buddha they are
dedicated (Coningham 2001:74-75). Secondly, the first
Vishnu temples are found in the 3rd century BCE on the
Indian sub-continent. In the 2nd century the Greeks who
settled in the Taxila area turned to Vishnu (Chakrabarti
2001b:49). The difference between the old Greek gods
and the new Hindu gods seems to be minor, and this
syncretism is also evident in Buddhist art and sculptures.

Therefore, as I see it, we are back to Marshall’s
hypothesis that there was a tower in the middle of the
temple, but the height has been greater than previously
estimated, perhaps even 60 ft or higher. Thus, I agree
with Marshall’s hypothesis that the Jandial temple is
most likely a Zoroastrian temple. Although it is
uncertain where the Fire-Altar has been placed, it seems
plausible that the temple is an architectural hybrid
combining Greek impulses with an Iranian type of tower
in the middle. Whatever purpose this tower had – fire
worship or funerals – it seems most likely, based on the
architectural remains, that one might designate this
temple as a Zoroastrian one. Taken into consideration
that the royal palace in Persepolis was a Greek
architectural masterpiece, the Iranians and Zoroastrians
were not only familiar with Greek architecture but on
certain occasions they preferred it. It seems that they, for
whatever reason, needed the Greeks for their most
prestigious buildings whether these were temples or
palaces.

A religious conglomerate:
Knowledge transaction and common values

At Taxila, there are four temples, which seem to have a
Greek appearance, origin, or strong architectural
influence. The Jandial temple (fig. 17.3) should be dated
to the Greek period (ca. 189-50 BCE), and the temple
was probably destroyed by a great earthquake in the first
half of the first century CE (Marshall 1951a:229, 237).
The Mohra Maliaran Temple, which belongs to the Ionic
order of Greek architecture, was located 1500 metres
west of the north-western corner of Sirkap City, and
based on twelve coins of Azes I it has been dated to ca.
57 BCE, but since these coins have never been published
it is difficult to say whether they belong to Azes I or II

The word “Dharmarajika” may denote a stupa erected
over a body-relict of the Buddha who was the true
Dharmaraja. It may also denote stupas erected by Asoka.
Since nearly all the stupas containing Buddha’s relicts
were known to have been erected by Asoka, it seems
plausible that the term “Dharmarajika” is employed for
both stupas containing one of those relics and/or stupas
erected by Asoka (Marshall 1951a:234-235).
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Fig. 17.3. Temple of Jandial from South-East. From Marshall (1960), plate VIII.

Fig. 17.4. Dharmarajika: view of the Great Stupa from north-west. From Marshall (1960), plate IX.
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Fig. 17.5. Dharmarajika: plan of remains in stupa area. From Marshall (1960), fig. 6.
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Taxila was probably one of many cities in the Mauryan
Empire which received from Asoka a share of holy
relics, and that Dharmarajika was the original stupa
erected by him to house that share. The stupa at Taxila is
not only the biggest, but also the oldest, and if Asoka
built one at Taxila, it is most likely to be this one (figs.
17.4-17.5). However, there are only tangible indications
that there were any monuments of Asoka at all at Taxila,
and very few indications of monuments that can be
clearly defined and recognised as Mauryan. The majority
of the Buddhist monuments are not found within the city
walls but in quiet and retired spots some distance outside
them. The diameter of the Dharmarajika stupa is 150 ft,
and the present height of the ruin is 45 ft. No part of the
surviving stupa can clearly be dated to the Mauryan
period. However, that does not mean that the lower parts
or the foundation cannot be dated to this period, but it is
impossible to say if it is built in the first, second, or third
century BCE. What is sure is that it cannot be older than
Asoka, and it cannot be later than the middle half of the
first century BCE, because it was in this century a series
of small stupas were erected in a ring around the main
edifice, and this would not have been possible unless the
Dharmarajika had already been made (Marshall
1951a:235-236). The Great Stupa was rebuilt in the first
century CE, and a subsequent building phase took place
from the fourth to the fifth century CE (ibid:239).

(Rowland 1942). “There are certain figures in the
architecture of the Asoka period, creatures, man-headed
bulls, and other half-human types, which may be due to
Greek influences, probably filtered through a Persian
medium; but the explanation of their adaptation may be
entirely religious or philosophical” (Tarn 1902:284).
They may symbolise the doctrine of transmigration and
rebirth since in each stage of animal existence the human
may be concealed and released through good works
(ibid). The date of the Buddhist art is debated, but at
Taxila there is almost no evidence of such art prior to the
Kushan regime in the latter half of the first century CE
(Soper 1951:301). Among other finds, from Building L
near the Dharmarajika Stupa there is found a Buddha
with a moustache after the model of an early Imperial
toga statue. This is a stone plaque with donors around a
preaching Buddha (fig. 17.6). The pre-Roman phase is
represented at a fairly high level of sculptural
competence in the Dharmarajika frieze; “Absence of
religious formality is revealed by the small halo of the
realistic seat…the perfunctory drapery lines show an
indifference to classical values. The figures, for all their
variety in detail, stand in almost identical three-quarters
poses, in the superimposed tiers normal in non-classical
art” (ibid:311). Another revealing statue is the image of
the Bodhisattva Maitreya (fig. 17.7) standing on a
pedestal where the front is supported at the corners by
Corinthian pilasters (see Appendix E for a detailed
account of these two finds, for other finds see Marshall
1951b).

Although Buddha himself never visited Taxila, the place
became a great centre of Buddhist learning and teaching,
and the Taxila and Gandhara regions became
predominantly Buddhist during and after the reign of
Asoka in the third century BCE (Dar 1984:12, 43). In the
latter part of the first century BC monuments and
inscriptions alike leave no doubt that the prevailing
religion at Taxila was Buddhism. Zoroastrianism or
other earlier faiths, however, may have prevailed, and
the Saka rulers were tolerant towards every religion
whether it was Buddhism, Jainism, or Brahmanism
(Marshall 1951a:58). But more than mere tolerance for
other religions may explain the co-existence of multiple
and overlapping traits; there was a shared horizon of
worldviews among the inhabitants of Taxila.

Although not a part of my core area, I feel it is
nevertheless necessary to mention the world’s largest
Buddha statues in the Bamiyan valley in Afghanistan,
which were demolished by the Taliban in 2001. This site
is important not only for Indian art, but also for the
intimate relationship to the art of Iran and Central Asia,
and all the styles at Bamiyan are hybrid in character. The
Buddha statues measured respectively 175 and 120 feet.
“These two statues in themselves are extraordinarily
interesting to illustrate the cosmopolitan nature of
Buddhist art at Bamiyan. The smaller statue (fig. 17.8) is
simply an enormous magnification of a typical Gandhara
image with its voluminous drapery reminiscent of the
style prevalent in north-western India in the second and
third centuries A.D.” (Rowland 1959:98). The larger of
the two Buddhas is made in a quite different style,
although the method is basically the same.

Particularly Buddhist statues reveal a combination of
various cultural and religious impulses, and Buddha
statues found at Taxila have a very “Greek” or GrecoRoman look.
Some Buddhas are depicted wearing toga from Imperial
Rome. According to Foucher, the strong classical look of
the Gandharan Buddha images is a result of Hellenistic
imperialism (Foucher 1942), and Bachhofer states,
“Gandharan art would not have been possible without
the Hellenistic art of the Greek communities and courts
in Bactria and India” (Bachhofer 1941:224). In
Gandhara art the spectacle of classical forms endeavours
vainly to express in material terms the ideals of an
immaterial religion, and the art is both an offshoot of
Hellenistic sculptures in the East and Roman Imperial art

If the smaller is made in the third or fourth century CE,
the larger is probably made a century later. The statues
are extraordinaire due to the appearance of the colossal
cult, which is an impulse from the west. Moreover, the
various domical forms are iconographically and
stylistically derived from Greco-Roman and Iranian
sources. “We have, of course, the precedent of the
famous colossi of the Greek world, and, more nearly
contemporary, the later Roman fashion of erecting
colossal images of the deified Caesars.
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Fig. 17.6. Buddha from Building L near the Dharmarajika Stupa, from Marshall 1951c, plate 221.
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Fig. 17.7. Bodhisattva Maitreya, from Marshall 1951c, plate 223.
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Fig. 17.8. The “smaller” Buddha statue in Bamiyan, Afghanistan, which is 120 feet high.
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The purpose of a colossal image is two-fold”, Rowland
argues, “to attract attention and command respect by its
gigantic dimensions and, by the same token, to suggest
the superhuman nature of the personage portrayed. If the
giant statues of Constantine were intended to represent
that Emperor’s role as Kosmokrator, the Bamiyan
statues, no less, were meant to indicate the status of
Buddha as Mahapurusa, or as Brahma comprising all
worlds within himself” (ibid).

which was syncretism of the Greek and the Indian
worlds.
What kind of cultural and religious intimacy do these
statues bear testimony of? This may send us back to
Burkert’s hypothesis of “craftsmen of the sacred”;
specialists who were not only skilled professionals but
also magic-wielding seers. The craftsmanship
represented both practical but also secret and esoteric
knowledge (Burkert 1992). Crafting is both
transformation and creation. It is the “ordering of nature
for cultural purposes. Creation both in crafting and in the
wider world of human affairs relates to the
transformational process, and refers basically to the
sense of moving or communicating between
qualitatively different cosmological realms” (Helms
1993:19). Moreover, crafting involves non-utilitarian
purposes, aesthetic qualities, and close association with
political-ideology within an essentially cosmological
context (ibid:6). Skilled crafting is political and
ideological rather than economic in nature; “it is
basically conducted by the ritually defined manipulation
of intangible forces aided by application of personal
qualities and skills believed to be themselves derived
from outside forces or beings” (ibid:17). Hence, crafting
is a part of social and ideological domains and
hierarchies.

Rather than listing other Buddha statues and sculptures
which bear similar or other Greco-Roman traits, I will
use these statues as examples and present an approach to
how one may interpret such hybrids of religious forms
and impulses. Some sculptures executed by local
craftsmen are, Marshall argues, “more or less imitations
of Greek or Greco-Roman models” (Marshall
1951b:518). This might be true for ordinary statues, but
divine images are ontologically manifestations of gods.
Thus, I will argue, the syncretism as evident in the
statues represents an expression of the closeness and
unity of shared cultural horizons. “Sculptors are
necessarily more restrained in their interpretations than
writers and even painters. It is characteristic of their craft
to create gods in the image of man and to keep miracles
within the stone” (Foucher 1972:8). As seen in
Bangladesh regarding current statue makers, statues are
often made to order from temples or priests. They are
without the spiritual dimension or soul when they arrive
at a temple or monastery, and it is a priest or a lama who
initiates the divine soul in the statues. “These
monuments are as authentic as the written texts. In a
sense they offer surer testimony…they at least have not
been altered in later times and amplified for
propagandist purposes. Their immediate effect is to
bring back on earth a legend which tends only too easily
to lose itself in mythical clouds” (ibid:8).

Whether or not the statue makers in this particular case
possessed spiritual capacities has to remain unanswered,
but I will nevertheless elaborate some cultural
consequences of a society where holy men or ascetics
formed a major part, regardless of whether the religious
specialists were craftsmen or not. Within the city there
seems to be a conglomerate of different religious
practices and beliefs, which mutually have influenced
each other. At least Buddhism, Jainism, Brahmanism,
Zoroastrianism, and Greek religion and philosophy were
prevalent at Taxila based on textual evidence. One may
also assume that there were other spiritual and ritually
distinct beliefs and practices, but these are difficult to
distinguish due to the material complexity of the
religious monuments. Taxila was a melting pot due to its
location. The complexity and syncretism may reveal
something about the knowledge transaction and the
actors involved, and what kind of values and beliefs they
had in common at a structural level.

To sum up; firstly, those who made the statues were a
part of a Indian-Greek life-world. Secondly, the statues
were accepted as divine revelations or manifestations by
the priesthood or lamas. Finally, the devotees believed
that these statues were divine manifestations of Buddha
even though they were clothed in a Greek fashion.
Therefore, these sculptures alone are able to “give us an
unknown form of the popular tradition; and they become
and excellent counterweight to the flighty texts” (ibid:9).
In other words, there are no Greek “borrowings” evident
in these statues; this was the way they were supposed to
look. If the sculptors “borrowed” too much from
“foreign” or hostile cultures, then the statues would not
have been accepted and the divinities would not have
taken abode in them. The spirit of Buddha could only
reside and take abode in a statue that revealed the true
Buddhahood. Buddha had to appear in Greek clothing
because otherwise he would not have been Buddha.
Therefore, the statue makers, the lamas and monks, and
the believers, were a part of the same life-world and they
shared essentially the same horizon of understanding,

Fredrik Barth has developed a theory of knowledge
transaction based on two opposite traditions of
knowledge; the guru and the conjurer (Barth 1990). The
two types of actors do quite different things and take
quite different things into consideration. Their
knowledge is spread in two very different ways; the guru
is teaching and the conjurer is performing in a mystery
cult. These two types of knowledge transaction have
distinctive characteristics. The guru teaches and instructs
the public, and he has disciples who spread the
knowledge to other people and places. He realises
himself by continuously reproducing the knowledge – he
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is always explaining, instructing, knowing, and
exemplifying. The conjurer does not teach, but he
employs his knowledge by leading public rituals and by
initiating novices. He guards treasured secrets until the
day when he must create a performance or a drama
which transforms and overwhelms the novices by
mysteries (ibid:642).

is communicated, exchanged, and challenged, is most
likely what one has at Taxila. Differences are accepted
within the overall sphere of religion. Regarding the
complexity of partly incompatible thoughts and beliefs
in Hinduism, a knowledgeable man told me that the
crucial aspect is to believe, not what you believe, and he
used a mountain as a metaphor. The aim is to climb
towards the peak of the mountain, and there is only one
mountain in the world – God – who may have many
names and appear in many forms. This is irrelevant and
not a source of dispute, because there is nevertheless
only one mountain to climb for humanity. The route will
be individual, and there are as many routes as humans,
but they are all leading towards the peak. There are
various ways and paths towards the ultimate aim –
liberation.

The guru’s knowledge transaction is characterised by a
certain type of distribution. His disciples learn from him
in a personal and enduring relationship, and the guru
succeeds when the knowledge is transmitted.
Fundamental for the guru is that he must always have
enough to teach, and the knowledge must be stable and
consistent through time. He lasts only as long as he has
more to teach. The guru’s knowledge is rational and
logical, and the knowledge is radically decontextualised. The pupil does not need to have been
there, but only to understand and to remember it. This
implies that this knowledge transaction may transfer
knowledge easily and rapidly across huge areas
(ibid:643-644). The conjurer’s knowledge, on the other
hand, has other characteristics. He reveals secrets by
manipulating concrete symbols. The knowledge is
sacred and limited to a few people; the initiated novices,
who are supposed to be transformed by the rite in itself
and not by what has been transmitted to them of the
knowledge it contains. The performance of rituals at the
climactic day evokes as much nerve and power as
possible. The knowledge in these sacred performances
affects the novices by its force and not by explaining the
knowledge for them (ibid).

This way of thinking may enable the differences within a
community such as Taxila to co-exist, and the situation
seems somehow parallel to the variation within
Hinduism today. Despite the enormous variations, there
was something which united the diverse thoughts and
paths. Taxila as a trade centre par excellence must have
been a cradle for knowledge distribution. Traders may
have limited capability and interest in understanding
other religions since they basically were travelling
engaged in commerce, although there are hints of Greek
Bactrian traders who claimed to be Buddhists (Thapar
1992:26).
I think it is therefore more important to stress the
knowledge contemplation and distribution among gurus,
prophets, and ascetics. As a Buddhist university centre
Taxila would have attracted numerous pilgrims and
scholars operating within the guru tradition although
esoteric elements may have played a role within the
various religious communities. Similarly, the numerous
temples are focal points pilgrims return to. Brahmanism
or Hinduism is, despite the priestly ritual function, a
religion which explains and preaches, at least society
and cosmos as seen from the Brahmans’ perspective, a
world view which creates and maintains the caste
structure. Moreover, the Greeks and the Zoroastrians as
conquerors must have engaged in the transactions of
knowledge, in short; despite esoteric elements which
always exist, Taxila seems to have consisted to a large
extent of a corpus of shared knowledge. The uniformity
of basic principles, which enabled understanding and
tolerance between Greeks, Zoroastrians, Brahmans, and
Buddhists, is probably a consequence of a historical
situation where knowledge has been distributed in a
form similar to a guru’s knowledge transaction. From
Greece to India the institutionalised practice with holy
men or ascetics on continuous pilgrimages or engaged in
philosophical discussion was an intrinsic part of society,
and indeed, these philosophers and holy men may have
been those who created the shared knowledge between
countries and cultures since they were mobile and
evidently have lived among people in “foreign”
countries who had other beliefs than themselves.

Obeyesekere distinguishes between the ethical prophet
and the ethical ascetic. “The prophet is the vehicle of a
transcendental and unitary deity whose soteriological
and ethical message he communicates to the world. The
ethical ascetic, by contrast, discovers the truth of the
world” (Obeyesekere 2002:118). The prophet’s message
comes from God and represents a proclamation of the
divine will. It therefore contains no compromise,
whereas ethical ascetism, which is based on practical
considerations, is vulnerable to revisions and
compromises. “The uncompromising attitude of the
ethical prophet almost inevitably leads him to conflict
with the secular order…and this often brings him into
conflict with the established priesthood and the secular
authority…This was true of Jesus and of Mohammed
and Zoroaster, at least in the initial period of their
reforms” (ibid:119). As seen at Taxila, there was a
mutual tolerance, which indicates either that the
religions were well established, or a kind of guru
tradition combined with an ethical ascetism, or both.
It is possible to see both Zoroastrianism and Buddhism
as attempts to perfect Hinduism by other means.
Hinduism has never insisted on the necessity of one
supreme figure in religious matters and has never agreed
on certain articles and beliefs as essential to all Hindus
(Kinsley 1993:6). Such an open field where knowledge
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Nevertheless, in a discussion of the development of
religion, it is necessary to return to the differences
between literate and illiterate religions (Goody 1986).
Even though there was a shared horizon of knowledge,
in the long run the religions structured around a guru
tradition, in combination with written, sacred texts,
became institutionalised, and numerous of the other
traditions disappeared. In other words, local or Little
traditions became Great traditions due to the
manifestation of the knowledge, which was written, and
the way it was distributed, which was a combination of
explanation and logic rather than esoteric revelation and
performances.

changes totally different aspects of humanity into a
coherent unit, it bridges paradoxes. Water is a medium
for everything – it has a human character because we are
humans, it is a social matter and it is a spiritual
substance, and still, it belongs to the realm of nature as a
liquid. The dual character of always being culture and
nature, life and death giver, enable humans to spin webs
of significance around water in ways which no other
element does (Tvedt & Oestigaard in press). Therefore,
“earth has been variously called the planet of water and
the planet of life…Water flows in the veins and the roots
of all living organisms, as precious to them as the air
they breathe and the food they eat. It is the lifeblood of
their collective body”, Donald Worster argues, “water
has been critical to the making of the human history. It
has shaped institutions, destroyed cities, set limits to
expansions, brought feast and famine, carried goods to
market, washed away sickness, divided nations, inspired
the worship and beseeching of gods, and given
philosophers a metaphor for existence” (Worster
1985:19). The role of water in the development of
society and religion is perhaps no other places more
evident than in India.

In Taxila during the two last centuries of the first
millennia BCE, it seems that the religious struggles
between Zoroastrianism and the Greeks on the one hand,
and between Brahmanism and both Buddhism and
Zoroastrianism on the other hand, have been settled and
sorted out. As seen from Taxila, the Greeks reigned
peacefully and even converted to Hinduism and adapted
the Indian culture before they eventually faded out from
this part of the world, probably assimilated into the
Hindu majority. The Zoroastrians continued the
Persepolis practice of using Greek architecture as seen in
the Jandial temple. The discrepancy between
Brahmanism and the Zoroastrians regarding the Devas
and Ahuras seems not to be a contradictory one but
rather a mutual acceptance of different paths. There are
still conflicts and demolitions of religious monuments,
but these are most likely connected to new incoming
groups challenging and overthrowing the reigning kings.
The inhabitants at Taxila seemed highly tolerant of other
peoples’ beliefs and practices; so did the new kings
when they had conquered the city and established
themselves in power. This needs a historical explanation,
and I will put forward a hypothesis.

The Great Bath in Mohenjo-daro and
construction of cosmogony
Therefore, despite my emphasis on a synchronic
segment of history in the second part of the first
millennium BCE, I will include parts of the Indus
Civilisation and the water worlds because they may
illuminate parts of the development of the previously
discussed religions (fig. 17.9). The processes discussed
at Taxila have their continuity and perhaps their origin in
the Indus Civilisation. The role of water in the Indus
cosmologies is particularly challenging. Mohenjo-daro
means “mound of the dead”, it was first excavated in
1920 to 1921, then from 1922-1931, and there were
some smaller excavations later (Chakrabarti 1999:164).
There is no entirely satisfactory chronology for the Indus
Age, but the major cities, which are Mohenjo-daro and
Harappan, are dated to the second half of the third
millennium, or ca. 2500-2000 BCE.

Structurally speaking, they all believed basically the
same, and thus, the differences were within a religious
sphere of acceptable variations. What they all shared to
various extents was a common concern for the purity of
the elements, in particular water and fire, and
reincarnation in general. Purity of the elements and
rebirth were the axis along which cultural dialogues took
place. The differences were matters for philosophers to
discuss and dispute, but the knowledge was essentially a
part of a shared corpus including worldviews and
ontologies regarding life and death. Zoroastrianism is the
religion which differed the most regarding the protection
of fire and the belief in rebirth, but as seen from today’s
Parsees, Zoroastrians acknowledge cremation as a
funeral practice for Hindus because it is essentially a
different type of fire than their sacred fire (and today
they may indeed cremate their own dead and some
believe in reincarnation).

This phase is called the Mature Harappan or the Indus
Civilisation (Possehl 1999:1). There have been two
major approaches to the Indus Civilization. John
Marshall emphasised trade, commerce, and shared
ideology, whereas Mortimer Wheeler and Stuart Piggott
talked about priest-kings, temple complexes, state
granaries, and theocratic power (ibid:136). I will not
discuss these approaches and interpretations here, but
emphasise a water perspective stressing the role of water
in the development of society and religion.
The rainfall regime from 7000-1000 BCE seems to have
been pretty much the same as it appears today, and the
climate would have been more or less the same (Possehl
1999:268).

The water-worlds are of importance for an
understanding of the development of the religions on the
Indian sub-continent. Water is a medium which links or
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Fig. 17.9. Mohenjo-daro and the Indus River.
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Of 1399 known localities in the Indus Civilization, 1000
are located along Saraswati and only 44 along the Indus
Riverbed (Maisels 1999:189). The vagaries of the Indus
River and its unpredictable flood regime drove the
inhabitants from Mohenjo-daro and other cities from
their homes. Therefore, “if Mohenjo-daro and the Indus
Civilization are said to be the “Gift of the Indus”, could
it also have been the source of its demise?” (Possehl
1999:288). The ancient plain is today covered by a
minimum of seven metres of alluvial silt, and living by
the Indus has involved two types of risks: the risk of too
much water through inundation and the risk of too little
water through a shifting of the river-bed in a semi arid
climate (Jansen 1993:270-271).

third house (Jansen 1989). Ernest Mackey interpreted the
neighbouring complex of the Great Bath in this way: “In
view of its close proximity to the presumingly sacred
building that lies beneath the stupa, I would suggest that
Block I was once the residence of a high official,
possible the high priest himself, or perhaps a college of
priests” (Mackey 1938:10). Be that as it may, Mohenjodaro was most likely a religious, ritual, cultural, and
economic centre in the Indus Civilization (Maisel
1999:226). “Monumental buildings have been found at
Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro, but no centralized ritual or
political structures, such as temples, palaces or royal
burials, have been identified” (Kenoyer 1997:263).
Nevertheless, the monumental architectural features of
the Urban Phase of the Indus Civilization, such as the
Great Bath and the Warehouse at Mohenjo-Daro,
suggest social differentiation and stratification (Possehl
1990:272).

Today the Hindu cosmology is structured around the
life-giving waters and its relation to the successful
harvest in the form of rice. Although the Indus
Civilisation was structured around water, it had a
different cosmology. The earliest abundant use of
domestic rice on the subcontinent comes from Pirak, and
dates back to ca. 1800 BCE (Possehl 1999:246). Thus,
although there are similarities between the Indus and the
later Hindu and Indian religions, a search for origins and
roots, particularly in terms of “Aryans”, is futile, a
failure, and politically unacceptable. Methodologically
important though, “the religion of Indus civilisation is
better understood if we interpret it in the light of later
Hindu rituals and concepts, but there is also nothing in
the Harappan context which would permit the inference
of an organised Brahmanical framework in it”
(Chakrabarti 2001b:52-53). The date of Rig Veda is
most often set to 1200-800 BCE (Possehl 1999:6), and
hence, the Indus civilisation is neither a Hindu nor
Brahmanic “religious-culture” although later traditions
bear similarities. In other words, the Hindu interpretative
framework is nothing but a framework for an
understanding; it does not represent a cultural or
religious essensialism or search for origins, but rather an
approach to encapsulate religious developments and
changing traditions.

How is one to interpret the Great Bath? It has been
suggested that the society was structured around water as
medium to legitimise the inhabitants’ rights and duties,
and that a water ideology emphasising ritual
purity/impurity had importance in labour division and
the creation of identities in a kind of “proto” caste
system (Haaland & Haaland 2001, Hagen 2003). The
structuring of Mohenjo-daro in accordance with a strict
grid pattern also indicates notions of distinctive groups,
which might be a spatial organisation of the population
that bears similarities to a caste organisation
(Coningham & Young 1999:87). I agree with these
interpretations, but I would try to extend them through
the previously discussed perspective on cosmogony and
life-giving waters. As indicated, it is accepted that in the
Indus Civilization there are neither examples of palaces,
centralized temples, or grand tombs, nor any good
examples of public display on a large scale (Rissman
1988:219). However, regarding the temples, this is most
likely a consequence of our traditional prejudices of
what a “temple” or “shrine” should look like. There are
traces of columns on the eastern, northern, and southern
sides of the Great Bath (Kenoyer 1998:63), which
indicate that that the “bath” was not merely a profane
bath. In Muktinath, apart from the temples which are
secondary to the 108 water-spouts, the complex is
structured around the water itself. A water-temple will
differ in construction from temples where divinities in
the forms of statues reside. Thus, I will present an
interpretation of the Great Bath from a water-perspective
based on an overall Hindu framework for an
understanding of the past.

The Great Bath, dated to the Mature Harappan, is one of
the most extraordinary architectural structures revealed
in the Indus Civilisation (fig. 17.10). The Great Bath
measures approximately 23 m by 14 m by 2,43 m
(Chakrabarti 2001b:44). The Great Bath was not a part
of the original Acropolis but a later introduction, as
evident from both drains, which are cut into an older
section, and of the basis itself with various supports,
which indicate that it was sunken into older foundations.
For whatever unknown reasons, the Great Bath and other
large buildings fell out of use in the post-urban phase
and there were discontinuities in the original functions.
Regarding its functions, the Great Bath cannot be
regarded as a cistern used for storing fresh water as a
part of the supply system because the townspeople were
exclusively supplied with water by means of wells.
There must have been at least 700 wells in Mohenjodaro, with an average frequency of one well in every

The Great Bath is a tirtha. Since no tirtha is without
water, this seems to be a tirtha par exellance. The word
“bath” has deceived interpretations of this temple, and
could more accurately be described as The Great Water
Creation. Whether people took baths, used the water for
ablution or worship, certain holy animals drank or swam
in the water, or if the water was used at all, is uncertain
and impossible to answer for sure.
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Fig. 17.10. The Great Bath. From Marshall 1931.
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What is important is to emphasise the cosmogonic
function the Great Bath most likely had in its time.
There are two factors which have to be considered:
Firstly, there are no such monumental baths other places
in the Indus Civilisation, and secondly, it was
secondarily made at the pre-existing Acropolis at
Mohenjo-daro. There are two interpretations one may
draw from these observations. Firstly, the absence of
other similar constructions may imply that this was the
only cosmogonic place of its character, and there was a
general agreement among the Indians about this fact.
Secondly, since The Great Bath was constructed into the
existing monuments, the awareness and cultural
incorporation of the cosmological origin and creation
must have developed within and among the priests at
Mohenjo-daro. These two interpretations together may
indicate that, for whatever reason which triggered off
this religious development, a water cosmology and
cosmogony were created in the Indus Civilisation, which
had the Great Bath as the ultimate reference point.

religious bricolage. Therefore, “a religion is what it has
become. Historians too often describe what religion was
at a given period in past history, which they think
represent the “real” religion. Theologians commonly
depict an idealistic picture of the “true” faith and
describe all variations as heresies or the falling away
from “the valid” or “core” teaching as lesser
manifestations of the religion”, John Hinnells argues, but
“the truth is, of course, that all religions change as they
evolve and must do so if they are to continue to be
meaningful to the practitioner in a changing world.
Religious philosophies cannot remain uninfluenced by
the environment in which they are practiced” (Hinnells
2000:241). This is equally true for cultures, because
“culture is not a plant sprouting from its seed in
isolation; it is a continuous process of learning guided by
curiosity along with practical needs and interests. It
grows especially through a willingness to learn from
what is “other”, what is strange and foreign…The
“miracle of Greece” is not merely the result of a unique
talent. It also owes its existence to the simple
phenomenon that the Greeks are the most easterly of the
Westerners” (Burkert 1992:129).

A cosmogonic interpretation is strengthened by the
structuring principles or the “planning” of the town,
which is in accordance with the cardinal points (Jansen
1989:177). Such a planning has to be seen in relation to
religion and astrological observations and calculations,
or in other words, cosmogony and the interrelatedness of
micro- and macro cosmos. The Indus Civilisation was
based upon water and different approaches to the ritual
use of this sacred medium. This water-world existed
prior to Hinduism, Zoroastrianism, Buddhism, and
Jainism, and if one is tracing the history of religious
development, then the different uses of water is the pool
of origin from which the various religious webs of
significance were spun. The Indian religions developed
and separated from each other from a pre-existing waterworld, which it is natural to trace back to the Indus
civilisation and the traditions that stem from the Great
Bath. Different approaches and ritual practices to divine
manifestations and revelations represented in holy water
could therefore be one of the main catalysts in the
development of what later became both Zoroastrianism
and Brahmanism, and to a lesser extent Buddhism. The
role of fire in this process is, however, more uncertain.

Then one must ask: what are the common and
structuring variables that have been at work and have
been negotiated upon? As indicated, it seems plausible
that the three features in this respect are the life-giving
water, fire, and rebirth/karma. Since all religions are
different and some even departed from each other, it is
important to stress that lived religion functions and
works, it is not only abstract theological reflections.
Thus, there will most often be contested understandings
between what is labelled “high” and “low” religion.
Ritual practices and traditions are not about timeless
events that reveal fundamental truths about the meaning
of life and death. Rites are framed by concrete historical
processes and the meanings ascribed to such processes
are historical constructions (Padel 2000). There are
obviously very few similarities between Cyrus the Great,
Xerxes, and the Parsees in Bombay, although they all are
Zoroastrians and employ parts of the same elements and
defend and protect the ritual purity of the elements.
Moreover, the relation between Zoroastrianism and
Hinduism illuminates the difficulties of tracing religions
backwards in time since religions are developing
through the millennia in a process of bricolage and
mutually interdependencies or conflict. It exemplifies
the problem of origin and the search for the “start” of
social phenomena. There are two major obstacles with
research regarding origins. Firstly, one looks to the past
for the beginning of social or religious phenomena one
knows exist in the present. Secondly, we use the notion
of origin to make a number of originary moves in our
thinking and writing. Thus, the narratives are
“determined not by their beginnings but by their
endings. Our stories of the past must end with the
present” (Moore 1995:51).

Excavating the Gordian knot
I will therefore return to the previous discussion of the
development of religions and change in traditions. The
changes in religions from the Indus to Taxila cover a
time span of nearly two thousand years; so does the
development of these religions into what they have
become today. The material evidence is too scarce to
draw any conclusive statements from regarding the
theological developments, and, as seen, it is often highly
problematic to ascribe a religious label to specific
monuments and artefactual finds. The conglomerate and
the syncretism of religions, as evident in for instance the
Jandial temple, strengthen the notion of a continuous
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This is problematic for several reasons. Regarding
written sources “it is an accident of history that these
traditions and not others were preserved…ancient India
must surely have had a multiplicity of religions that
would inevitably have influenced each other”
(Obeyesekere 2002:13). There are numerous texts and
traditions that have disappeared. The methodologcial
challenge is that it is impossible to construct the “origins
or history of a particular set of beliefs in a linear fashion
from a body of data or a tradition of beliefs that could
not possibly have had that linear quality at all” (ibid).

findspot and character of each and every object, and are
thus able to form their own judgement on them”
(Marshall 1951a:xvii). It is impossible to give any
conclusive answers and explanations, and hence, every
attempt to understand history is by nature incomplete
and limited. The Gordian knot might remain untied or
cut; neither solution is strictly acceptable scientifically
nor methodologically, but if one may give an account of
the reasons why one has limited knowledge, then half of
the job is done. Comparison as a research strategy is
important in this process.

The problem is that we know, based on contemporary
written sources, that religions such as Brahmansim,
Buddhism, Zoroastrianism, and Jainism existed at
Taxila, and we know these religions today. Hence one is
bound at the hands and feet by this knowledge: these
religions become frames of references for interpretations
and horizons for understanding. The archaeological
record at Taxila could very well be the remains of
religions and traditions which were not passed on into
history, preserved by written sources, and reinterpreted
for millennia. The Jandial temple is hybrid, and
evidently, this hybridisation or religious creolisation did
not continue. Whatever it represented, the archaeological
material provides us with a unique set of data which is
not documented in written sources. But as seen, without
textual information it is almost impossible to discuss for
instance theories of rebirth with some degree of
certainty. In reality, regarding Taxila it is impossible to
know whether the material cultures I have investigated
are remains from what became world religions as they
appear today, or if the archaeological remains are traces
of traditions and practices that were competing against,
but also gave rise to and influenced, the development of
the “great” or world religions.

Comparisons – or contextualised contrasts – help us to
generate ideas about the social processes we study
(Bowen 1999:239). Culture is impossible without
comparison and social learning is only possible through
comparison. Understanding is possible through a process
of exposure to actual instances (Urban 1999:90). Thus,
comparison is always a matter of degrees, but the
awareness of the comparison might be experienced
implicitly or explicitly (ibid:105). The point is that
“meaning is something conferred to an object or an
event by a person, not something enshrined in that object
or event – that is, it arises in the act of interpretation”
(Barth 1993:170). Thus, comparison is always present in
interpretations whether it is implicit of explicit, because
the researcher’s own cultural experience is inevitably a
part of his or her research horizon (Gadamer 1996).
Comparison plays different roles at different stages of
the research process. At the very outset and perhaps even
before the research questions are carefully and explicitly
formulated, comparison is the method which captures
our attention and interest because the outcome may
differ from what we expected. At this stage the
comparison might be entirely implicit, but it is
nevertheless comparison (Geddes 1999:196).

How is it possible to untie the Gordian knot? History
may indeed provide an answer. The Gordian knot
pertains to Gordius, an ancient king of Phrygia, who tied
the knot. According to the prophesy this knot was only
to be undone by the person who was to become the ruler
of Asia, which was Alexander the Great. But Alexander,
rather than untying the knot, just cut it asunder with his
sword. Methodologically speaking, sometimes one must
cut through and just start writing, and thereafter judge
whether or not an explanation makes sense or seems
reasonable because “…if we allow all possible
objections to cause us to doubt the status and utility of
the data, the chances are that we would not undertake
research at all” (Melia 1997:30). The aim is to make
some sense out of the scarce and limited material
available, as Marshall himself said in his humble
approach regarding Taxila, “I am not of course
suggesting that an excavator can claim any more finality
for his conclusions than others, or that he should be in
any way more exempt from criticism. On the contrary, I
hold that an excavator’s first duty, after finishing his
excavation, is to present fellow students with the facts in
such detail that they are left in no doubt as to the precise

The main aim of comparative method is to identify some
general social and political – or cultural – processes
(Laitin 1999:24). Despite the fact that anthropology is
characterised as a comparative discipline it is striking
how unsympathetic anthropologists (and archaeologists)
are to each others formal comparative operations and
how little agreement there has been on what might
constitute a “comparative method” or approach.
Critiques of comparison tend to focus on opposed
theoretical positions or the rejection of substantive
assertions, but rarely discuss the critical issues that
comparisons raise. As a result there has been little
agreement on common standards of a methodology for
comparative operations (Barth 1999:78).
Nevertheless, all anthropological analyses involve
comparisons of ethnographic material. Therefore, as
Barth argues, “we can no longer sustain the schematism
of distinguishing our analyses of forms “within” a body
of field data, and the “cross-cultural” comparison we
perform “between” such units” (Barth 1999:81). This is
a consequence of the acknowledgment that cultures are
not essensialised units characterising certain human
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properties and qualities. By acknowledging the
variations within cultures and the arbitrariness of how
we distinguish societies, the very ideas of “within” and
“between” seems to lose their force and usefulness
(ibid:84).

can be said that all humans have something in common”
(ibid).
Whereas most studies have emphasised the differences,
fewer studies have been concerned with what we share
as humans, and this opens up a new field of inquires in
social and human research. Thus, this type of
comparison has nothing to do with universalism and
cross-cultural laws, but is a research strategy aiming to
analyse human structures and humanity in a broad sense.

In processual archaeology structural comparison was
based on cross-cultural laws, and this approach has been
heavily criticised in the 1980s and 1990s. In postprocessual archaeology comparison was therefore
abandoned, to a large extent, in favour of particular
studies (for a discussion, see Kaliff & Oestigaard 2004).

Comparison is not an aim in itself, but the method
allows us to better understand social processes and
mechanisms (Bowen & Petersen 1999:3-4). Comparison
is therefore a way of generating knowledge aiming to
throw light on real people’s constructions. “Comparison
thus involves identifying two forms as ‘variants‘ of ‘the
same‘, which means constructing an overarching
category within which the two forms can be included,
and compared and contrasted” (Barth 1999:78). By
seeking out diversity or ensuring what might be
idiosyncratic or unique features of any particular village,
one must not generalise these features to other
communities in an area. By using variation as a research
tool one may construct a set of dimensions of variations
to facilitate descriptions of any observed form. Thus,
understanding meaning is not the same as presenting a
“representative” description (Barth ibid:82). Comparison
is therefore a way of generating meaning or spinning
webs of scientific significance from empirical variation.
“The challenge as I understand it is above all theoretical
and concerned with how to model an account for
variation and disorder, even more than how to merely
assemble the data on variation” (Barth 1993:22).

Gananath Obeyesekere has however recently argued for
the need for structural comparisons. Ethnographers have,
particularly in early kinship studies, documented nearidentical structures in completely different cultural areas
without contact with each other, but the implications of
this fact have hardly been elaborated or theoretically
explored. The idea that life-forms are incommensurable
is wrong, he argues, “quite the contrary,
commensurability of forms of life is possible although
those life-forms are enclosed in larger life-worlds that
are different, even incommensurable” (Obeyesekere
2002:354). It is possible to conduct structural
comparison, he argues, if we abandon Claude LéviStrauss’ structuralism. It is epistemologically
unacceptable because it contains four fundamental
premises. Firstly, it is based on the distinction between
langue (structure) and parole (social phenomena). The
ordinary world is pushed aside in the quest for some
infrastructure beneath the lived world (what today is
labelled “the matrix” in the film with the same name).
Secondly, structures have a binary character. Thirdly, the
structures are embodied in the very constitution of
human minds and brains; and fourthly, the structures are
totalistic, holistic and universal. The structures do not
exist on the surface, and consequently the aim of
analysis is, according to Lévi-Strauss, to conceptualise
these unconscious infrastructures. And this is where
Obeyesekere makes the important turn when he says, “I
want to seek structure not in langue but in parole…by
parole I refer not to the spoken word per se but to the
worlds that exist out there in what ethnographers call
“culture” – the worlds of meaning to which we as human
beings orient ourselves… the phenomenal world does
not exist outside of meaning-frames imposed on it by
human beings” (Obeyesekere 2002:351, my emphasis).

Comparison is also essential when producing an
analytical narrative. “An analytical narrative provides
more compelling evidence for an interpretation based on
contingent consent” (Levi 1999:164). Marx noted that
the method of presentation differs from the method of
inquiry because the latter approach has to appropriate the
actual material in detail, analyse its different forms of
development and trace out their inner connection
(ibid:152). An analytical narrative which informs about
both the inquiry and its presentation has to based on a
comparative model (ibid:172).
The process of developing a model most often involves
noting and emphasising a contrast – often a puzzling one
– and then searching for answers regarding the ideas and
humans motives that may give a plausible account of it
(Bowen 1999:233). By identifying the crucial
differences between the cases one may assume that they
are the plausible explanations for the different outcomes
(Laitin 1999:24). Thus, comparison as a methodology
aims to grasp both the structural and the cultural by
searching for an overall understanding of why various
actors have chosen different solutions when solving the
same problems.

Thomas Hylland Eriksen has defined the aims and goals
of anthropology in this way: “Social and cultural
anthropology has the whole of humanity as its field of
interest, and tries to understand the connections between
the various aspects of our existence…anthropology tries
to account for the social and cultural variation in the
world”
(Eriksen
1995:1).
This
necessitates
conceptualisations and understandings of “the
similarities between social systems and human
relationships… anthropology is about how different
people can be, but it also tries to find out in what sense it
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As mentioned before, Schutz has made a distinction
between constructs of first and second degree, where the
constructs of the first degree are constructions made by
the informants themselves and the constructs of the
second degree are constructions made by researchers
(Schutz 1970:273). “All the foregoing implies that a
good descriptive ethnography of symbolic forms must
go beyond the natives’ point of view and beyond the
surface
reality
of
everyday
understandings.
Consequently good ethnography must disturb, shock or
jolt us into an awareness that we did not have before”,
Obeyesekere argues, “(…) Thus good ethnography is an
ideal typical description that probes beneath the surface
reality through the use of nomological theory”
(Obeyesekere
1990:224-225).
Again,
following
Obeyesekere and his interpretation of Max Weber’s
“ideal types” (Weber 1949); “Models of the sort I
construct in this work are simplifications of the complex
empirical data and are never exactly replicated in reality.
They are…“ideal types”, constructs that re-present in
topographical form the world of empirical reality”
(Obeyesekere 2002:16). The ideal conditions postulated
by the model can serve as an understanding
exemplifying the complex conditions that occur in
empirical reality (ibid:130).

impossible to falsify an ethnographic or historical
description or hypothesis except through a detailed
presentation of counterevidence. Consequently it is not
a question of rejecting Popper out of hand but of
adopting his insights to tackle problems of validation
intrinsic to the human sciences” (Obeyesekere
1990:272).

Although Popper is excommunicated in social sciences,
it still worth listening to what he said. A method capable
of understanding the meaning of social events must go
far beyond causal explanation, Popper argues (Popper
1957:23). Tests of social and historical (or
archaeological) theories are carried out mentally, in our
imaginations (ibid:95) and there is no great difference
between explanation and testing, “agreement (…) is
taken as corroboration of the hypothesis (…) clear
disagreement is considered as refutation or falsification”
(ibid:133). There are, of course, numerous problems
with agreement-disagreement as criteria for verification
or falsification, because there is hardly ever clear
agreement or disagreement in a discourse.
Be that as it may, in this regard one may distinguish
between concepts and hypotheses. Concepts and
typologies are useful or non useful rather than true or
false, because it is basically an evaluation of their utility
in specific cases based on particular questions which
may lead us to accept or reject a concept or typology;
there are no independent tests for assessing concepts or
typologies. Hypotheses might, however, be tested,
accepted or rejected, and this practice requires
comparisons (Geddes 1999:196). Thus, scientifically,
comparative evidence has certain advantages but also
limitations. “Even the closest attention to the field of
variation will not allow you to deduce an explanation of
what has produced that variation, but…the observed
variation can be used as a provocation to search for one,
and a clearly described range of variability is well suited
for falsifying theories of what has produced that set of
forms” (Barth 1999:86). By “validity” we mean the
degree to which the account of something picks up the
processes, ideas, or relationships that are indeed there in
the world. Insisting on “validity” does not imply a
correspondence theory (that a true description maps oneto-one onto the world), but only that some descriptions
are better than others” (Bowen & Petersen 1999:12).

Methodologically speaking, is it possible to challenge
and criticise a model based on a particular empirical
material by using another set of empirical evidence?
Barth tries to answer this question. In anthropology (and
archaeology) one compares not only empirical
ethnography, but there are always two or more
descriptions involved in the comparisons. When
comparing anthropological accounts one is comparing
fictions and not the described objects themselves. As
long as anthropologists are unable to compare the
empirical objects of the study but only the descriptions
of these objects, or even only the representations of these
descriptions, the comparative method will be seriously
flawed. The comparative method should aim to move the
comparative operations closer to the empirical objects
we investigate rather than apply them to secondary or
tertiary materials (Barth 1999:79-80).
“Truth is not the bottom line: truth itself gets its life
from our criteria of rational acceptability, and these are
what we must look at if we wish to discover the values
which are really implicit in science” (Putnam 1981:308).
Theories bring new knowledge into being, which is what
a good theory should do; it is also what a bad theory
does, if the new knowledge is empirically or evidentially
unjustified (Obeyesekere 1992:57). A hypothesis

Returning to Barth (1999) again, in comparative studies
it is the primary data one has to compare and not
secondary constructions or representations of the case
studies. Societies “contain their own interpretations”
(Geertz 1973:453). It is not only researchers who
interpret people’s worldviews, but everyone interprets
their own world and society, and therefore a hypothesis
“is not proved, and never can be, if by proving we mean
actually seeing it happen, or knowing someone who has
seen it. But proof does not consist in seeing: it consists
in providing so complete an explanation of the disjointed
evidences of our senses that no better alternative can be
thought of. Some day an alternative may be found; but in

“has to be demonstrated; and the demonstration of the
hypothesis must be in terms of case studies…Others
can then use similar data to produce a
counterdemonstration that “invalidates” the previous
thesis. This strategy is true of ethnography in general:
it contains a procedure of disagreement through an act
of counterdemonstration that takes the place of
falsification in the experimental sciences. It is
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the meantime our hypothesis, if it is any good, will help
us to further conquest: that is all that really matters”
(Hocart 1970a:26-27).

work. The constructions of the first degree, the
worldviews as presented by the informants, are
thoroughly presented and described. “Data” (Latin:
“given”) means what is given in an empirical sense and
this is the basis for constructions of the second degree.
In each chapter I have aimed to develop a particular
model, and in the forthcoming conclusion I have tried to
synthesise all these models into what might be called a
construction of third degree. Whether or not these
constructions of second and “third” degrees hold true is
possible to evaluate based on the empirical presentations
or the constructions of the first degree, or by a
counterdemonstration based on other empirical studies in
the same villages or regions.

To sum up, I will make a comment on the structure and
the narrative in this work and relate it to the above
discussion of structural comparison and interpretative
practice. In Jack Goody’s foreword to Fredrik Barth’s
Cosmologies in the making, he writes, “the basic
procedures of such analysis involve first making a series
of functional or logical models which can be interwoven,
then, second, constructing a single model which can
generate the different forms” (Goody 1993:vii-viii). I
have tried to follow this research strategy throughout the
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Conclusion

Death and Life-Giving Waters has been an attempt to
trace the variables by which the deceased’s future is
determined and the reasons why there are differences in
practices when everyone has the same entry into, and
exit from, this world. All of these reasons can be
encapsulated in karma. The normal interpretation of
karma is often in accordance with a quotation from the
Garuda Purana where it is stated that “Man is born
alone; man dies alone; he enjoys his merit by himself, he
reaps the bitter fruits of his sins by himself” (Garunda
Purana II, 12.22), but as seen, an individual’s incarnation
is dependent upon an interplay of factors beyond his
control. The moral-philosophical doctrine is not a
straightforward law regarding rewards and punishments.
Karma works in mysterious ways and various chains of
actions, for instance that my current condition of life is a
consequence of the misery of not having a son who
could cremate me in a former life, which was the penalty
for not being obedient, and so on. This might be true in a
cosmic perspective, but it is not a satisfactory answer in
an analysis. Nevertheless, high religion or scriptural and
priestly exercised religion represents such a kind of
methodological collectivism. The karmic emphasis on
fatalism is the extreme consequence of a methodological
collectivistic approach where a human’s destiny is
determined
by
external
religious
principles
overpowering the individual’s free will. Humans have no
autonomous power but they are subdued to external laws
and principles which structure and govern the whole
cosmos. Analytically, whether these structures are
religion or historical materialism have minor importance
because the consequences of the given premise is the
same: the individual is governed and determined by
external forces, and because of the fatalistic belief there
is no need to try to improve or change one’s own
conditions.

why they act as they do is because of high religion,
tradition, and fatalism; they cannot act differently
because they are determined to act the way they do, but
in practice their praxises differ. Thus, the extreme
methodological collectivism and methodological
individualism are inseparable – they presuppose each
other and necessitate its counterpart.
The unity of the dualism between determinism and free
will is what Bourdieu has tried to conceptualise with
habitus. On the one hand, habitus represents
deterministic features because “the habitus is a
spontaneity without consciousness or will, opposed as
much to the mechanical necessity of things without
history in mechanistic theories as it is to the reflexive
freedom of subjects “without inertia” in rationalist
theories” (Bourdieu 1995:56). But on the other hand,
habitus represents also free will because “…practices
cannot be deduced either from the present conditions
which may seem to have provoked them or from the past
conditions which have produced the habitus” (ibid).
Bourdieu combines, therefore, both determinism and
free will with his habitus – “The habitus contains the
solution to the paradoxes of objective meaning without
subjective intention” (ibid:62). Hence, it is possible to
combine both a cosmic and actor perspective, which is
the process of cosmogony, and some of the variables
determining the deceased’s next incarnation can be
summed up. It is important to stress that these variables
are literally seen from a bottom-up perspective; from the
human stance whereby they are a part of cosmos through
various interactions with the gods.
Firstly, strictly karmic consequences. The law of karma
is guidance to an understanding of future rebirth. This
law of causality and the karmic consequences may take
numerous forms and become actualised in this or other
lives. An important premise in this doctrine is that mind
and matter form a unity. A person’s cosmological and
religious status is evident in the being and his body.
Karmic qualities are not only spiritual properties but also
dispositions manifested in the flesh. This has major
implications for the prescribed modes by which the
deceased is disposed of in his or her funeral. One’s
previous lives have enabled an entrance into this world,
which is a point of departure for a human to do good or
bad actions that will influence his or her own life in this
lifetime as well as the next birth. The bodily
transmissions of karmic sins are intergenerational, and
may therefore start even before a person is dead, and
indeed, even before a person is born.

Low religion, on the other hand, focuses on what people
do and why they do what they do. The huge body of
anthropological literature has emphasised that there is a
tremendous discrepancy between what people say they
are doing and what they actually do. Even though the
devotees refer to the high religion and the scriptures,
their actual practices differ. The emphasis on practice is
implicitly a focus on the individual’s free will and
capacity to perform and do rituals according to his or her
own ideas of what the right actions and rituals are
supposed to be. Low religion might be approached and
interpreted from the perspective of methodological
individualism. The ritual autonomy whereby the
devotees construct their own rituals and give their own
specific meaning to the rites is the individual’s free will
negotiating high religion and superstructures. The
problem is that these two lines of thought are integrated.
The informants themselves emphasise that the reason

Secondly, the ambivalent character of the flesh. The
deceased’s status, if status is understood as moral
qualities manifested in the body, is reflected in the cycle
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Fifthly, space and holy places. Conducting rituals is not
only a matter of the right people doing the right things,
but equally important is the place where these rituals
take place. Cosmological patterning and spatial qualities
divide the territorial locales into holy and profane areas.
Where a person dies and where he is cremated are of
importance for his own rebirth. Any potentially good
incarnation can be devastated or deteriorated by
descendants if they cremate and perform the obsequies at
“wrong” or profane places. The holiness of the place
determines the destiny of the deceased and the dead will
achieve a more fortunate incarnation if he or she is
cremated at a holy spot such as for instance
Pashupatinath or Manikarnika Ghat in Varanasi. This is
inevitably connected to water-worlds and the rivers at
these places. A tirtha is a holy place that has not
decreased in sacredness although the rest of the world
has been de-sacralised. As such it is a “crossing place” –
a spiritual ford where heaven and earth meet. It makes a
break in the sequence of time and space. One sequence
ends, another starts.

of birth and death. The soul is eternal and nonchangeable, and therefore, being a human is basically
characterised by the body since the soul is a permanent
entity transferred to other beings and bodies in due
course. An emphasis on the flesh is therefore a focus on
the human character. Human beings are creatures whose
souls live in the material bodies of humans. A dog has a
soul similar to that of a human but it is captured in the
body of dog, and so forth. Humans think and act
differently from animals, and the material constellations
of the elements we are born into – bodies – are therefore
limitations to the perfect knowledge and the final
liberation. The flesh becomes a way of thinking, or in
other words, the various ways the elements are
composed together in numerous bodies enable an equal
number of clouded rationales, logics, and instincts.
Hence, funerals highlight the role of the flesh in culture
and cosmology.
Thirdly, the descendants and their ancestral cult. The
importance of having a son to perform the funeral rite
emphasises that the deceased’s future is not only
dependent upon his own merits as an individual person
in this life, but also the direct consequences of rituals –
ancestral rites – performed after death by the
descendants. This is partly related to karma if the
deceased, as indicated, does not have a son. The death
ceremonies are in a way never ending, involving two
classes of deceased ancestors; firstly, the father,
grandfather and great grandfather of any particularly
person, and secondly, the progenitors of mankind in
general. In honour of both these groups of ancestors
sraddha rites are performed. Sraddha constitutes “a
debt to the dead” that ought to be repaid assuming the
dead ones being alive and living with us. It is believed
that one owes three main debts. First is the debt to the
gods, next the debt to the guru, and finally the debt to the
forefathers. Sraddha seems therefore to be the outcome
of the karma theory and establishes bridges between the
living and the dead (Pathak 1997).

Sixthly, ecological considerations, limitations, and
possibilities. Whether one lives in a mountain desert or
on the fertile and agricultural plains is significant with
regard to how people cope with the problems of death.
The environment puts restriction on the reasonable
symbolism but it is also a source for elaborations of
metaphors. Environmental restrictions and possibilities
matter because these realities are what constitute and
give life, and they are incorporated into the social and
religious perceptions of a given culture’s cosmology and
world-view. The ecology is a part of the life-world
people have at hand to spin webs of significance around.
Moreover, it is this real world which creates life and
causes death, and hence, it matters whether one lives in
the dry mountain desert in Manang or on the flooded
plains of Bangladesh.
Seventhly, economical realities and practical solutions.
This is crucial when understanding the variation of
funeral practices. Even though the relatives and the
descendants know that their rituals are not the best and
prescribed ones given ideal circumstances, they believe
that these rites are preferable in the current situation
given the actual practical limitations, and I have not
heard anyone interpreting their own rituals as bad and
wrong dooming the dead to incarnations in the lower
realms. Albeit the relatives may theoretically improve
the deceased’s future condition by mobilising all
economic resources securing a proper funeral, quite
often the opposite happens. The fatalistic view
penetrates not only the daily life but also the ritual
contexts, giving legitimacy to practical and cheap
solutions, and I have often been explained the rationale
by the descendants in this way; if the deceased deserved
a cremation and if this was intended and the god’s wish
– why cannot the family afford it? And the logical
conclusion becomes that it was not yet his time to

Fourthly, the importance of rituals. The importance of
ancestor rituals and the sons’ role in rituals highlights
the principle of action – the actual way the rite is
performed – both in karmic and pragmatic terms. Ritual
action is subsequently a necessary component of all
interaction between man and god, the descendants, and
the deceased. The role of water rituals is therefore of
uttermost importance regarding continuity of life and
creative forces in microcosm and macrocosm. The
rejection of water in practical life means that one cannot
participate in any rituals together, eat at the same table,
observe pollution during birth and death, or participate
in feasts or ceremonies. Water is thus the scale or
reference point for other social interactions. Rituals are
supposed to be efficacious, or put differently, they are
supposed to bring about transformations in the world of
the living, and water unites the divine and human
spheres.
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receive the most auspicious funeral that could have
enabled him liberation from samsara.

is the correct thing to do can be settled by consulting
them. It is this commitment to rules, rather than the
production of a fixed series or sequence of actions,
which is intrinsic to ritualization”, Humphrey & Laidlaw
argue, and “this gives rise to the paradoxical character of
the prescription of ritual. Ritual is prescribed action, you
have to get it right, and yet sometimes it seems that as
long as you try, as long as you accept the ritual
commitment, it is almost impossible to get it wrong”
(Humphrey & Laidlaw 1994:128).

Eighthly, tradition. Even though priests may prescribe
solutions and soteriology, there is nevertheless flexibility
in practices and beliefs. “The validity of tradition, O
lord, is more powerful than the validity of perception”,
says Garuda Purana (Garuda Purana II, II.10.11), and
priests also advocate the primacy of tradition. The
sacredness of the river, the family’s tradition, and where
the ancestors lived, are the determinants regarding where
the funerals take place and which ghat is used. At
Pashupatinath the Cremation priests cremate the
deceased the way the descendants wish if they have any
preferences. For instance the Newars always cremate
with the deceased’s head to the south whereas north is
the common direction for other groups. Moreover, if a
family or group has their own priest and it is their
tradition that he should cremate or conduct the rituals,
then that is the way it should be.

These variables affecting the creation of new life link
both culture and nature together as necessary and
constituting parts but not determinants of social
practices. Humans have free will but they act upon and
live in both social, economic, and ecological
environments, which create cultural and religious
feedback mechanisms re-constituting realities. Myth and
materiality, mind and matter, are intricately interwoven
and dependent upon their counterpart. Materiality plays
a significant role in society and social theory, and
material culture encapsulates this process whereby every
action involving matters are culturally constituted prior
to the execution of any action. “The relationship
between the religious and the social is not one of simple
reflection but a reflexive relationship grounded in
historical circumstances in which the spiritual is shaped
by the material conditions of existence” (Parker Pearson
2001:205).

Ninthly, absence of practical ritual knowledge. This is
an archaeological observation, which highlights some of
the practices resulting in the variety in material culture
even though people may follow the same ritual “recipe”.
Strictly speaking, apart from the Cremation priests,
nobody knows how to cremate. Compared to other rites,
particularly cyclical rituals, death rituals are very rarely
conducted, and even though one witnesses a few
cremations, one does not know how to cremate oneself.
During his lifetime a son may not cremate anyone at all
if the parents had several offspring. The oldest son may
cremate his father and mother, and if his life becomes a
misery perhaps his child or some other relatives.
Practically, despite orally transmitted knowledge of what
to do, nobody learns how to cremate. Cremation priests,
on the other hand, cremate daily, and the mortuary
remains from their cremations are uniform in character.
When the descendants themselves perform the
cremation, there will be a huge variation in the mortuary
remains (e.g. Oestigaard 1998, 2000a) because they do
not have the practical knowledge of how to conduct the
ritual. Thus, from an archaeological point of view,
differences in the mortuary material might express
absence or presence of institutionalisation of ritual
practices, in other words, whether people themselves or
priests conduct the rituals.

Therefore, a material culture emphasis is analytically the
best approach to the studies of death. Material culture is
actively used and reused, and meaning is constantly
ascribed and negotiated. The specificity of materiality
and artefacts may enable us to distinguish between the
different components in various webs of significance.
“The [archaeological] record is regarded as secure by us
because it is unambiguously material and it derives
directly from the socially determined actions of people”
(Barrett 2001:147). By focusing on executed actions, or
rather the material traces of actions, one may trace real
people who have done real things (Cornell & Fahlander
2002a).
Regardless of the origin of the artefact, the various uses
of materiality are incorporated into the daily world of the
consumers or actors. There are different phases of use,
and each of these stages is of archaeological relevance.
Temples in living traditions highlight the problem.
Crudely put, if anthropologists study what happens today
and archaeologists what happened when the temple was
built, one has missed everything in between. It is
through the use of material culture that one may separate
different traditions or knowledge systems. Meaning is
not inherent in the objects themselves, and artefacts
constitute social structures when they are used in various
contexts. Materialised practices are qualitatively
different from purely mental constructions. Philosophers
may renounce this world and construct eschatological
and soteriological worlds, but when these mental

Finally, emotions and the fact that we are all only
human. This cannot be stressed enough. Humans are
emotional in relation to death and to their relatives.
Everyone has his or her own free will to chose whatever
seems to be the best and optimal solution in a given
situation. Most people are pragmatic, but they are also
religious and social beings, some are strict about
following rules and regulations, for others tradition is
implicit and a tacit set of structures they follow, doing
what they “always have done”. Hence, “ritualization
does require that people feel that somewhere there are
rules telling you what to do and that the question of what
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constructions are applied and materialised as practices
and constructions such as for instance temples, then they
are not so clear cut and distinctive as they first appeared
to be. The reason is simple; one may think alone, but
acting is inevitably a social process which involves
materiality and other people. The complexity of for
instance Pashupatinath is the outcome of hundreds of
thousands of people who have been cremated at the very
banks of Bagmati, and the pilgrims who have visited the
shrines for centuries. In short, the webs of significance
spun with reference to death at Pashupatinath, the
memory and importance of this place in Hindu
cosmology, is a product of centuries or perhaps
millennia of negotiations and re-modifications of
existing mental and material worlds. Material culture is
especially important in such traditions because the
materiality structures, limits and creates possibilities for
human actions. Materiality is thus a powerful
mechanism in the constitution of society, because power
is the “ability to mobilise economic, social, or political
forces in order to achieve a result…by the probability of
that result being achieved in the face of various kinds of
obstacles or opposition” (Blackburn 1994:296-297).

themselves when nature failed. This is adaptation in an
extreme version, not the passive or deterministic type
which social scientists detest, but an active adaptation of
the environment through a construction of an “ideal”
physical world, but it is nevertheless an “adaptation”.
Another important factor which is important to stress, is
that there is a huge variation in the understandings and
the consequences of the polluted river. Whether the
devotees are old, young, rich, poor, male or female, the
perceptions of Bagmati differ (Eidsvik 2002). Common
for all these perceptions is the fact that nobody is
indifferent or unconcerned about the pollution. The main
“advantage” of pollution as an indicator of humans’
adaptation and adjustment to the external environment
regarding religious rites, myths, and eschatology, is the
speed of deterioration. Ecological changes and
environmental macro-scale differences are deep and
slow structures which humans react upon, and these
responses are often mistakenly interpreted as
determinism. Precisely because these structures, the
longue durée in Braudel’s terminology, are slow and
almost invisible, little attention has been paid to how the
various life-giving waters are incorporated into death
rituals. From the Buddhists in Manang living in the rainshadow behind the Himalayan range to the Hindus in
front of the mountains and finally to those who live by
Ganga in Bangladesh, the different water-worlds
structure their lives and deaths. However, as indicated by
the different villages situated in the Kaligandaki valley
from Muktinath to Baglung, there is not one simple
response to the changing environment as one moves
from the arid mountain deserts to the fertile lowlands.
The differences are small as one physically moves from
one environment to another, and it is most often only
when larger areas are compared that structural patterns
become visible. The interaction between humans and
their environment is not a mechanical and deterministic
response but an active, deliberate, and rational process
whereby the actors incorporate the relevant variables in
the restructuring of their actual lives. Logically, it
neither makes sense to worship Mother Ganga on the top
of mountains in the Himalayas nor to structure a religion
around an arid-desert ideology in Bangladesh. These two
extreme cases are obvious and the challenge is to grasp
the process by which a religion adapts to the exteriors
when the environment is less extreme.

It is possible to elaborate the role materiality has as a
structuring principle through Bruno Latour’s concept of
“actant-network” or “actor-network” (Latour 1993).
Whereas “actors” are understood as conscious humans,
the term “actants” intends to describe all kinds of forms
or figures that constitute the world. This includes
material objects as well as humans. “Action is simply
not a property of humans but of an association of
actants” (ibid:182). Reality is what resists. This
resistance is both mental and material. “Non-humans are
party to all our disputes…they are actors like all others –
open or closed, active or passive” (ibid). This resistance
includes every form of materiality; nature, artefacts,
temples and burning ghats, and so forth. Thus, structural
changes involve a complex relation between the mental
and the material. In this regard one may extend the
analysis by including ecological adaptation and changes.
Roy Rappaport has stressed that “structural
transformations in some subsystems [have] made it
possible to maintain more basic aspects of the system
unchanged” (Rappaport 2001:6-7), and he argues that
the crucial question to ask is “What does this change
maintain unchanged?” (ibid:7). Adaptation as a process
where there are changes in the subsystems may preserve
the continuity of the system as a whole living entity
(ibid). The importance of environment and materiality as
variables for understanding cultural and religious
concepts is evident by Pashupatinath temple and
Bagmati River in Kathmandu in Nepal. As seen, the
urban landscape was highly industrialised and Bagmati
River was so heavily polluted that religion and society
were deteriorating. This resulted in a major modification
of the townscape into a religious environment which
corresponded to the mental constructions religion and
rituals prescribed; humans created the holy space

Importantly, humans do not adapt to the totality of the
environment, rather the contrary, a fact that is often
misunderstood. One sphere or component of nature is
taken out from the environmental totality and
incorporated into and elaborated in the religious sphere.
This is, in this case, the life-giving water. What kind of
water that is perceived as the most essential life-giving
water, depends upon other ecological criteria. The
hydrological cycle includes both rivers and rain, and
ponds, lakes, glaciers, hailstorms, and snow are other
forms water may take which can be incorporated and
interpreted in cultural and religious spheres. Although all
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these waters are immediate life-givers if consumed
directly, at a cultural and religious level the life-giving
waters as a process operate as the outcome of a
successful harvest. Thus, it relates to a fertility cult in its
“original” and non-modified form.

Weber’s theory religion and ideology interact with
socio-economic conditions, and this interaction results in
an elective affinity between religious and social forms.
Although Weber’s account is very plausible, there is a
problem of inertia or conservatism, which is even more
problematic in Marxist approaches. Inertia may cause
cultural forms to persist, sometimes for centuries or even
longer, while the material conditions are changing
(Gombrich 1988:12).

The religious texts and the eschatological developments
emphasising the life-giving waters in their natural forms
were developed during times when intensive irrigation
took place (e.g. Shaw & Sutcliffe 2001). It is therefore
necessary to distinguish between water in its natural
procreative form and cultural water in a modified and
controlled form. Drought does not necessarily involve
famine and death because famine depends upon not only
adaptation but also distribution of goods in a Marxists
sense. Today, hunger and starvation are not merely
natural processes but more importantly; cultural and
social (capitalistic) products (Fisher 1997). Control of
water was the axiom in Karl Wittfogel’s Oriental
Despotism (1957) where he discussed hydraulic
societies. The fertility cult of the life-giving waters has
to be seen in this light. It is the non-demanding,
enduring, good gift from gods for everyone in society. It
is the good water as a gift distributed by the gods
without
human
intervention,
distribution
or
accumulation. Therefore, the religious life-giving waters
are in their “original” state as they are given from the
gods. This state is what today’s Western ecophilosophers are searching for, but in religious terms it is
a natural and therefore divine harmony.

The Zoroastrians have kept their ancient “ecophilosophy” as a contemporary, religious guideline and
code of conduct despite the changes in their habitual
environment. The consequences of life-giving water and
life-giving processes in society are pervasive in the
cultural and religious spheres. Both the origin and the
outcome of the life-giving symbols are spun into webs of
significance and meaning, which create bodies of myths
and social patterns structured around water in its
numerous facets. Places on earth are also places in
cosmos. One approach is that if a mythology and an
ideology of cosmos should be invested with meaning in
a particular context, then these structures must relate to
the local ecology if they are to be understood as
meaningful tools for conceptualising the world. Today,
this is obviously not the case for the Zoroastrians, and
this line of interference would soon lead to determinism,
although in other cases such as in Manang and
Bangladesh there is an intimacy between religious
practices and water-worlds. Therefore, I think the
Zoroastrian case illuminates three aspects.

The Zoroastrians in Bombay have kept the purity of the
elements and the religion’s pastoral-nomad adaptation
even though they have moved to other ecological zones
and changed their way of living. Rather than seeing this
as an example, which contradicts the hypothesis that
death rituals are integrated into and a part of the actual
world people live in, I will argue that it may illuminate
some of the mechanisms which may or may not trigger
off religious changes and adaptations. As I stated above,
when ecological changes are incorporated into an
existing religious tradition and given cultural legitimacy,
it is not a non-intentional and random process but a
consequence of actual problems which most often are
explicitly discussed and negotiated upon by a broader
audience. Richard Gombrich says “… the new ideas will
seem cogent and may gain acceptance if they seem to
offer solutions better than those already available to
current problems…That religion offers solutions to a
problem does not mean that that problem is necessarily
religious in character or would not admit of a quite nonreligious solution” (Gombrich 1988:11). This poses
other problems.

Firstly, since the religion originated with Zarathustra and
he developed the theology in a pastoral-nomadic setting,
then he is the ultimate point of reference for theological
matters, and it would be impossible to change the
religion’s ecological adaptation without erasing its
theological content. Other adaptations would have been
additions, not substitutions to the original eco-system the
religion developed in, which is for instance seen among
the Muslims in Bangladesh. They have not substituted
the water prescription in the Koran but included the
Hindu water-worlds. I think this is a characteristic of
prophetic religions; crucifixion has to play a crucial role
in Christianity even though no Christians are crucified
today. Hinduism is, on the other hand, more open and
flexible to adaptation since there are no such key figures
as Zarathustra, Jesus, or Mohammed, and the religion
prescribes an intimate relation between micro- and
macro-cosmos, which necessitates an ecological
concern, at least in theory.
Secondly, ontology is more than just linguistic
conventions. The linguistic turn in the humanities has
emphasised that the diacritical linguistic sign consists of
a union of two facets or components, the ”signifier” and
the ”signified”. Within the conception of a sign, there
exists no direct relationship with reality because the
relationship between the signifier and the signified is
entirely arbitrary or a matter of convention. Despite the

Gombrich continues and argues, unlike the Marxists and
the Weberians, that there is not necessarily a close
relation between the religion and the economy of a
social group. In short, the Marxists’ interpretation of
history is materialist by which the forces of production
determine the superstructure. In accordance with
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many possibilities such an approach enables for studies
of symbols, it is impossible to analyse the nature and the
function of religious symbols. The material metaphors at
work in culture are not entirely arbitrary and there is
always likely to be an inherent connection between form
and meaning (Barth 1975:208). What Zarathustra, Jesus,
or Mohammed did as prophets are pure ontology and
revelations for believers; neither arbitrary actions nor
random knowledge open up for every kind of
interpretation and negotiation. Seen from my approach,
if the symbols of death and life-giving waters were just a
matter of convention, then the meaning of death would
have been arbitrary. Death is not just a matter of
linguistic convention but a fundamental problem and a
reality of being a human. A sacred symbol is a cultural
symbol and relates to ontology and a way of living.
Hence, the ontological depth of the life-giving water in
soteriology and eschatology is not a matter of adaptation
to any kind of water but only those waters that fulfil
these religious purposes and roles.

return”, is the pollution of Ganges. The immersion of
corpses in the holy Ganga in Varanasi has been an
intrinsic part of the funeral rites. Despite the difficulties
of estimating the actual numbers of corpses that were
immersed, the official reports state that there were
between 1000-2000 corpses immersed each year. The
factual number is, however, probably higher. Another
source of pollution, which is even more difficult to
estimate, is the amount of ashes scattered into the river.
Not only are the remains of those who are cremated in
Varanasi scattered into the river, but also the remains of
numerous people who were cremated other places are
transported to Varanasi and immersed along the holy
riverbank (Parry 1994:68-69). Thus, the opening of the
electric crematorium at Harishchandra ghat had dramatic
consequences not only for the traditional division of
mortuary labour, but also led to significant modifications
of the rituals themselves (ibid:xix). The crematorium
was officially opened in January 1989 after proposals for
installing an electric crematorium had been mooted for
at least half a century. Both the Doms whose work is to
cremate the corpses and the conservative Hindus
opposed this innovation, and some claimed that it would
deprive Lord Shiva of ashes with which he bathes his
body. Moreover, it would prevent the deceased’s son to
crack open his father’s skull with a bamboo stave during
the cremation. Nevertheless, eventually the electric
crematorium was built, and there were several reasons
for this. The old Dom Raja died in 1985, and in 1986
Rajiv Gandhi inaugurated the Ganga Action Plan to deal
with the severe condition of the river. The Government
in Uttar Pradesh recognised its failure to solve the
problem with immersion of corpses, and in 1988 several
hundred flesh-eating turtles were released into the 12
miles stretch of Ganges around Varanasi. The reintroduction of the Gharial crocodile was considered as a
more long-term solution to the problem. The electric
crematorium was, therefore, seen as an essential part of
the anti-pollution programme (ibid:67-69).

Thirdly, the protection of the elements as prescribed by
Zarathustra represents the “original” elements and water
and fire in their primordial and divine forms, and
consequently, this is what the Zoroastrians safeguard.
Adaptation to other types of water in different
environments, particularly when they currently live in a
metropolis, would have meant an incorporation of
human modified water and not the primordial and divine
life-giving water. Thus, the religious adaptation to an
environment seems to take place only at a primordial
level of divine intimacy. If the materiality at this
primordial level changes or is threatened, then devotees
have to incorporate this reality in either the practices or
beliefs. This is evident among the Zoroastrians who have
started to change their traditional funeral practice
because they have no other options. Without vultures it
is impossible to perform the auspicious air-burials, and
therefore solutions to the problems have to be found
because there are no other choices and to postpone
solving the problem is not possible: the corpses will rot.
Religious adaptation involves a “point of no return”,
which triggers off changes in either theology or the
external environment in which practices take place
because otherwise the religious content would become
diminished, de-sacralised, or sacrileged. The purity of
places and practices cannot be withheld irrespective of
the actual state of the surrounding environment. This
process is most evident in the major modification of the
townscape and the water-world at Pashupatinath.
Bagmati River is and has always been the life-giving
river, and when this water was deteriorating, then the
world and cosmos were threatened. Hence, there was no
other solution than to save Bagmati. It was soteriology
both for humans, society, the world, and cosmos; this is
not determinism but religion.

As indicated, these variables are seen from the actor’s
perspective, but it is also necessary to see them from the
divine stance in a cosmogonic perspective. Cosmogony
is a reciprocal relation between humans and gods or the
divine feedback mechanism which fuels the earth with
new life. I have stressed the role of the life-giving waters
in this process. In societal studies there has often been an
emphasis on what “glues” society together, the cement
of society (e.g Elster 1989) or the social “glue”.
Metaphorically speaking, it is preferable to use water
because a cemented society could not work. Water
bridges, creates possibilities, and unites people in its
fluidity; static hierarchies and top-down perspectives
(methodological collectivism) and actors and bottom-up
perspectives (methodological individualism) co-exist
because of the fluidity of social structures. Still, in a
cosmogonic perspective one may ask: why water?

Another example, which strengthens the interpretation
that religious changes and secondary adaptations take
place at a primordial level and involve a “point of no

David Gordon has asked if it is possible to “identify a
single ecological tradition, a cult of the nature, that cuts
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across this multi-layered history?” (Gordon 2002:79),
and I think the answer to this question has to be the lifegiving waters. I have shown that the reason why people
are concerned about the rivers is not an environmental
determinism, but the fact that the holy rivers matter in all
facets of humanity. As I have stressed before, this is a
rational process whereby the actors are explicitly
regarding their purposes and aims, which has the
consequence that “plans never turn out exactly as
intended. The more people the plans involve, the more
unintended consequences there are likely to be. In a
sense a religion, like any other social movement, is
bound to some extent to be a victim of its own success”
(Gombrich 1988:118). I hope I have shown that what is
often labelled “adaptation” is neither a deterministic nor
maximising process but a social and religious interaction
between different parties who establish and maintain
relations of dominance, inference, and interdependence.
Rivers are not only a part of nature, but they are also
beings – gods or goddesses – superior to humans.

by the lamas who consult their religious books for the
most auspicious method” (Singh 1933:141). Water is
always essential in symbols of life and death, and it may
give legitimacy to everything: “What could be more
precious than human life and what could be more
valuable than crops to human beings?” asks Rai Bahadur
Hira Lal, and argues that throughout the world human
sacrifices have been offered for securing good crops or
to make land fertile (Lal 1921:57). Birth and death are
inevitably connected to each other – and the underlying
theme of everything is therefore human reproduction and
creation of new life. This is impossible without an
implicit or explicit incorporation of the hydrological
circle into the daily life. When human sacrifices have
been culturally accepted and performed in the name of
the common good in society for further life through
successful harvest and fertile crops – the consequence
and societal outcome of water rituals – then the lifegiving symbols in the form of procreative water
represent a primordial symbolic process, which
everything and every problem can be related to. The
archetypal representation or expression is “that which is
believed always, everywhere, and by everybody” (Jung
1958:117, par 178). This is neither an archetype as form
nor a symbol as an object or medium, but the belief in
water as the primordial life-giving force in the world
expressed through water symbols. Water is ontology.

The importance of holy rivers cannot be emphasised
enough. Anywhere a deity dwells is a “pure place” and
can be a “temple” whether it is the human body itself or
the alcove where water is kept (Gold 1988:40). The most
sacred festival for Hindus is the Kumbh Mela, which is
held every 12 years in Allahabad. The festival takes
place on the confluence of Ganga, Yamuna and the
mythical, subterranean Saraswati River. The Kumbh
Mela is a 42-days long pilgrim festival, and although the
exact number is uncertain, in 2001 it was estimated that
between 50-70 million people came to this sacred
confluence during the six weeks. On January 24 2001,
which was the most auspicious day to perform the ritual
baths, some 20-25 million people cleansed themselves of
committed sins with holy water from the three rivers.
The 2001 Kumbh Mela accounted for the largest
congregation of human beings ever. They had gathered
with one purpose only: to take a holy bath. The holiness
of the water in these rivers erases sins and prepares the
devotees for death. The water of the joining rivers
encapsulates life from the realms before birth to the
cosmic consequences after death (Tvedt & Oestigaard, in
press). The Ganges includes everything, and a crucial
part of the world of death, which is also the world of life,
is pilgrimage. After death of a member of a family,
relatives should preferably sink flowers and parts of the
bones in Ganges, because a “pilgrimage to crossing
places may put humans where divine beneficence and
even release – are more readily approached” (Gold
1988:301).

Still, the above mentioned variables affecting the
deceased’s forthcoming incarnations cannot explain why
and how the life-giving waters are produced from
funerals. Returning to cosmos or a cosmogonic
perspective and Obeyesekere’s (2002) concept of
ethicisation in the development of karma, the life-giving
waters are the ultimate means to create a common good.
Ethicisation is for the welfare of society as a whole, and
the best way to procure prosperity for society is through
the life-giving waters. The production of the life-giving
waters is therefore not a part of karma in a strict sense
but of cosmogony in daily life.
But first a note on the interpretation put forward here; it
is an attempt to synthesise the various threads and weave
them together into a kind of a “coherent cosmic whole”
based on a “cultural logic” which the devotees share.
Although this is an imaginary experiment, it is based on
data, but these are selectively chosen, and the threads
represent a kind of “cosmic structuralism” or divine
matrix uniting micro-and macro-cosmos.
The sati ideology may, at a soteriological level, give
clues to the process. The premise is that the soul and
body – mind and matter – are identical. Traditionally,
the sati escapes any further incarnations and attains a
place in heaven. The gloriousness of suttee is described
in, among other places, the Garuda Puranas: “A woman
who enters the fire after the death of her husband
prospers in the heaven like Arundhati. Until and unless
the woman burns herself after her husband’s death she is
never released from the bond of her sex. A woman who

There are two questions that constitute the basis of every
religion: why is life and why is man? (Eliade 1976:29).
The study of life is not only the study of death, but it is a
study of how water bridges these two modes of
existence. In Tibet, “the most propitious time for
mutilating corpses is when the harvesting and
winnowing operations are performed, whilst at other
seasons of the year the mode of disposal is determined
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follows her husband purifies the three families on her
mother’s side, the three families on her father’s side and
the three families on her husband’s side” (Garunda
Purana II, 4.95-97), or the slightly less prosperous fate;
“A wife who dies in the company of her husband shall
remain in heaven as many years as there are hairs on his
person” (Garunda Purana I, 107.29). As seen with the
murder of Roof Kanvar, this sati was interpreted into the
hydrological circle to justify her death. And allegedly,
the good rains had never been better, and it ended the
three-year, deadly drought.

it to the gods through the funeral pyre. Consequently, the
Aghoris do not make any distinctions between a funeral
pyre and a sacrificial fire (Svoboda 1993b:45). Caste
differences are abolished after death and therefore it is
irrelevant whether the deceased was a Sudra or Brahman
when alive. The descendants prepare the flesh of the
dead in accordance with the impurity, but when the
funeral is completed then all flesh carried to the gods
through Agni’s fires are equally pure. The pure flesh
offered to the gods is not a part of the deceased’s
incarnation in itself, but a premise for it to take place,
and hence there is a karmic component interwoven in the
soteriology of society. In other words, the gods only
allow an individual soul to become incarnated in
accordance with his or her own karmic deeds if the
descendant fulfils his dharma, which is to observe the
death rituals in the prescribed manner and prepare the
flesh of the corpse for the gods. If the relatives fail in
this mission, then immediately the deceased will suffer
and later the descendants. This seems logical, plausible,
and in accordance with the informants’ understanding of
the necessity of having a son to conduct the funeral.
Thus, the body – or the water in cosmological terms – is
the ultimate means by which micro- and macro-cosmos
are combined through sacrifice and cosmogony.

Regarding the elements of sacrifice, according to RigVeda; “The same water travels up and down day after
day. While the rain-clouds enliven the earth, the flames
enliven the sky” (Rig-Veda 1.164.51). In the BhagavadGita it is stated, “all living bodies subsist on food grains,
which are produced from rains. Rains are produced by
performance of yajna (sacrifice), and yajna is born of
prescribed duties” (Bg 3.14). In other words, rain falls
from the sun in the sky in return for fire and flames from
sacrifices performed on earth (O’Flaherty 1994:83). In
some texts the deceased is referred to as a person who
enters the smoke of the cremation pyre, becomes clouds
and rain, then vegetables, and if eaten, sperm
(O’Flaherty 1981a:42). Morally, I am strongly against
widow burning and I believe that this practice cannot be
defended, and therefore, the following discussion is
purely theoretical and cosmological, and the aim is to
grasp the soteriological reasoning behind this practice in
a cosmogonic perspective. Strictly speaking, following
the priests who argue that it was necessary for Roop
Kunvar to sacrifice herself, her death represented the
uttermost act of devotionalism, which created a common
good for society: rain. Since she allegedly attained
heaven, her mind must have become divine, and
consequently the quality of the flesh would have been
equally pure. Logically, since her soul remained in
heaven, the only thing left to redistribute back to society
as rain, was her body. This fits very well with the above
quoted passages from the sacred scriptures: the sacrifice
of humans is transferred back to society as rain. The
hydrological cycle is completed.

Returning to Obeyesekere’s distinction between
ethicisation step 1 and step 2, one may gain greater
insight into this process through the way the life-giving
waters are procured and distributed by the gods.
Ethicisation step 1 was the process whereby one is
judged and rewarded in heaven or punished in hell in
accordance with the deeds performed on earth.
Ethicisation step 2 was the process whereby one
becomes incarnated back onto this earth in either good
or bad reincarnations. As Obeyesekere pointed out
regarding Buddhism, there is an inherent contradiction in
this moral-philosophical system, which cannot account
for how and why a person should be incarnated on earth
in accordance with good or bad deeds if he or she
already has been rewarded or punished in heaven and
hell (Obeyesekere 2002:236). The flesh as life-giving
waters might be the key to this problem and why the
transformation between ethicisation step 1 and step 2
takes place. The soteriology of society is a matter of the
good waters – or the vital energy in more general terms.
In karmic traditions the individual death is not solely a
matter for the deceased himself or the lineage, but it
includes society as well. Thus, when the dead becomes
both a means for the welfare of society and an individual
who must take care of his own salvation, then it seems
that the karmic ideology is developed. In societies with
reincarnation, ethicisation step 2 takes places when it is
not only the deceased’s future but also the welfare of
society and cosmos which are at stake when a member
of society dies. This is the consequence of the unity of
micro- and macro-cosmos.

Death is ethicised through the life-giving waters. On the
one hand, karma is nothing but a principle governing
death and the different entrances and exits. On the other
hand, water is the good gift from the gods and it is
actively incorporated into all spheres of human
interaction. Water is therefore the ultimate means by
which the gods transfer prosperity back to humans on a
collective level. As argued earlier, the soul attains an
incarnation in accordance with his or her karma
(including the other variables mentioned), but as I also
have emphasised, the mourning period is in accordance
with the purity/impurity of the flesh. If death is a
purifying process rather than a polluting process, as
argued in chapter 13, then the sons mourn and cleanse
the body of the pollution in accordance with their varna
belonging. The descendants prepare the flesh and present

What happens in a funeral? Imagine a scenario. The
dead is cremated and the fire carries both the soul and
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the body to the gods; ethicisation step 1. This is where
Yama – The King of Death – enters the scene. Both
Purusha, Manu, and Yama are divine figures who
created cosmos from sacrifice. Yama is cosmologically
the “first who died” and he is called “king” rather than
“god”. He is an ambiguous character. In the Vedas
Yama is principally the King of Fathers and not the
judge of good and evil deeds of men, and his kingdom is
heaven (Merh 1996:101-109, 129). In the later Puranas
Yama is basically the lord of hells judging the dead and
punishing the sinners (ibid:192ff).

the gods keep this vital life-giving energy, and send the
soul back to earth to become reincarnated in accordance
with his or her good or bad deeds (ethicisation step 2).
Since the flesh is accepted and redistributed by the gods,
the deceased may become incarnated again as a human
because the flesh becomes rain, which turns into fields
and rice, and if eaten sperm, and so on. This is
soteriology on a societal level, which means to create as
much common goods as possible for everybody with
limited means.
Thus, it seems that in karmic traditions the process of
ethicisation step 1 involves a soteriological feedback on
society, which is a prerequisite for the individual to
reach the next level, ethicisation step 2, where he or she
is judged in accordance with his or her good or bad
deeds. If the descendants fail in the funeral, then hell is
activated as a punishment for the failure of not providing
the gods with vital energy, which they can redistribute as
rain. Compared to Christianity, Hell, although vividly
presented, plays a minor role in Hinduism and
Buddhism. It is neither eternal nor that torturous, and
hell is basically a very bad and inauspicious rebirth. If
we continue the imaginary experiment, it seems that the
deceased is punished doubly or thrice if the flesh is not
rightly prepared. Impure flesh indicates on the one hand,
sinners, and on the other hand, improper performances
of the funerals. The consequences of appearing impure
both in soul and flesh in front of the gods or Yama are
twofold. Firstly, the deceased receives penalties in
accordance with the deeds performed in his lifetime, i.e.
a bad reincarnation. Secondly, because the flesh was
unfit for the gods to make rain, regardless of whether
this was due to the descendants’ failure to perform the
auspicious obsequies or a consequence of the deceased’s
severe bad deeds in his lifetime, the dead is punished
again. Therefore, pure flesh offered to the gods in
cremation is not a part of the deceased’s incarnation in
itself, but a premise for it to take place. If the flesh is not
pure and proper, then the deceased will be punished
doubly. Thus, there is a karmic feedback mechanism
involved but only if the deceased or the descendants
have not fulfilled their dharma. In Obeyesekere’s terms,
in this case the deceased will be punished both in hell
(ethicisation step 1) and on earth (ethicisation step 2).

Yama’s attendants – yamadutas – use hooks to tear the
soul from the body. Next to Yama’s palace is the iron
palace of Citragupta – the judge of the dead. Citragupta
is Yama’s right hand and the actual judge of the dead,
weighing the actions that humans have done during their
lives, and he has annotated all human actions in his
account book. During the funeral the deceased has lost
his gross body, but it is nevertheless necessary for the
dead to have another sheath around himself in order to
enjoy or suffer the experiences in the afterworld in a
similar way that he used to experience on earth. Hence,
the ten days following the cremation are dedicated to the
formation of this subtle body through the mourning
phase and ritual feeding (Filippi 1996:150). The preta or
the dead man travelling towards the world of the pitrs –
the world of ancestors where the deceased people wait
for another rebirth – will suffer or be rewarded in
accordance with his own past actions and the funeral
offerings given to him. This journey lasts for a year, and
then he may attain rebirth (ibid:192-198). Such
eschatological descriptions are common among sadhus
and priests although they vary greatly in accordance with
the person who gives the account, and I will therefore
see this as a structural process emphasising the premises
in the levels of ethicisations.
There are two aspects that have to be explained. The
individual rebirth in accordance with karma is
straightforward. The problem is how to explain why the
deceased might be punished if the relatives fail to
conduct the proper funeral. This seems somehow unfair
from the father’s vantage: why is the emphasis in a
funeral not on the individual’s karma but on the sons’
obsequies? If one isolates the father’s karma in a strict
sense, then all the rituals and the death pollution
observed by the sons seem to be “unnecessary”
regarding his forthcoming incarnation. Still, it is all these
“additional” rituals that are mandatory for a prosperous
incarnation. Therefore, it seems that the strict law of
karma is secondary to the sons’ preparation of the corpse
and presentation of it to the gods (i.e. the cremation).
Both the flesh and the soul as “entities” are presented to
the gods. The fate of the soul depends upon the purity of
the flesh. On the one hand, the soul contains the merits
and demerits from previous lives and on the other hand,
the quality of the flesh is a result of the descendant’s
preparation of the dead on the pyre, during the funeral,
and the subsequent obsequies. If the flesh is pure, then

If the gods can use the flesh – the vital energy – to make
life-giving rain, then the deceased will attain a
prosperous reincarnation. The “degree of soteriology” or
common welfare for society has an impact on the
deceased’s destiny. The most extreme cases are the satis
who attain heaven, if we are to believe the scriptures,
since, as seen with Roop Kanvar, the sacrifice allegedly
produces life-giving rains for society. By differentiating
between the soul and the flesh but at the same time
acknowledging that both of these entities are interwoven
in Yama’s judgement, one may explain why the
forthcoming incarnation is not solely a product of the
individual’s deeds but also the sons’ role in the funeral.
A negative spiral of reincarnations is propelled by
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improper performances of funerals. A proper funeral
conducted by the sons may give a positive feedback on
the deceased’s karmic record. If the flesh is properly
prepared and provided to the gods, then they are satisfied
and credit the deceased. If, on the other hand, the sons
are sloppy the gods punish the deceased doubly, and the
sons will suffer when their time comes. Those who have
died a bad death by suicide, drowning, cholera, attacked
by a tiger and so on, are not given a cremation, and
hence they will attain a lower incarnation per definition
since their flesh does not become a part of the
hydrological circle. Most likely, if we believe the vivid
descriptions of the various hells, these are sinners whose
souls leave the anus during the funeral and hence
become immensly filthy and impure, and there is no
wonder they are born into unfortunate creatures and
malignant spirits. Thus, it seems that if the gods cannot
use the flesh of the body as life-giving water, then the
deceased will become incarnated, when reborn on earth,
in parts of the impure materiality he presented to the
gods during his funeral. Consequently, if one has an
embodiment prior to the next incarnation, then this
negative bio-moral substance will accelerate the spiral
downwards.

gift that a body can become. On a divine scale, however,
there are even more precious outcomes. Holy men and
sadhus in general conduct their own death rituals when
they are alive, and hence, they are not cremated and
there is no mourning period, and they attain heaven. The
funeral of Milarepa, the renowned Buddhist yogi, was
particular spectacular. The funeral pyre was transformed
into a celestial mansion,
“The flame at the base took the form of an eightpetaled lotus blossom, and the curling tips of the fire
unfolded into the eight auspicious emblems and the
seven royal insignia. Even the sparks took the form of
goddesses bearing many offerings. The chants of
worship and the crackling of the dazzling fire sounded
like the melodious tones of various musical
instruments, such as violins, flutes, and tambourines.
The smoke permeated everything with the fragrance
of perfume and, in the sky above the funeral pyre,
young gods and goddesses poured a stream of nectar
from the vases they held, and offered abundant
delights for the five senses” (Lhalungpa 1979:182-183).

The cremation was completely transparent. Some saw
the relics of the corpse as a huge stupa of light standing
in the cremation cell, some saw sacred implements,
golden rays, offerings beyond imagination, yet others
saw the expanse of empty space. The dakinis carried
away all the sacred relics, including the ashes, leaving
nothing to the humans because the spiritual awakening is
the most important of all relics (ibid:184). Spiritual
awakening and fragrance, perfume and nectar poured by
gods and goddesses – this is heaven – in the normal
world the life-giving waters are the most precious a
human body can be transformed into.

If I am at least partly correct in emphasising the
importance of the flesh in funerals, then one may rightly
ask what it is with the human flesh that makes it so
highly auspicious and valuable for the gods? From the
divine perspective, the human flesh or this particular
constellation of the elements is the most precious one
can give to a soul, which has not yet become a god or
semi-god. Again, matter encapsulates the thought: it is a
prison. The human body is the most fortunate prison
possible to obtain on earth, and this embodiment puts the
least restrictions upon the spiritual enlightenment. In
fact, the human body is only a prison locked from the
inside, not the outside, and the devotee may enable a
total liberation through penance and prayer. This is the
reason why the human flesh is so highly precious
compared to other constellations of the elements, for
instance the flesh of a rat. The human flesh is a spiritual
substance, and by desecrating the human body with
impurity the devotee offends the gods. Returning to the
life-giving waters in relation to death, this perspective
makes sense. Death rituals are only performed for
humans and no other creatures. Thus, if one does not
return the body to the gods in a pure condition, one has
wasted the most precious matter on earth, an act one
then would be punished for. If one is born into a human
body on earth, this necessitates that the soul reincarnates
without any materiality lingering to it so it can re-enter
the hydrological and agricultural cycle.

There is a structural homology in the way the bodies of
Milarepa, Roop Kanvar and King Birendra were
redistributed back into society. Their bodies embraced
everything like a lotus but in different ways. Milarepa
gave a glimpse of heaven. Roop Kanvar provided water
and life for society, and as I interpreted the katto-ritual,
the king’s body was divided into the caste structure and
gave legitimacy to the social structure. The king has a
special role in society, as it is expressed in a Muslim
poem; “The world is a garden, whose gardener is the
state; The state is the sultan whose guardian is the Law”
(Eaton 1993:29). The king’s body creates and legitimises
the social structure and laws in society whereas all
others make it prosperous: that is through the life-giving
waters. Thus, the body of different persons fulfil various
roles according to their dharma. The preparation of the
flesh of the body is the essence of the funeral rite
because of the dual function of death; the individual’s
destiny and the future of society. It involves soteriology
at two levels. Without ethicisation of death and the flesh
for further life, the process of ethicisation step 1 would
not have turned into ethicisation step 2. A karma
ideology necessitates more than just individual
punishments and rewards since humans are miniature
replicas of the gods. Therefore, the divine will and
cosmic battles in Kali-yuga have to be incorporated into

If we agree on the premises from an academic point of
view but not accepting that this was what happened with
Roop Kanvar, then there seems to be a coherency
between quality of the flesh/spiritual capacity and the
potential for common welfare for society. The lifegiving rains are on a general level the most prosperous
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this system, and the transformation of flesh into lifegiving waters or energies is the most important part in
death rituals. Providing society with the life-giving water
is the primordial task for the gods. It is the best
soteriology possible on earth; the perfect and eternal
salvation is in heaven.

waters implies both death and rebirth” (Eliade
1987:130). The divine character or the immanent powers
of the Water Cosmology may therefore be summed up as
follows: “From the primeval Waters arose the Plants,
from Plants all other beings, in particular the gods, men,
and cattle. Rasa, as an essence of the Waters, or as sap in
trees, is variously identified with soma, amrta [Sanskrit,
“not death”, the nectar of immortality], semen, milk,
rain, honey, mead and liquor; there is a cycle in which
the vital energy passes from heaven through the waters,
plants, cattle and other typically virile or productive
animals, and man, thence ultimately returning to the
waters” (Coomaraswamy 1931:25).

Water in its original form is procreative and everything
has its origin in and from water. Metaphors of creation
and cosmogony get their strengths and rationale in
aquatic symbols because water is the very essence of
life. Every aspect of human life and divine interference
on earth is possible to express through water symbolism.
This vast ocean of metaphoric potential by aquatic
symbolism enables water to be the medium which
expresses everything, and anything can be understood
and explained in terms of water symbols. The religious
and cultural uses of water express essential truths of
humanity and the relation between humans and gods,
peoples’ worldviews and conceptualisations of their
gods, are products of this relation between nature,
society, and water. Therefore, “the waters symbolize the
universal sum of virtualities; they are “spring and
origin”, the reservoir of all possibilities and existences,
they precede every form and support every
creation…immersion in water signifies regression to the
preformal, reincorporation into the undifferentiated
mode of pre-existence. Emersion repeats the cosmogonic
act of formal manifestation; immersion is equivalent to a
dissolution of forms. This is why the symbolism of the

Water truly unites micro- and macro-cosm and contains
individual and cosmic soteriology. Shantideva, a revered
monk, scholar and poet who lived in India in the eight
century, explained the Bodhisattva path this way; “May
a rain of food and drink descend, To clear away the pain
of thirst and hunger, And during the eon of famine, May
I myself change into food and drink” (op. cit Kaza &
Kraft 2000:33). The divine character of rain is expressed
in the Hua-Yen Sutra; “Raining all over the earth, The
raindrops make no distinctions: So is the truths of all
Buddhas” (ibid:50). And finally, dharma – the true
nature of reality as taught by Shakyamuni Buddha – is
also compared to the beneficent rain that nourishes all
beings. In the Lotus Sutra, a Mahayana scripture
probably composed in the early third century CE, the
Dharma Rain is elaborated (ibid:45, 48):

(…) I appear in the world
like a great cloud
that showers moisture upon
all the dry and withered living beings,
so that all are able to escape suffering,
gain the joy of peace and security,
the joys of this world
and the joy of nirvana.
(…) I rain down the Dharma rain,
filling the whole world,
and this single-flavoured Dharma
is practiced by each according to the individual’s power.
(…) The Law of the Buddhas
is constantly of a single flavour,
causing the many worlds
to attain a full satisfaction everywhere;
by practicing gradually and stage by stage,
all beings can gain the fruits of the way.
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Appendix A
Glossary
Acharya
Achhut
Adi Buddha
Adi-Shankaracharya
Aghora/ Aghori
Agiary fire
Agni
Ahriman
Ahura Mazda
Aitareya
Akar
Akhanda Jyoti
Akshyobhya
Alif Laam Meem

Allah
Ambikapur Shashan
Amesha Spenta
Amitabha
Amoghasiddhi

Amrta
Arundhati
Arya ghat
Ashoka
Astu
Asura
Asuric power
Asvin
Atash Bahram

A spiritual teacher or guide.
Untouchable.
Among some sects of Mahayana Buddhism, the first or self- existing Buddha, from
whom are said to have evolved the five Dhyani-Buddhas.
Philosopher and theologian (788-820?), most renowned exponent of the Advaita
Vedanta. He is said to be an incarnation of Lord Shiva, who revived the monastic
tradition in India.
Lit. “non-terrifying”. Aghora is the most extreme of all Indian sects, concentrating on
forcible conversion of a limited human personality into a divine personality. An Aghori
is a practitioner of Aghora.
Temple fire in Zoroastrianism.
The God of Fire. Fire, one of the most ancient and sacred objects of Hindu worship. He
appears in three phases: in heaven as the sun, in mid-air as lightening, on earth as
ordinary fire.
The devil in Zoroastrianism.
The omniscient Wise Lord in Zoroastrianism.
The name of a Brahmana, an Aranyaka, and an Upanishad of the Rig-Veda.
Form, appearance, figure or its symbol.
Symbolises the Light and Consciousness which ever illumines the spiritual heart that
lies at the very core of existence.
The second of the Transcendental Buddhas. He originates from the blue seed syllable
HUM and represents the primordial cosmic element of consciousness; immutable and
imperturbable.
Certain Surahs in the Qur’an begin with ”Alif Laam Meem”. The meaning and purpose
of these letters are uncertain. There have been a variety of explanations offered by
Muslim scholars through the ages. A few among them are: 1. These letters are not
abbreviations but symbols and names of Allah. 2. These letters were used for rhyming.
3. These letters have some numerical significance as the semitic letters also have
numerical values. 4. These letters were used to attract the attention of the Prophet.
God in Islam.
Cemetery in Faridpur, Bangladesh.
In Zoroastrianism, any of the six divine beings or archangels created by Ahura Mazda,
the Wise Lord, to help govern creation.
A Buddha. The Amitabha Sutra has particular importance to Pure Land practitioners.
The fifth dhyanibuddha, or meditation Buddha. He is one of human Buddha in
Vajrayana Buddhism; a product of Adibuddha who represents the branch of the cosmos
concerned with consciousness. He originates from the red mantra HUM and lives in the
northern paradise. His Shakti is Ayra-Tara and he is usually accompanied by two
Garudas or dwarfs. His colour is green, and attributes are the staff and sometimes a
seven-headed snake.
Nectar of immortality.
Wife of the Rishi Vasistha; the epitome of the chaste and faithful wife. The morning
star. A model of conjugal excellence.
Royal cremation platform at Pashupatinath, which includes a separate cremation
platform for Brahmans or “wealthy” people.
Renowned King in India, introduced Buddhism at many places.
“A dead man’s skull bone” or a piece of human flesh.
“Spiritual divine”. In the oldest parts of the Rig-Veda this term is used for the supreme
spirit, the same as Ahura for the Zoroastrians. Later it acquired the opposite meaning in
Hinduism, and came to signify a demon or enemy of the gods.
In Hinduism, generally believed to be demonic or evil forces.
Month, October-November.
The Sanctum Sanctorum of an Atash Bahram is the purest place to be found in the
Zoroastrian world. (Iranshah Atash Bahram at Udvada, India is the only fire in the world
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Atharvaveda

Avasta
Axis mundi
Ayurveda
Baba
Babanandapur
Bachhaleshwori
Bagla-Mukhi
Bagmati River
Bahun
Baikuntha
Baishanti
Bajondanga
Bakchar
Bandhabpalli
Bardo
Bartamande
Benares

Beni
Bhagaban
Bhagavad-Gita
Bhairagis
Bhakaris
Bhakti
Bhandari
Bhasmeswara Satal
Bhattas
Bhogola
Bhuvanesvari
Binodpur Ronjit Shah
Brahma
Brahmachari
Brahmagyani
Brahmanal
Brahmanism

kept perpetually ablaze for over a thousand years). The fire of Atash Bahram is made up
of sixteen fires.
Sacred text of the Indo-Aryans. It derives it name from Atharvan, a term which is
usually taken to mean a fire priest in the old Indo-Aryan language. The Atharva Veda
was mainly composed by two clans of fire priests known as the Bhrigus (also called
Atharvans) and Angirasas.
“Authoritative Utterance”. The oldest, sacred scriptures of Zoroastrianism. The Avestas
were collected over several hundred years. The oldest portion, the Gathas, are the hymns
written by Zoroaster.
Axis which is the centre of the world, combining heaven and hell.
A holistic system of medicine from India, uniting micro- and macro-cosmos, or the
body and the universe.
Spiritual guru, also denoting “father”.
Village outside Faridpur, Bangladesh.
Temple at Pashupatinath, most known for its sexual engravings.
Incarnation or manifestation of Kali.
The holiest river in Nepal, mythological appearing from Shiva’s head at the
Pashupatinath linga.
The name of Brahmans in Nepal, the first caste.
The heavenly abode of Vishnu.
Durga ritual during the spring, Faridpur, Bangladesh.
Pot-makers’ quarter in Faridpur, Bangladesh.
Bakchar Angina, the Lila Premises of Jagadbandhu during his post childhood period.
Bakchar is located in a rural area at a distance of about 14 km from Sri Angan Ashram
in Faridpur.
“Friends of the universe”, the sweepers’ para in Faridpur, Bangladesh.
The intermediate period in Tibetan Buddhism as described in the Tibetan book of the
Dead. The soul is guided through the liminal phase where it might be led astray unless it
is supervised by lamas.
Male initiation rite, initiation into caste and patriline.
Benares, Varanasi or Kashi. Kashi literally means “luminous”. One of the jyotirlingas –
the linga of light – is residing in Varanasi, and it gives the city the luminosity that
reveals untruth and darkness. All the 330 million gods reside in the city and all the
tirthas are there. Varanasi lives in a constant stage of purity whereas the rest of the
world is decaying. The city stays in Krita Yuga or the Age of Perfection whereas
everyone else live in Kali Yuga.
Confluence of rivers, also a town in Western Nepal.
The supreme Godhead, term used among Hindus in Bangladesh.
The jewel of India’s spiritual wisdom. Spoken by Lord Krishna, the Supreme
Personality of Godhead to His intimate disciple Arjuna, the Gita’s seven hundred
concise verses provide a definitive guide to the science of self-realisation.
An ascetic group in India, but also a group of settled Hindus in Faridpur and
Bangladesh.
Circular stone spurs built to control floods, but also used for ancestral worship.
A combination of eroticism and devotionalism.
Group among the Newars. Members of this group supervise the Pashupatinath temple
and assist the priests.
Temple area at Pashupatinath.
Priests at Pashupatinath.
Incarnation of Kali.
Incarnation of Kali.
Kali temple in Rajbari District where there is a cemetery of statues from temporary
temples.
The first god of the Hindu triad. The creator of the world. The supreme soul of the
universe, self-existent, absolute, and eternal, from which all things emanate, and to
which all return.
Spiritual state achieved by devotional penances and celibacy.
Seer and sage, Rig-Veda.
The spot where the waters offered to the Shiva linga in the temple drain into Bagmati.
The formalised practice of orthodox Hindu religion.
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Brammankanda
Brahmans
Brahmaputra
Bona
Botthola
BS
Buddha
Caste
Chaitra
Chandalini
Chatafar
Chewar
Chhetris
Chinnamasta
Chinvato Peretav
Chitta
Chorten
Chu-mig-brgya–rtsa
Citragupta
Cosmogony
Crore
Daal baat
Dagbatti
Dakhma
Dakini
Daksina
Damai
Dan
Dassain
De architectura

Deva
Dharma
Dhumavati
Dodecahedron
Dom
Dorga mosque
Durga
Dvapara yuga
Dvijas
Faridpur
Faridpur Thana
Fateh Ali
Fatima
Fravashi
Ganesh
Ganga

Village where Jagadbandhu spent his youth or childhood period.
The first of the four castes; the sacerdotal class, the members of which may be, but not
necessarily are, priests.
Sacred river in India and Bangladesh.
The Mohanta people, former outcaste in Faridpur, Bangladesh.
Pot-makers’ quarter in Faridpur, Bangladesh.
Bikram Sambat, Nepalese calendar system which is 57 years ahead of the Gregorian
calendar.
Siddharta Gautam, founder of Buddhism, born in Lumbini, Nepal.
A complex social organisation, see varna.
Bengali and Nepalese month, March/April.
A dangerous form of Kali, Tantric Shashan Kali.
Small duplicates of stupas, made of mud wherein cremated remains are meagred.
Hair cutting ceremony (part of the bartamande initiation rite).
The name of Ksatriyas in Nepal, the second caste.
Incarnation of Kali. She is also a goddess in Buddhism.
The bridge which the soul of the departed crosses to the afterlife in Zoroastrianism.
Square platform used for cremation.
Buddhist memorial, built as copy of stupa.
Muktinath, name in Tibetan.
The judge of the dead.
Recreation of the world and cosmos, which most often involves humans and their ritual
participation and interaction with the gods.
10 million.
Meal consisting of rice, vegetables and lentil soup.
The lightening ceremony of the cremation.
Tower of silence where the Zoroastrians dispose of their deceased, used for air-burials.
1. Devotee of Chinnamasta, begged for food where after Chinnamasta severed her own
head and fed her with blood. 2. Primary emblem of the feminine in Tibetan Buddhism.
3. Spirits of women who died in childbirth.
Religious gift which contains the sins of the donor. Gifts made to Brahmans, involving
transference of pollution.
Tailor, traditionally a low-caste.
Religious gift which contains the sins of the donor. Gifts made to Brahmans, involving
transference of pollution.
The main religious festival in Nepal nationwide.
10 volumes handbook in Roman architecture, which covers almost every aspect of
architecture including the construction of Greek temples. It is written by Vitruvius, a
famous Roman architect, in the 1st century BCE. The book is based on partly Vitruvius’
own experiences but also on other theoretical works by famous Greek architects, which
now are lost.
A god, deity.
Religious duty, caste duty.
Incarnation of Kali.
Solid figure having 12 faces.
General term for low-caste.
Mosque in Faridpur where allegedly Saint Farid is buried.
Goddess in Hinduism, wife of Shiva, the “Inaccessible”.
“Eon of one-half”, name of the third yuga in the series of the four, in which one-half of
the dharma or righteousness of Satya yuga remains.
Twice born, term designating those who have done the bartamande initiation ceremony.
Town in Bangladesh, located 130 km southeast of Dhaka.
Town area or district.
Muslim saint, Sufi mystic.
Daughter of Mohammed.
Divine component of all created things, a protecting spirit in Zoroastrianism.
Son of Shiva with head of an elephant.
The ultimate tirtha or bridge that crosses the river of samsara, the cycle of birth and
death. The river valley is often seen as the cradle for Hindu mythology. The river
Ganges is about 2,500 km long and provides water and drainage for some 350-400
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Gange Farid
Ganja
Garuda Purana
Ghat
Gathas
Ghati Bahuns
Gawo Jogpa
Ghee (ghui)
Guthi
Gompa
Gopal Krishna
Goraknath
Gotra
Govindapur
Grihya Sutras
Guru
Halahala
Hanuman
Hari
Harijan
Harishchandra ghat
Hazrat Mainuddin
Chishti
Hirin
Householder
Icosahedron
Indra
Ishan
Jagadbandu
Jagannath
Jaisi Brahmans
Jajman
Jalahari
Janai
Jat
Jathara Agni
Jiva
Jyotirlinga
Kaita Kalibari
Kali
Kali Gandhaki River
Kaliyuga

Kalmochan Ghat

million people.
Muslim Saint, Sufi mystic.
Hashish.
A class of literature that deals with the legends of gods, sages and kings of ancient
times. A popular encyclopaedia of ancient Hinduism in all its traits - religious,
philosophical, historical, personal, social and political.
Cemetery. “Steps leading to water”, “crossing-point”.
Hymns or songs, especially those of Zarathushtra.
Funeral and cremation priests at Pashupatinath.
Serpent divinity known as Vishnu among the Hindus, Muktinath.
Clarified butter.
Group, conference, or meeting, often religious, and for the benefits for the community.
Place of quite study, Buddhist “monastery”.
Hindu temple in Faridpur, Bangladesh.
A Hindu God.
Clan, an exogamous agnatic unit whose members claim to be descendants of one of
seven mythical sages or rishis.
Village outside Faridpur, Bangladesh.
The rules of Vedic domestic ceremonies.
Spiritual teacher.
A fiery poison produced when the Devas and Daityas churned the ocean for amrit,
which threatened to overcome everyone.
The monkey God. He is a noble hero and great devotee of Lord Rama of the Ramayana.
A name which commonly designates Vishnu, but it is exceptionally used for other gods.
The name that was given to the Untouchable castes by Gandhi. It means “Children of
God”.
The second most important cemetery in Varanasi.
A Muslim saint, Sufi mystic.
Food to the dead.
Social status, a religious duty and social sphere, a part of a person’s dharma, or the duty
of the Householder.
A solid figure having twenty faces.
The god of the firmament, the personified atmosphere. In the Vedas he stands in the first
rank among the gods, the king of gods.
God of Yantra, also the sun, also meaning “god”.
Incarnation of Vishnu, born in Faridpur.
The Lord of the Universe. The Jagannath Temple of Puri is one of the four most famous
holy pilgrimages of the Hindus.
Cremation priests at Pashupatinath, less pure than the Upadhyay Brahmans (funeral
priests) who may mourn the dead.
A relationship. A jajman depends entirely on those who serve him, and they depend
entirely on him.
A kind of copper cup that hangs right above the Shiva Lingam from which water drips
from almost continuously.
Sacred thread worn by the twice-born castes.
“Class or caste”.
Ayurvedic concept of digestion, assimilation and elimination, fire in the stomach.
The individual personality which undergoes rebirth, because the karma stored in the
causal body needs a physical body to permit their expression.
Luminous phallus or linga, the most important Shiva-lingas in the world.
Kali temple in Faridpur, Bangladesh.
The Black Goddess, one of the most powerful and fearful of the Hindu divinities.
The “second” holiest river in Nepal, located in West-Nepal with mythological origin in
Muktinath.
The fourth of the four ages through which the cosmos passes in cycles of 4,320,000
years. Kaliyuga is supposed to last for 432,000 years, and is characterised in lack of
interest in spirituality among the populace, which leads to atheism, materialism, and the
perpetration of various cruelties by stronger beings onto weaker once.
Lit. “freedom from death”. Kalmochan ghat is located by Bagmati River where it
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Kamadhenu
Kamala
Kami
Kandalas
Kapal kriya
Kapalikas
Kapila cow
Karma
Karma caleko
Kartikeya
Kashi
Katto
Khir
King Ravon
King Ram
Kirhya
Kirya basne
Kirtan
Kore
Krishna
Ksatriaya
Kumar River
Kumari
Kumbh Mela
Laksman
Laksmi
Lalabhaksa Hell
Liberation War
Licchhavi rule
Lila
Linga
Loki
Magar
Mahabharata
Mahabrahman
Maha
Mahakali
Mahalaksmi
Mahapatra
Mahisa
Maneshor temple
Maheshwar
Manikarnika ghat
Mantra

represents the border between the kingdoms of Kathmandu and Patan.
The cow which grants desires. She was produced at the churning of the ocean.
Incarnation of Kali.
Iron-makers, traditionally a low-caste group.
Term used to designate low-castes and outcastes, used among other places in The Law
of Manu.
“Braking the skull”, part of cremation.
Skull-carriers, a group of sadhus.
Celestial cow.
The law of moral cause and effect, whereby people’s action are repaid through their own
suffering.
A state where the person has full responsibility for its ritual purity and its social and
ethical actions, “activated karma”.
Son of Shiva and Parvati. The god of war and the planet of Mars, also called Skanda.
See Benares.
“Something not worth eating”, flesh or brain from the deceased which is ritually
consumed.
Boiled rice and milk, used in rituals.
Mythological king in Ramayana.
Mythological king in Ramayana.
Mourning rituals conducted as a part of funerals.
Thirteen days of death pollution immediately following a death – a time of austerity and
social isolation for the bereaved.
Devotional singing, chanting of God’s glories or meditation.
“Aura”, Zoroastrianism. Characteristics of a certain person built up through ages by
being a member of a given group.
The most celebrated hero of Indian mythology, the eight incarnation of Vishnu.
The second or regal warrior caste.
Local river in Faridpur, next to Ambikapur Shashan Ghat.
Virgin Goddess living in Kathmandu.
The most important tirtha in Hinduism located in the conjunction between Saraswati,
Yamuna and Ganges, Allahabad.
Son of King Dasa-ratha. Attached to Rama’s wife Sita, which gave rise to the reproach
that the two brothers were husbands of one wife.
Goddess of good fortune, wife of Vishnu, mother of Kama.
A particular hell where, among other things, a man who forces his wife to drink his
semen is sent.
Bangladesh 1971, independence from Pakistan.
Dynasty in Nepal, c. 450-750 CE.
“Cosmic play”. The divine play of Rishis and deities, especially Krishna and Rama, is
called lila, cosmic pastimes in which they are always in control.
The male organ, a phallus, often made of stone. The symbol under which Shiva is
universally worshipped.
The god for wealth, local Hindu god in Faridpur.
Ethnic group in Nepal, Tibetan-Mongolian origin, Matwali.
The Great Epic of India.
The Great Brahman, also called Mahapatra; “Great vessels”, funeral priests in Varanasi.
“Great”.
The God of Death.
The goddess of wealth and prosperity.
See Mahabrahman.
Struggled with Durga, often seen as the demon in the buffalo statue which Durga kills.
Temple in the sweepers’ para in Faridpur, Bangladesh. Sister of Kali.
A glorious city at the dawn of Indian civilization.
The main cemetery in Varanasi and the most important place for Hindis all over the
world to die and to be cremated.
A mystic formula of Sanskrit syllables, words or phrases; it is made effective by
repetition and mediation.
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Manosha
Manu
Mata
Matangi
Matwalis
Maya
Mohanta
Moksa
Mrigastahli
Mukti
Mulukin Ain
Muni
Munzi Bazaar
Namaste
Nandi
Naos

Naraharinath
Narayan
Narsasalers
Nasai
Ne Muni
Nema Gopala
Newar
Nirakar
Nire
Nirvana
Nisha Kali
Nuton Kalibari
Nwaran
Ojas
Opisthodomos
Ossuaries
Paal
Padma
PADT
Pahari

Pahlavi
Pali

The patron saint of serpents and snake catchers, is supposed to be the daughter of Lord
Shiva. Her popularity is somewhat restricted to Bengal but even then she holds a high
position in the Hindu belief.
“The Man”, Cosmic Man, The Laws of Manu is a sacred text in Hinduism, explaining
among other things, the caste system.
Religious doctrine.
Incarnation of Kali.
Caste roughly comparable to Vaisya in the varna system, or “those who drink liquor”
and eat buffalo meat.
“Illusion”; usually indicates cosmic illusion.
Outcaste group in Faridpur which was elevated by Jagadbandhu
Release from rebirth (Mukti).
Naraharinath’s ashram at Pashupatinath.
Release or salvation.
Civil code laid down originally by Jung Bahadur Rana in 1854, revised several times.
An advanced being (yet lower than a Rishi), who communicates telepathically or
through the eyes.
Pot-makers’ quarter in Faridpur, Bangladesh.
Namasate or or Namaskara is the traditional Indian form of salutation. “I bow to you.”
The meaning implies a submission of one person to another.
Metallic bull in the courtyard of the Pashupatinath temple, Shiva’s vehicle.
1. The temple at Jerusalem, but only the sacred edifice (or sanctuary) itself, consisting of
the Holy place and the Holy of Holies (in classical Greek it is used of the sanctuary or
cell of the temple, where the image of gold was placed which is distinguished from the
whole enclosure), 2). Any heathen temple or shrine. 3. Metaph, the spiritual temple
consisting of the saints of all ages joined together by and in Christ.
Famous yogi in Nepal who died in 2003.
A name of God, especially of Vishnu.
Zoroastrian corpse-bearers.
Evil force which starts the process of putrefaction of the corpse (Zoroastrianism).
Mythological forefather of Nepal. At the end of Dwapar Yuga, the third age in the
Hindu world cycle, a hermit, Rishi Ne Muni is said to have lived at Teku on the banks
of Bagmati.
Cowherd who started to dig and found the Pashupatinath-linga for the very first time.
Ethnic group in Nepal, original inhabitants of Kathmandu valley.
Formless, unembodied, incorporeal, the sky – God.
Cemetery outside Baglung Bazaar, Western Nepal.
Heaven.
Ferocious form or incarnation of Kali, Bangladesh.
Kali temple in Faridpur, Bangladesh.
Initiation rite, the name-giving ceremony, performed on the morning on the eleventh
day after the mother has observed birth pollution.
The essence of physical energy which produces the aura as well as immunity
(ayurveda).
Back room of temple, the porch at the rear of a temple cella, serving as a back entrance.
Container for bones after air-burial, similar to urn for ashes after cremation.
Pot-maker caste in Faridpur, which is identical with Kumar, meaning “unmarried man”.
Bengali term for Ganges.
Pashupatinath Area Development Trust.
Dialects or languages, spoken by about 17 million people in the kingdom of Nepal and
in parts of North India. These idioms are classified as Eastern Pahari (or Nepali), which
is the language of Nepal and has been influenced by Tibeto-Burman languages; Central
Pahari, which has two main dialects, Garhwali and Kumaoni; and Western Pahari, noted
for its numerous dialects. Both Central and Western Pahari are purely Indic and have not
been affected by Tibeto-Burman forms of speech.
Middle Persian language of the later Zoroastrian text and in use during the Sassanian
period.
Name given to the language of the texts of Theravaada Buddhism, although the
commentarial tradition of the Theravaadins states that the language of the canon is
Maagadhii, the language spoken by Gautama Buddha. The term Paali originally referred
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Panchayat

Pandit
Parabrahma
Parsee
Parvati
Pashupati
Pashupatinath
Pasne
Patan
Patanjali
Pinda
Pisacas
Pitr
Pode
Polis
Prajapati
Prakriti
Prana
Prasad

Pret
Pronaos
Puja
Purusha
Rabia
Rabia Bosheri
Rada
Rajadipa
Ram Ghat
Rama
Ramnath
Rana
Rar Brahmans
Rasa

to a canonical text or passage rather than to a language.
The panchayat system was introduced in 1962 by King Mahendra, as an attempt to
create a simulation of a democratic administration, and the system was often described
as a “tired democracy”. Except from elections at the village level all other panchayats
and assemblies were elected indirectly, and in the absence of political parties the system
had a very narrow base of popular representation. King Mahendra did not allow political
parties to function because he felt that they were disruptive elements and factionoriented, and during the panchayat period for almost three decades the King was a nearabsolute monarch.
A learned Brahman man who is a teacher or scholar, especially of Sanskrit, works often
as priest.
The Great Brahma, also seen as the rain god. The one, eternal, unchangeable and
constantly awake consciousness.
Zoroastrian group descending from the Persians, mainly living in Bombay.
Consort of Lord Shiva. By rigorous penance she won over Shiva, himself a great ascetic.
Mother of Shanmukha and Ganesha.
Lord of the animals.
The most and holy important Shiva temple in Nepal. Shiva’s head was allegedly born at
the very spot where the linga is situated.
Initiation rite where the child receives its first rice (i.e. the first solid meal). The rite
takes normally part after 5 month for girls and 6 month for boys.
Ancient kingdom in the Kathmandu valley, now part of greater Kathmandu.
Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. The greatest classical text from the yoga school of Indian,
written in the second century BCE.
A ceremonial rice-ball used in offerings to the ancestors.
Malicious superhumans. Their chief activities being leading people out of their way,
haunting cemeteries, eating human flesh and indulging in every kind of wickedness.
Ancestor spirit.
“Toilet-cleaner”, used as a derogatory term, low-caste.
City-state, a typical Greek settlement, with a fortified city and a defensible citadel at the
centre of a territory, which might include other villages.
Hindu mythology, the primordial lord of creatures, linked to the sacrificial root of
creation as being himself the sacrifice from which life is sustained: “Prajapati is
sacrifice, for he created it in his own self-expression”.
Mother nature, causal matter, consciousness manifest.
“Breath, life force”. The five major breaths are prana, apana, samana, vyana, and udana.
Any substance, usually food, which has been offered to a deity or saint, or to the image
of a deity or saint, and which is then partaken of by a disciple or devotee. Prasad is
supposed to contain a tiny amount of the deity’s or saint’s Shakti, which can exert a
spiritualising effect on the partaker.
Ghost, unsatisfied and potential harmful spirits of a deceased person who has not been
able to reach the forefathers.
Vestibule, antechamber, opposite of opisthodome.
Worship, “ritual adoration”, especially of a deity or guru, with objects symbolic of
purity, divinity or grace such as flowers, incense, sweet fruit, coconut, etc. Pujas can
also be performed mentally.
The original, cosmic man, similar to Manu.
Identical with Rada.
According to believers in Faridpur, an angel described in both the Christian Bible and
the Gita.
Identical with Rabia.
Stone platform reserved for royal cremation, both inside the Royal Palace and in
Deopatan.
The cremation Ghat at Pashupatinath for “common people” or the third caste.
King of the Solar Race, reigning at Ayodhya.
Aghori-guru.
Prime minister reign in Nepal from 1846-1951.
Group of Brahmans in Faridpur, Bangladesh.
Essence of the Waters.
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Ratnasambhava
Rig-Veda

Rishi

Rudra
Rupee (Nepali)
Rupee (Indian)
Sadhu
Sadyojat
Sagdid
Saiyya Daan
Saivite
Sakar
Sakya
Satya yuga
Saligram
Samsara

Samskara
Sangha
Sannyasi
Sapindikarana
Saraswati
Sarki
Satapatha Brahmana
Sati

Shah Farid
Shah Fariduddin
Shaivaism
Shakti
Shani
Shashan
Shashan Kali

The third dhyanibuddha, or meditation Buddha, born of a jewel, worshipped from
around 500 BC to present. He is one of five mystic spiritual counterparts of the human
buddha in Vajrayana Buddhism.
“Divine knowledge”. The Vedas are the holy books which are the foundation of the
Hindu religion. The word Veda means knowledge or wisdom, and the word Rig means
“to praise” in Sanskrit. The Rig Veda is a collection of hymns which sing praise for the
gods. The Vedas are believed to have been revealed by the gods to mankind. To this
day, the Rig Veda is considered the most holy of all Hindu texts. The hymns were
handed down from their origins in the distant past until they were finally set down in
writing as a collection somewhere around 900 BCE (or 1200-800 BCE).
“Seer”. Anything a Rishi sees or perceives becomes reality, because a Rishi is an
ethereal being of the highest class, one who is almost totally unlimited, who can travel
anywhere in the cosmos. The Rishis “saw” the hymns of the Vedas, from which all the
knowledge of ancient India was derived.
Lit. “the Crier”, or “He Who makes others cry”. Rudra is the ancient name for Shiva, the
god of death.
Local currency, 75Rs = 1$.
Local currency, 50Rs = 1$
Yogi, an ascetic hermit; one practising religious meditation.
The face of Pashupatinath towards west, symbolic representation of Dwarika.
The rite of exposing a corpse to the gaze of a dog as part of the funerary procedure.
The katto ceremony.
Shiva devotee or devotional practices pertaining to Shiva.
Having a form or a body, bodied, corporeal form of worship in which deities are
conceived as having forms; idolatry.
Tribe. The Buddha was born as Siddhartha Gautama, a prince of the Dravidian Sakya
tribe of Nepal.
“The eon of truth”; the first and longest of the four yugas. In Satya yuga, in which
dharma and righteousness operates at maximum capacity, there is no disease or discord.
Ammonite fossil found in Kaligandaki River, perceived as incarnation of Vishnu.
The life cycle, “the round of birth and death”. According to orthodox and scriptural
Hinduism and Buddhism an individual soul may take 8,4 million materialised bodies
(according to some texts, sages and seers there are 840.000 incarnations) before it
eventually may attain liberation – Nirvana.
Life cycle ritual.
One of The Three Jewels. Monastic community.
Holy man.
The ritual of uniting the preta with the pitra. This ceremony takes place either on the
twelfth day, three weeks, or a year after the death. Until the rite is performed, the
deceased is not elevated to the status of a pitra.
“Water, elegant”. In the Vedas she is primarily a river, but is celebrated in the hymns
both as a river and a deity. As a river goddess, Saraswati is lauded for the fertilising and
purifying powers of her waters.
Leather worker.
A sacred scripture. A celebrated sage, to whom it is attributed the White Yajur-veda.
The Hindu custom in India in which the widow was burnt to ashes on her dead
husband’s pyre. Basically the custom was believed to be a voluntary Hindu act in which
the woman decided to end her life with her husband after his death. But there were many
incidences in which the women were forced to commit sati, sometimes even dragged
against her will to the pyre.
Muslim saint, Sufi mystic.
Muslim saint, Sufi mystic.
The religious path of Shiva, sectarian worship of Shiva or his aspects.
Energy, the ability to perform action. Shakti is always female in Indian philosophy.
Saturn.
Cemetery in Bangladesh.
The cemetery form of Kali in Bangladesh. Shashan Kali is a dangerous and ferocious
form of Kali.
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Shastras
Shatghar Committee
Shek Farid
Sherpa
Shitola temple
Shiva

Shivaloka
Shivaratri
Shraddha
Siddha
Siddhartha
Sita
Siva-Purana
Skanda Purana
Sleshmantaka
Sree Angam Ashram
Sri Gauranga
Soma
Stupa
Sudra
Susruta Samhita

Suttee
Svapakas
Swami
Tagadhari
Taka
Tara
Tantra

Tantric-Yantra
Tapa

Tarkeshowe Mahadev
Tatpurush
Tepapola Krishna
Tepakuli Krishna
Tika

Part of the Smriti (“remembered”) literature. Dharma Sutras, or manuals on dharma,
contain rules of conduct and rites as they were practiced in a number of branches of the
Vedic schools.
Cremation committee responsible for Ambikapur Shashan Ghat.
Muslim saint, Sufi mystic.
Ethnic group in Nepal. Matwali or “third” caste, Tibetan-Mongolian origin.
Kali temple, Faridpur, Bangladesh.
The third god of the Hindu triad. The destructor and the re-creator. Destruction in Hindu
belief implies reproduction. Under this character of restorer he is represented by his
symbol the Linga or phallus. Under this form alone, or combined with the Yoni, or the
female organ, the representative of his Sakti, or female energy, he is everywhere
worshipped.
Heaven, the third (divine) eye of Shiva.
“The night of Shiva”, celebrated on the 14th night of the new moon, in the dark
fortnight during the month of Falgun.
Death rites, debt to the dead.
Yoga technique and spiritual path.
Buddha.
Goddess in Ramayana, consort par excellence – ever loyal, submissive and obedient to
Her superior husband, Rama, Avatar of the great god Vishnu, Ideal Hindu King of
Ayodhya.
Sacred scriptures of Hinduism.
Sacred scriptures of Hinduism.
Forest in Kathmandu, next to Pashupatinath.
Main ashram in Faridpur, Bangladesh.
Incarnation of Vishnu.
The juice of a milky climbing plant, extracted and fermented, forming a beverage
offered in libations to the deities, and drunk by the Brahmans.
A mound or monument commemorative of Buddha, which may contain Buddha’s relics.
The fourth or servile caste.
One of the twin compendia of Ayurveda encompassing all the aspects prevalent
traditionally in India, enumerates eight branches of medical knowledge as surgery;
treatment of diseases of the eyes, ears, nose, throat and teeth; therapeutics; psychiatry
and psychotherapy; paediatrics; toxicology and treatment of poisoning; treatment for
longevity and rejuvenation; and treatment for increasing virility.
The act of a Hindu widow cremating herself on the funeral pyre of her dead husband.
See Kandalas.
Spiritual guru.
“One who wears the sacred thread”: the “twice-born” castes at the top of the hierarchy.
Local currency Bangladesh, 57 takas = 1$.
Incarnation of Kali, She Who Causes One to Cross Over.
1. Any of a fairly recent class of Hindu or Buddhist religious literature concerned with
ritual acts of body and speech and mind. 2. Doctrine of enlightenment as the realization
of the oneness of one’s self and the visible world; combines elements of Hinduism and
paganism including magical and mystical elements like mantras and mudras and erotic
rites; especially influential in Tibet.
Geometric triangle which signifies the female power of pro-creation and re-generation.
“Inner heat”. The performance of austerity in deep forests, the result of which could be
the gain of immense power. Tapa means to heat, to warm up, and it is in this sense that
Tapa is used in the Vedas. The evolution of the universe started with creation of matter,
energy and space, the effect of which was to warm up the universe. In this way the
whole universe is born out of Tapa. Burning internally by following austere practices to
remove the dross from within.
The god who takes care of the deceased after death and brings him to heaven, and he is
also the god who cleanses a person’s sins.
The face of Pashupatinath towards the east, the creator and is also known as Bhava in
the Vedas.
Temple in Faridpur, Bangladesh.
Temple in Faridpur, Bangladesh.
A mark of blessing placed on the forehead.
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Tirtha
Thakur
Thar
Thyasapu
Tore
Treta yuga
Tripur-Bhairavi
Tripur-Sundar
Tulo Mahadev
Tyaginath
Udvada
Upadhyay Brahmans
Upanishads
Upanayana
Vamodeva
Varanasi
Varna

Varnini
Varuna
Vedas
Vendidad
Vishnu
Virupakshya
Vairochana
Vaishnava
Vaisyas
Vihar
Vishnu
Vivekananda
Yajna
Yajur Veda
Yaksha
Yama
Yamadutas
Yamraj
Yantra

Spiritual ford, crossing place, always connected to sacred water.
Brahman priest, used in Bangladesh.
Clan or surname.
Newari diary/text from the Medieval period.
Cemetery in Manang.
“The eon of the three-quarters”; in which one-fourth of the dharma or righteousness of
Satya Yuga is lost and three-quarters remains.
Incarnation of Kali.
Also known as Shuroshi, incarnation of Kali.
The biggest Shiva-linga at the Pashupatinath area.
Aghori-guru.
The holy town where the sacred fire of the Iranshah Atash Bahram has been burning
since Zoroastrians came to India.
Funeral priests at Pashupatinath who cremate and mourn the dead.
Written by sages of India between the eighth and fourth centuries BC. They are the final
part of the Vedas and the basis for the philosophy of Vedanta, which means the end of
the Vedas.
The ceremony in which a young man is invested with the sacred thread.
The face of Pashupatinath towards the north, it is worshipped as god of giving and
Badrinath.
See Benares.
”Class or caste”. The Chatur-varna, or four castes, as found established in the code of
Manu, are: 1) Brahman, 2) Kshatriya, 3) Vaisya and 4) Sudra. The first three castes were
called “twice born or regenerate” from their being entitled to investiture with the sacred
thread which effect a second birth.
Devotee of Chinnamasta, begged for food where after Chinnamasta severed her own
head and fed her with blood.
“The universal encompasser, the all-embracer”. One of the oldest of the Vedic deities,
king of the universe, later identified as a river god.
The Vedas are the four earliest Hindu texts, and the Rig Veda is the oldest and most
important of the four. These were the works brought by the Indo-Aryan people as they
migrated into the Indus Valley.
Zoroastrianism. “Laws against the Demons”, a book containing ritual purity regulations
and other miscellaneous material. One of the books in Zendavesta.
Regarded as a major god in Hinduism and Indian mythology. He is thought of as the
preserver of the universe while two other major Hindu gods Brahma and Shiva are
regarded respectively as the creator and destroyer of the universe.
Statue and temple at the Pashupatinath.
One of The Five Dhyani Buddhas, usually located in the centre of mandalas of the
Dhyani Buddhas.
The religious path of Vishnu, sectarian worship of Vishnu or his aspects.
The third or trading and agricultural caste.
Buddhist monastery.
The second god of the Hindu triad. The preserver and restorer of the world. The
worshippers of Vishnu recognise in him the supreme being from whom all things
emanate.
1863-1902. Incarnated godhead in India.
Vedic fire ritual. In yajna, deities in ethereal worlds are invoked, then fed with the
fragrance of smoke from the various burnt offerings.
One of the four Vedas. Seen by the outer vision it is the Veda of rituals. On an inner
level, it sets forth a yogic practice for purifying the mind and awakening the inner
consciousness.
A kind of demigod, attendants of Kuvera, the god of wealth.
The God of Death. The Lord of the Hells where the sinners are punished after their
death.
Messenger of Yama, who brings in the dead.
King of Hell, God of Death.
A diagram which acts as a receptacle for the power of a mantra. Tantra is the ritual by
which the Yantra is empowered by the mantra. Any substance can be used for a Yantra,
but Aghoris often prefer the human body.
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Yoga Sutras
Yogi
Yoni
Zarathustra
Zendavesta

See Patanjali.
Practitioner of yoga.
The feminine essence and power of cosmos.
Prophet of Zoroastrianism.
The sacred book of Zoroastrianism.
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Appendix B
Ethics and ethnography
Nigel Barley remarked in Dancing on the Grave “…in
Africa, my constant presence at funerals was rapidly
noted. “You are like a vulture”, one man remarked
coolly. “I see you climbing the hills and I know someone
else must have gone” “(Barley 1995:13). Western
attitudes towards death can be understood by a
comparison with pornography, as pointed out by
Geoffrey Gorer; “in the twentieth century there seems to
have been an unremarked shift in prudery; whereas
copulation has become more and more mentionable,
particularly in Anglo-Saxon societies, death has become
more and more unmentionable” (Gorer 1965).

consciousness. Those who are cremated at for instance
Pashupatinath are fortunate for two reasons, firstly, they
are dead and the sufferings in this world have ended, but
more importantly, they have relatives who mourn their
death, or in other words, they have had the possibility to
be cremated at the most auspicious place in Nepal. The
poorest do not even find salvation in death, and these are
not given the last obsequies at Pashupatinath unless
some volunteer pays for their rituals, which only rarely
happens.
Thus, by participating in death rituals at Pashupatinath
one has bypassed the real problems in samsara – or the
round of birth and death, and thereby all the ethical
concerns regarding the miseries of the world. In this
sense there are some Christian and capitalistic
projections when the attention is directed towards the
dead and not how people are treated in this life. The
truism in Hinduism that death is life and life is death has
become more evident for me, and the study of death has
to be seen in relation to life. More important in this case,
the ethics involved in the study has to be adapted to the
real world and to the descendants’ own perceptions and
emotions towards death. Starting with the last first,
namely emotions. Distinguishing different layers and
levels of interacting emotions, grieves, and personal
motivations for performing various rites is a difficult
task, and I will only emphasise that such perceptions are
often determining and overpowering both tradition and
religious structures, but at the same time they are
dependent upon these structures. In some funerals the
sons and daughters cry in despair and may collapse of
sorrow; parents who mourn the loss of their children are
emotionally touching everyone, and some react with
hysteria to the death of their beloved. In such cases,
which are the exceptions, instinctively one steps aside
and refrains from interfering and asking questions.

Most people ask me, often with a petrified and an
astonished disbelief, what it is like to study death. Death
is allegedly something one is not supposed to study or be
concerned with, at least not from an academic point of
view; only form a deep ontological search for the truth.
So far I have witnessed or participated in approximately
600 cremations, funerals, or observed exposed corpses in
various ways. Obviously, what it is like to study death is
a major concern for me, which I have been constantly rethinking, and it raises both universal ethical questions in
general and research ethical questions in particular.
Therefore, the answer to the question might be a bit
surprising; it is quite easy to study death, I like it, it is
not scary, rather the opposite, it is highly interesting, and
sometimes it might even be fun and a pleasant and social
event (and a cold beer after many cremations, when the
clothes are reeking of burnt flesh, and ashes from the
pyre are still in my hair, cannot taste better). Of course,
there have been a lot of dreadful sights and awful smells
at cemeteries, but personal emotions regarding human
decomposition is not a major part of research ethics
regarding death. However, the smells and sights are what
shock most Western or Christian observers of death
rituals since we have been accustomed to live in a
society without seeing dead people at all.

Everyone has feelings and grief for the social personae
that is dead regardless of soteriology and religious
explanations. Although it might be written in religious
texts that crying and wailing by the mourners is of no
avail, “they should abstain from shedding tears while
giving the water-offerings after cremation. But if they
shed tears and vomit cough, the departed spirit consumes
the same helplessly” (Garuda Purana II, II.4.80), often
people express some feelings. In other cases I have been
tempted to believe that the mourners were without
emotions and did not care how the carcass was disposed
of. In one cremation I witnessed, the majority of the
funeral procession and all the sons except one were
playing cards, drinking alcohol, and smoking at the
cemetery while their mother lay naked on the pyre in a,
lets say, “gynaecological” position, and it did not look

My ethical concerns do not start at the cemetery, after
all, when people finally arrive there as corpses they are
dead. Hence, seeing dead people is not really a problem,
and dying with one’s feet in the river and thereafter
being cremated at Pashupatinath where the ashes are
scattered into the river seems like quite an attractive and
a glamorous funeral, at least if the Bagmati River is
clean. Thus, my main ethical concerns are not so much
on the cemetery, but on the way to the cemetery. The
miseries of the world evident in the poverty and the
gutters people are crawling in, the crippled who beg for
money and those without arms to carry the begging
bowl, the sick and the insane without any social
networks, the street children without any opportunities;
it is all these “almost” dead people who touch my ethical
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very nice. The last son (or husband), obviously grieving,
lay at the cemetery with a blanket covering his body and
face. Each funeral is different and difficult to approach,
and regarding emotions I have taken it for granted, and
as an a priori common sense fact, that everyone is
grieving but that the expressions of these feelings vary
greatly. This point of departure seems plausible and
somehow straightforward, but it does not help much
regarding an ethic in practice, or more precisely, each
“ethical step” forward implies also a step backwards
where other considerations or principles might be
violated or obstructed.

regarding research ethics in relation to death rituals is
that most of what is written is biased by Christian beliefs
and Westerners’ own fear of death, and hence it is
difficult to use a kind of “Kierkegaard” ethos and
anxiety approach to death (e.g. Kierkegaard 1980) where
one only sees one’s own death anxiety. Nevertheless,
most of the ethic debates regarding death are based upon
implicit Christian death anxiety, which is neither
acceptable nor sufficient; it is indeed one of the last
stances of Orientalism and academic colonialism. Partly
due to this reason I have a feeling that I have somehow
violated most of the “ethical guidelines” in mainstream
anthropology, and the field methods and approaches I
have chosen may need some clarification or even
justification. This will illuminate what I meant by saying
that one “ethical step” forward might also imply one step
backward.

The first cremation I witnessed was on Christmas Eve in
1996, and naturally I was only a distant observer. The
first funeral in which I was a participant was only a
month later in rural Nepal at Nire Ghat outside Baglung
Bazaar. I was loaded with knowledge from books on
ethics, and the only thing I knew for certain was that I
was not going to interfere in the funeral. Hence, I tried to
stay “invisible” and observe at the riverside 100-150
metres from the burial which took place in the riverbed.
Obviously, this strategy did not work very well. Soon
some ex-Gurkha officers asked me what I was doing,
and I told briefly what my purpose was and I asked if I
could stay at some distance and observe the ritual. “Do
you want to have a closer look?” they replied, and “yes”
I had to admit, and suddenly I was standing in the
middle of the crowd at the riverbed. The two sons
continued with the burial, but the rest of the villagers
surrounded me and wondered what I was doing, who I
was, where I was from and so on, and they paid no
attention to the deceased. I remember that I thought:
“This is wrong, wrong, wrong, be as invisible as
possible”. Then some from the procession asked if I
wanted to take a photo, I had to admit “yes” again, and
then they stopped the funeral for a while. The sons
rewrapped the clothes covering the deceased, who sat in
the Buddha-position, and one of them held the head
while I took the photos and thereafter he asked if I was
“happy”, I answered “yes” and thumbs up, and the burial
continued. I was astonished.

The terms “emic” and “etic” were introduced by Marvin
Harris (1964, 1979) to designate the difference between
the native’s and the anthropologist’s point of view, or
what Schutz called constructions of first and second
degree. As indicated, ethical debates regarding death are
often haunted by Christian beliefs, particularly in
archaeology (see Kaliff 2003, Oestigaard 2003a, Kaliff
& Oestigaard 2004). Consequently, there is often a huge
discrepancy between what the native’s codex,
understandings and emotions of death are, and how
Western academics approach these topics within
discourses regarding ethics; Christian death anxiety is
projected onto other people who are quite confident with
both their eschatology and soteriology. Thus, I will try to
illuminate that the field techniques I employed were not
only an attempt to bridge the emic and the etic
perspective, but also that the evaluation of the
consequences involved in the strategies are dependent
upon which ethos and perceptions of death one possesses
oneself. Moral questions arise in the real world, and
knowledge of the real-world relations in which they
appear is essential if we want to seek answers to them
(Regan 1993:9), and hence, I will discuss the ethical
concerns in relation to the world as I see it.

Ethics is possible to define as a system of moral
principles or rules of conduct, a system of principles
regulating and describing what is morally good and bad,
right and wrong. As seen, in an ethnographic fieldwork
the researcher’s own ethos is challenged by other
realities, particularly regarding death. An ethical
understanding is not the same as “common sense”. We
need to understand other people’s ethical “common
sense” or ethos with our rationality. This problem
relates to phenomenology”, based on our horizons and
prejudices it ”lets us see”. But what is it we see?
Basically it is our own ethos; one has discovered the
premises of our own ethical judgements. All knowledge
of the world, including the scientific knowledge, is
gained in my particular point of view (Merlau-Ponty
1995:viii). Because we are in the world, we are
condemned to meaning (ibid:xix). My initial conclusion

1) Informant consent.
It is in generally agreed that it is unethical not to inform
those who are subject to investigation or analysis what
one’s mission is about. “The people explored must have
the right to refuse to be subjected to anthropological
analyses; in the case of hidden observation, they are
deprived of this possibility” (Eriksen 1995:15). The
researchers should inform those who are subject to the
study, and the informants should give their
unconstrained consent. But this is not a straightforward
criterion. In reality, most ethnographers are rarely telling
all people they are studying everything about the
research (Hammersley & Atkinson 1995:264-265), and it
has been argued that all research operates on premises on
a continuum between the completely covert and the
completely open (Roth 1962). One may also argue that
informed consent has more to do with the researcher’s
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conscious than respecting the informants since they can
only have the vaguest idea of what they might be
consenting to (Josselson 1996:xii-xiii). Depending on
where and when, sometimes I have asked for consent but
most often not, and this has partly its reason in the nature
of death rituals. If there are several cremations at the
same time at for instance Pashupatinath, then there might
be several hundreds of mourners, and it is difficult to
know who belongs to which funeral. If consent is an
important criterion, then whom should one ask? The
sons, distant relatives, friends, or villagers may have
different preferences, and as a researcher it is often
easier to speak to those not so close to the deceased due
to emotional and practical reasons (for instance the
actual performances of the rites). Moreover, the totality
of the procession is also empirical data, and it is
impossible to get consent from everyone. Finally, by
asking questions one is interfering or even interrupting,
which is evaluated in Western ethical discourses as bad,
but if one just observes from the other side of the river
one has no consent, then this is also seen as negative. In
reality, if one chooses one position, then one is likely to
be accused of violating other principle.

around” at the cemetery one gets a lot of other types of
information, particularly regarding the importance of the
place.
3) Intensity: the use of space.
Material culture studies with an emphasis on the material
practices and the use of space may necessitate other
field-methods
than
traditional
anthropological
fieldworks. Sometimes I envy small contexts, for
example Barth’s study of the Baktman society which
comprised 185 persons (Barth 1989). This is not because
I believe that the matters which are the objects for
investigation are easier to conceptualise in smaller
contexts, rather the contrary. However, the area, people,
and processes seem to be possible to encapsulate, at least
in the beginning. A lot of anthropology conducted in
Nepal has until recently focused on small mountain
villages more or less in isolation where there have been
few impulses of globalisation and capitalism (coca-cola,
beer, etc.). The situation is quite different at Shivaratri
where 250,000-500,000 pilgrims are coming for one day,
(or Kumbh Mela where 50 million people came in 2001,
and it is twelve years until the next festival), and the next
day most of them have gone; what to do – where to start,
who is one going to talk to? The ideas of informant
consent, structured vs unstructured interviews,
participation, observation – in short: most of what one
has learnt does not fit; the situation is not necessarily too
complex, but at least too chaotic for a strict and coherent
field method. Still, the festival is the most important
pilgrimage in Nepal. The problem becomes then that
most ethical considerations and books on fieldwork are
based on small-scale societies where inquires or the
interactions with informants are possible for months and
years. Regarding death rituals and Shivaratri this is not
the case, and hence, one gains a different kind of
knowledge. The huge number of participants or pilgrims
involved at a very small time span de-personalises the
individual actor and puts the emphasis on structuring
practices and the use of space.

2) Intensity: time limitation.
As most rituals, funerals are very intense. However,
death rituals have often one characteristic which other
rituals have not; the displacement from the village or
habitual area. This is true for most of the funerals I have
witnessed and participated in. I have spent time in
villages, for instance in Manang, but in such small
villages there are only a few persons dying each month,
and there might go months between every time a death
occurs. This is of course very fortunate for the villagers,
and for me as a human, but from a practical and
empirical point of view places like Pashupatinath have
certain advantages when numerous corpses are cremated
each day. Field methodologically this has theoretical
implications. The funeral procession arrives at the
cemetery with the corpse, build the pyre, cremate, and
leave, and this process may take less than three-four
hours. The ritual in itself is highly intensive, and when
the procession leaves the area they are gone. In a village
it is possible to speak with the relatives afterwards, see
what rites they conduct and so on, but at Pashupatinath
this is impossible. Therefore, the advantage of seeing
and participating in a lot of cremations has the drawback
that the knowledge of each and every cremation is
limited. In many cases I do not know who I talked to,
what the name of the deceased was, which caste or jati
he belonged to, the age, cause of death, and so on, or I
know only one of these aspects in accordance to what
was my main focus and inquiry at that time. There are
obvious limitations regarding the knowledge it is
possible to gain from a few hours observation or
(discrete) participation. The ethical paradox can be
summed up as such: I don’t know who they are, and they
don’t know that they have been studied. Be that as it
may, a lot of knowledge regarding funerals is based
upon such scattered data. Nevertheless, by “hanging

4) Anonymity.
The individual actor appears anonymous in the
enormous masses such as on Shivaratri, but still society
consists of individuals. Thus, there is a discrepancy in
my thesis between the total anonymity of informants
who I don’t know the name of, who disappear into what
become a “structure”, and the explicit use of names of
the informants such as Durga Prasad Sapkota, Tyaginath
and Hazera. There are several reasons for this. Firstly, it
is an attempt to combine a macro- and micro perspective
or a top-down – bottom-up perspective. Sapkota had a
crucial role in the king’s funeral, Tyaginath only comes
to Pashupatinath during Shivaratri and he is a highly
acknowledged guru, and Hazera runs the cemetery. All
of them are, on the one hand, people in positions and at
the top of certain schemes of hierarchisation, but on the
other hand, they are also stigmatised and marginalized.
Thus, by giving name and face to the structures I have
aimed to emphasise the dynamics of parts of society, and
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by putting faces on people who otherwise are mere
theoretical abstractions (structure, agency, society, etc), I
have illuminated that everything is just various types of
real human interaction. Secondly, it would have been
difficult to anonymise Sapkota although possible to give
Tyaginath and Hazera pseudonyms. Still, it would not
have been difficult to reveal the real names. Thirdly, if
both the names and the places were pseudonyms it
would be difficult to check the information if anyone
would like to do so. By being explicit one may argue
that the work is more scientific but with the danger that
this context of justification is made on the expanse of the
informants’ privacy. Fourthly, in a comparative research
perspective I have often been frustrated when I have
found studies which could have been useful for me if I
knew where they had been conducted, but the anonymity
of the community has reduced the research value for
later generations. Therefore, the use of the information
for others is a criteria that one should incorporate into
ethical discussions, which not only include researchers
but indigenous people’s revival of lost traditions as seen
for instance among the Australian Aborigines. Research
ethics should comprise both concerns for the informants
but also methods for evaluation and justification as well
as potential uses of the study. Finally, by illuminating
that Sapkota was cheated in the king’s funeral, but also
that he still works as a priest, and that Hazera is a female
Muslim undertaker cremating Hindus, such knowledge
may illuminate and decrease the actual power structures
at work in a society. It may dissolve part of the
categorical “-isms”. The high religion as presented by
the authorities is not the only reality that exists.

asked. Therefore, I will briefly relate my practice to
general attitudes towards death. As a result of the Maoist
insurgent a number of both policemen and military
officers have been killed and given official or state
funerals at Pashupatinath. For instance the VDC
Chairman Ram Mani Gyawali of Kerunga Village,
Arghakkanchi – a member of the Nepali Congress Party
– was cremated with a huge delegation witnessing the
dagbatti, and among them was former prime minister
and then current president of the party, Mr. Koirala. The
deceased had the Nepali Congress Party’s flag on his
chest, which was thrown into the river before the pyre
was lit. His torso was bandaged where the knife strokes
had killed him, and he was cremated at the 2nd platform
at Ram ghat. Pictures of Naraharinath and Ram Mani
Gyawali were published on the first page of Kathmandu
Post and The Rising Nepal (figs. 18.1-18.3), and in fact,
I stood next to the professional photographer who took
the picture of the dead congressman, and in all modesty I
have to say that as a photographer he made quite a lot
more of himself than I did. What is important is that
many of the funerals at Pashupatinath are public
funerals, and within the Nepali society taking such
photos are accepted. The degree of interference by
taking a photo is also a matter of being discrete, some
are interfering more than others, and researchers are not
the worst.
I will therefore follow Hammersley & Atkinson when
they say that it is our view “that the most effective
strategies for pursuing research should be adopted unless
there is clear evidence that these are ethically
unacceptable. In other words, indeterminacy and
uncertainty should for the most part be resolved by
ethnographers in favour of the interest of research, since
that is their primary task” (Hammersley & Atkinson
1995:285).

5) Pictures.
Since this is a material culture study, I have emphasised
materiality not only presented by words but also
visualised by pictures. Even though there has been a
paradigm in archaeology focusing on the transformation
from “things to texts”, words alone cannot describe the
artefacts and the materiality which are the subject for
discussion (Goldhahn 1997). Materiality matters, and
pictures emphasise the mattering. The obvious question
which follows is: have I received the informant’s
consent regarding taking and publishing pictures of the
dead? Before answering the question, and this is not
meant to be humoristic, but strictly a fact: the dead have
never objected. My point is only that we must never
forget that by asking the question in the way I did, it is a
third person who answers. If the deceased was alive, he
or she may not have objected to post-mortem pictures
but the descendants may do. Although one will never get
the deceased’s answer, the question has more to it than
being a mere excuse for taking pictures. Particularly the
kings’ funerals were widely published and broadcast on
television and in newspapers, and there are situations
that transcend the descendants’ sanctions. Still, I have
often asked for permission to take pictures (I am not sure
that they were aware that they might be published,
although I presented myself as a researcher, with
everything that includes in that); sometimes I have not

Despite all these considerations and attempts to navigate
in muddy waters, there are other difficulties and
limitations with the data and the interpretation in this
dissertation, which I will try to give an account for. As
Rosalie Wax says, “the most valuable thing any
fieldworker can take with him into fields is good luck”
(Wax 1985[1971]:268), and to some extent I have been
lucky, particularly in Faridpur in Bangladesh, which was
an extraordinary case study, and despite the national
tragedy (and without sounding like a vulture), the royal
massacre in Nepal and the subsequent cremations were,
from a strictly academic point of view, an important
source of knowledge.
Nevertheless, the limitations and objections that may
challenge my data and the interpretations can be
summed up in these broad categories:
Time limitation. Due to the comparative approach and
political circumstances I have not spent as long a time at
each location as I would have preferred.
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Fig. 18.1. Picture of Ram Mani Gyawali, The Kathmandu Post.

Fig. 18.2. Picture of Naraharinath, The Rising Nepal.
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Hence, I have a feeling that I am only scratching at the
surface of the body of knowledge, particularly in
Bombay (where I spent only two weeks), but partly also
in Manang, and the data from Varanasi are too scattered
to make a coherent presentation. I have tried to solve this
problem in three ways. Firstly, variation generates
knowledge. Since I have a certain general knowledge of
processes and premises, I have searched for the
differences that deviate from the traditional, orthodox, or
implicit presentations of social structures, for instance
the caste system or what the “standard” type of
cremation is supposed to look like. Both Durga Prasad
Sapkota and Hazera are two such persons who challenge
traditional understandings of social structures by an
examination of their actual practices. This relates to the
second strategy; I have tried to find data from my
particular theoretical approach and empirical case
studies that enable me to link up with the huge body of
literature which exists on the various topics. Thirdly, I
have emphasised material culture and the actors in death
rituals by observing what they actually do, and since
very few studies have focused on funerals as rituals, I
have hopefully been able to contribute with some new
knowledge.

contradictory – in one way or another unclear” (Taylor
1987:33). This is particularly the problem with
theological explanations presented and interpreted by
priests and holy men. All participants – informants and
researchers alike – interpret the social environment in
which they engage. This may dismiss the separation
between “insider” and “outsider” or being “within” a
culture and belonging to a tradition or not, because all
actors are re-interpreting social facts. This is not,
however, the same as acknowledging that all
interpretations are equally good and have the same
degree of relevancy, but only assessing that every culture
consists of pieces and fragments which may or may not
constitute some kind of a coherence. By presenting a
cultural logic, which common people may or may not
share explicitly, there are often small differences
between a researcher’s interpretation of indigenous
features and holy men or priests’ interpretations of the
same events or problems. In many respects both parties
are reasoning by using the internal, cultural logic. Thus,
“an interpretation shows us that a narrator is not simply
describing events but construing them. Sense is made,
not passively recorded…The point of interpretation is
not to understand a single individual but to enlarge our
conception of how sense might be made – or deformed”
(Ochberg 1996:102).

Language and interpretation. Unless the informants
spoke English, which a lot of holy men and priests did,
particularly in India, I have relied on translations and
interpreters. This is unfortunate, but perhaps the only
solution if one is conducting comparative research. I
have had various experiences with interpreters. Some
have been superb; others have been less good. Hence, I
have adjusted the analytical level in accordance with the
data. Mythology, eschatology and symbolic expressions
necessitate not only good translations, but require often
first hand knowledge of the langue if one is to grasp and
conceptualise the metaphorical nuances. In some cases
when I have made interviews, I have had to ask “yes” or
“no” questions with cross-references to check the
answers (e.g. are unmarried women cremated? Are
married women buried?). Often, this has also been the
case when I have mingled in funeral processions and
asked the mourners directly. Therefore, despite the
problems with some imperfect translations, I am quite
confident that the knowledge in itself is quite right, and
this type of information is highly valuable in a
comparative perspective when it is put into a system or
an interpretative framework.

Mythology and symbols. To solve the latter problem and
by including the objections to the translations of parts of
the data, I have tried to collect and present most of the
mythological, eschatological and soteriological aspects,
based on secondary literature which has been translated
into English, in two separate chapters (chapter 10 and
11, and appendix D). These chapters are presentations
and interpretations of literature in general, whereas the
symbolic interpretations of the katto-ritual and the data
from Bangladesh are mainly based on primary data but
in combination with references to the existing debate.
Naturally, the different layers of interpretation are
impossible to separate totally both as narratives, model,
or theories, and “thick descriptions” made by spinning
webs of significance include all these features (Geertz
1973). Meaning does not arise in isolation, but in an
interwoven matrix of knowledge. The outcome of this
study becomes a book, which is a strange construction as
Foucault argues; “The frontiers of a book are never
clear-cut: beyond the title, the first lines, and the last full
stop, beyond its internal configuration and its
autonomous form, it is caught up in a system of
references to other books, other texts, other sentences: it
is a node within a network…it constructs itself, only on
the basis of a complex field of discourse” (Foucault
1997:23). Nevertheless, I have tried to distinguish
between the different layers of interpretations, and in the
cases where my empirical data relate directly to the
external body of literature, as for instance the chapter on
the Zoroastrians, I have tried to present my data in one
paragraph and referring to the literature in the next, and
so on, and by this method building up an argument or a
model, which is successively used further on.

Presentation. The ways in which I have collected data
and the subsequent evaluation of the quality for
interpretations have implications for the analysis and
presentation. I have tried to distinguish between
informants’ statements, my interpretations of them, and
the use of literature to support and elaborate my
arguments, or to challenge existing models, although in
the narrative these different threads may conjoin and
seem inseparable. It is said that an “Interpretation is an
attempt to make clear…a text, or a text analogue, which
in some way is confused, incomplete, cloudy, seemingly
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These are the main objections, limitations, and problems
with this work, but it is also what I have done and what I
have had at hand. Data, descriptions and ideas cited,
quoted, or referred to, which I use and give new meaning
to in other contexts, may illuminate or elaborate certain
points and themes in slightly other directions. Thus, it is
possible to shed different types of light on the problems
– whether this light is brighter (better) or not. A
comparative approach to parts of the Indian subcontinent’s water worlds encompassing numerous social
spheres, where water is an intrinsic part of people’s
lives, is a difficult and dangerous task. Whether it is
successful or not is not for me to evaluate, and I share
the view of Arthur M. Hocart;

Models. The main advantage with comparative research
is also a methodological disadvantage, which relates to
the problem of induction and deduction. The rainmaking death rituals in Manang, the river ideology in
front of the Himalayan range, and the Kali-Ganga
complex and ambivalence in Faridpur, are all case
studies which make sense in an overall model or
perspective emphasising the life-giving waters. The
problem is that these small case studies are only a few
examples from innumerable places where I could have
conducted fieldwork. What I do not know is whether
data from the neighbouring villages would have
strengthened or weakened my models. Thus, it seems to
be wise to see the models as an “ideal type” of
explanation as Weber (1949) and Obeyesekere (2002:16,
130) do. The life-giving water is a structuring variable at
least in those case studies I have analysed, and hence, for
the moment I cannot say anything about other villages
and places. But as a structuring principle it is possible to
use the life-giving water as an approach to other places
and periods.

“The attempt is necessarily a crude one…but there can
never be any progress if we live in a perpetual fear of
those critics who esteem a work more for the absence
of faults than for any positive endeavour. The
meticulous scholar who never publishes because he
does not feel that he has attained perfection is often
held up to us for admiration. In point of fact he has no
right to exist: he is not doing his share of the world’s
work; whether from idealism or sluggishness…the
result is the same. In science, as in politics, finance and
war, he who risks nothing achieves nothing. Let us be
careful, but not timorous. The conclusions arrived at
this book may be right or may be wrong; but in any
case they make sense out of apparent nonsense without
in the least distorting the statements of the ancients
themselves. A method which make sense cannot be far
off the right track; and this is half the battle” (Hocart
1969[1927]:v).

Inter-disciplinary research. I believe that disciplinary
boundaries are more hindrances and obstacles than
sources of knowledge production, and in postdisciplinary sciences, which look “for the parallels in
knowledge constructions across the social sciences,
throws such inhibitions out of the window and asks us to
be more flexible and innovative in the ways we define
objects and the methods we use” (Smith 1998:311). In
other words, in post-disciplinary sciences it is not the
disciplines that unite researchers but the questions they
ask and the topics they study. My approach is a broad
material culture study aiming to bridge archaeology and
anthropology, and the past and the present. The danger
with inter-disciplinary research is that rather than
conjoining synergy effects of different approaches it may
become a quasi- or uninteresting middle way of
everything or nothing. My scope is broad, covering
partly Hinduism, Buddhism, Zoroastrianism, human
ecology, anthropology, and archaeology, among other
disciplines, and there are of course natural limitations to
the knowledge possible to obtain and books to read.1 As
I have argued, a material culture study is the most
coherent way of doing archaeology and anthropology.
The main problem is, however, the large areas and time
depths in this study. I have obviously missed a lot of
potentially useful and fruitful knowledge and
information: a lot of good books and articles are not
referred to because I have not been able to read them for
whatever reason,2 and as said before, during a lot of the
fieldworks I have only stayed for shorter periods of time.

I started on the cemetery, and I will try to summarise
some of the threads from the veranda, at Ganpath
Guesthouse in Varanasi, next to Ganga and a only twothree minute walk from Manikarnika Ghat. Fieldwork
and death rituals are intensive, and sometimes it is
necessary to slow down the speed and withdraw from the
crowded ghats and streets and just relax for a few hours.
The veranda at Ganpath Guesthouse, with panorama
view of Ganga, was such a place; it was calm (apart
from monkeys), it was in the shadow, and the food was
delicious. One morning after having enjoyed breakfast,
some children suddenly came carrying with a bamboostretcher, on which what seemed to be a corpse was
wrapped in golden clothes. They stopped just beneath
the veranda, and started to perform what looked like the
preparation rite for the funeral. I was very eager and
fascinated. I had never seen what street children were
doing with their friends when they die, and a lot of street
children are dying, and naturally they have to do some
obsequies. Did they know what to do? Had any of them
conducted a funeral before?

1

Govinda Tandan is a scholar who has written extensively on
Pashupatinath, but I have not read his two-volume and brick
thick work on the temple complex since I cannot read Nepali.
Fortunately, I was able to meet him and had the possibility to
ask him questions directly regarding matters I wondered about.
2
Unfortunately, others who have written on the subject in
Nepali are not included in this study because of my limitations
regarding language.

Or would some adults take care of the dead? I was quite
certain that they would give the young one a water burial
since they could not afford cremation, and most probably
he or she was too young for a cremation anyway. But
how could they afford to procure a boat from which they
would immerse the bier with the corpse into the river?
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Fig. 18.3. Ram Mani Gyawali, author’s photograph.

Fig. 18.4. Street children begging for money in Varanasi.
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From my perfect location at the veranda I ordered
another small pot of black coffee, although the fieldmethod sounds a bit vulture-like, I was rather pleased to
be a distant observer particularly since they were
children; it would have been more ”vulture-like” to
interfere with them.

girls. Westerners cannot bypass grieving children who
mourn their friends!
Later I came to realise that this incident told me quite a
lot of the impact death has in society, particularly in
Varanasi. It highlighted that natural and cultural worlds
work together and create opportunities and limitations
for the humans coping with the harsh realities in their
daily life, based on real problems and representations of
the world they live in, and webs of meaning are founded
on and constructed from this world of life and death. As
poor children it is natural that they begged and used any
means to get a few rupees. In the City of Light death is
an intrinsic part of everyone’s life, which was evident in
the fact that the boatmen accepted the children’s play
with the “corpse” as a way of begging; they were not
violating any taboos because then adults would have
sanctioned and prohibited the game. What seemed to be
the most disrespectful use of symbols from an outsider’s
point of view was not necessarily so, but the actual life
for street children living in Varanasi. Economy and
religion are inseparable, and it visualised all the
shortcomings if one adapts a Christian ethics regarding
death in other cultures. And finally, it illuminates the
broad scope of material culture studies, from the social
poverty of the children to their use of a “corpse” as a
begging bowl, including the dialectic between the social
and religious cosmos and the natural world they inhabit.
Death matters, particularly for the living.

In front of the bamboo-stretcher they had placed a small
bamboo-basket in which bypassing Hindus as well as
tourists gave some rupees showing their last respect to
the poor fellow (fig. 18.4). Some kids picked up flowers
from the river, which they put on the deceased’s chest;
others were standing around seemingly mourning their
friend. Occasional bypassers offered some money. But
everything took a very long time; after an hour nothing
had happened, and some of the children were not crying
but laughing. It was strange, and I thought that it was
perhaps a way of suppressing their real feelings. But
then they started to carry the bamboo-stretcher around,
not in a normal way, but losing it, throwing it around
while yelling and laughing. I did not know what I was
supposed to think, and left the guesthouse for the city. In
front of the guesthouse next to the river, the children
asked for a donation to their dead brother, but they did
not get any money. Then I asked one of the boatmen
what the children were doing, and he said it was “just a
joke, not real”. The street children had dressed up some
hay as a corpse, wrapped it in golden clothes, which they
used to beg for money. I was impressed by the creativity,
and I had to admit that they were really smart guys and
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Appendix C
Aghoris at the left hand of God
Being an Aghori is difficult to grasp for an outsider, but
Robert Svoboda, as a disciple of a great Aghori guru, has
written a comprehensive trilogy of his guru
Viamalananda; Aghora. At the Left Hand of God
(Svoboda 1993a), Aghora II: Kundalini (Svoboda
1993b) and Aghora III: The Law of Karma (Svoboda
1998). These books are fascinating for many reasons, not
only do they reveal a previous hidden cosmos of the
Aghoris, but they are at the same time a very precise and
logical argument of Hinduism because of the fact that
Aghora is “super” Hinduism; it is everything of
Hinduism but in a concentrated and intensive form.
Thus, the books are a very good introduction into
Hinduism as a religion because the Aghoris force the
logic to its limit, not only symbolically and
metaphorically, but also practically. The actual, practical
path is in essence the only logical consequence of the
religious doctrines, and after having read these books
one may wonder why there are so few Aghoris among
the holy men, and indeed, among Hindus in general.
This summary of the trilogy will mainly focus on the
Aghoris at the left hand of God.

of the Left-Hand Path – Vama Marga – which is the
violent counterpart to the Right-Hand Path – Dakshina
Marga. The Left-Hand Path is described as the “fast,
terrible and intense” path (Svoboda 1993a:12).
An Aghori’s most profound expression of love is “You
will cremate me” (Svoboda 1993a:34). “Aghora/Aghori”
literary means “non-terrifing” – “Aghora is the most
extreme of all Indian sects, concentrating on forcible
conversion of a limited human personality into a divine
personality. An Aghori is a practioner of Aghora”
(ibid:323). Aghoris distil experiences, and tantra is a
science of personality. All beings possess egos and
consequently have personalities. Cosmos possesses also
personality and is the most supreme and ultimate
personality (ibid:7). Aghoris prefer to stay at cemeteries
and burning grounds – smashan – performing rituals in
an intoxicated state of mind near a funeral pyre. There is
a deep Hindu logic lying at the bottom of a philosophy
crudely put as “filth and orgies in the graveyard”
(ibid:24).

“Dharma” means “righteousness” rather than religion
(Brahmachari 1996:9). “Hinduism” is misleading
because Hindu religion is not an “ism” (ibid:37). “A
lineage’s practices prevail over textual injunctions”
(Svoboda 1993a:23). Tantra is the worship on Mother,
and all should learn from motherly love (ibid:19). Tantra
has been divided into Right-Hand and Left-Hand Paths.
The Right-Hand Path is a search for the ultimate reality
through the road of purity. It emphasises personal purity,
but basically the external imposition of purity. The LeftHand Path emphasises the practitioners’ absolute
internal purity to protect them from external impurities
derived through rituals which may involve necromancy,
intoxicants, sex, or other polluted activities. However,
most practitioners of the Left-Hand Path favour this path
because of the great potential for misuse (ibid:21-22).

While most Westerns missucceed in their life and feel
they are “nobody”, an Aghori’s aim is literary to be “nobody” (ibid:36). Tantra aims to prolong one’s life by
replacing the limited personality with an unlimited and
permanent one. Siddhis may accelerate one’s spiritual
evolution towards total permanence. Ritually this is done
by tapping the cosmos for its energy at the appropriate
moment (ibid). Aghoris are Tantrics who have
superseded all ritual limitations. When they find
themselves near death they will leave their bodies and
enter bodies of corpses deliberately, taking over the dead
bodies and making them live as long as they please
(ibid:10). “Aghora” can be interpreted as “deeper than
deep” or as “gentle” or “filled with light and
illuminated” – “Aghora is the apotheosis of Tantra, the
Indian religion whose Supreme Deity is the Mother
Goddess” (Svoboda ibid:21).

Tantra is living wisdom which must be obtained directly
from an experienced practitioner. A guru who knows the
pitfalls by own practice is essential in the tantric path.
Aghora is a kind of “super-tantra” or an extraordinary
extreme and intensive way even of tantra (Svoboda
1993b:21-22). A yantra is a “mystical diagram which is
meant to control and contain energy put into it by the
ritual” (ibid:40), but also representing the deity invoked
during the ceremony. “A true Tantric regards every
human being (including himself) as already dead since
the fact of birth makes death inevitable” (Svoboda
1993a:12). The whole world is the playground and his
temple, but especially the use of literal corpses and
skulls may fasten the progress. Such practices are a part

“Shakti is energy. It emanates spontaneously and is then
controlled. Shakti must always be controlled, otherwise
it is worthless or dangerous, just like uncontrolled
electricity. Shakti is of value only when it has been
conditioned. Lord Shiva is the conditioner, the male
aspect of Universal Soul. He is always depicted with
three eyes. As long as the third eye is closed Maya can
exists because then Shiva has but two eyes, duality; and
Maya is the essence of duality. But when the third eye
(the eye of Jnana – transcendent wisdom) opens, He
sees only unity. That eye cannot differentiate in any way
and so the cosmos, which can exist only through duality,
must be dissolved. As long as the third eye is open,
nothing can exist but the undifferentiated condition.
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When it again closes then Shiva becomes subject to
duality, and the cosmos can again arise” (Svoboda
1993a:63).

enough impetus for birth to take place to create
situations in which the karmas can be worked out. All
the karmas in storage in the causal body must be burned
away before one gains exemption from rebirth”
(ibid:113).

“When I look at someone I don’t see them as they are
now; I see them as they will be. Then I can try to change
them if there is something in them I think I can change.
If I love skin and bones how will I be able to help them?
Skin and bones will only decay, but the individual will
continue to exist even after death. That is why I can say
that I love people not for their present value but for their
future value; not for what they are but for what they will
become, or for what they have the potential to become.
This is an Aghori’s love” (ibid:167). The human body
deteriorates, and even the most pretty young girl will
become old and ugly, and Viamalananda therefore never
looked at people in their present condition, but how they
will become in the future, and consequently he looked at
all as mere skeletons. By this way he was not deceived
by Maya, or bodily beautiness (ibid:290).

“The whole idea of Tantra and Aghora is transmutation.
Whether you make use of the Shaktis of spirits or deities
or magical plants or whatever, transmutation is the goal”
(ibid:232). Hindus do not worship the image, but they
request the deity to take place in the image whereby the
devotee may concentrate his worship. The image is
treated as a living being because the prana – the life
force – may actually be transmitted into the image
(ibid:211). According to Viamalananda, “Deities are
very simple, really; They’re a lot like children. When
They love you They love without restraint; but if you
cheat or harass Them They’ll never forget it. If you
really want to become close to your deity, you have to
become just like a little child. Remember the words of
Jesus: “Unless you become like a little child you will not
be able to enter the Kingdom of Heaven” “(Svoboda
1993b:125).

“If you know about birth you know about death, and vice
versa. The best place to learn about death is the
smashan” (ibid:86), and it is always best to have gone
through the process of death and dying when still being
alive (ibid:88). “Sadhana” is any spiritual practice, and
“Aghora Sadhana is designed to replace the Aghori’s
personality with his deity’s personality by creation of the
deity’s form in the Aghori’s subtle body” (ibid:326). If
an Aghori do sadhan it is always for someone else than
himself, and especially for all progenitors because if it
was not for them the devotee would never have been
born in a human form (ibid:80). When a spirit of a dead
person enters a body of a living human, it will
immediately feel at home. An “ego” refers to the force of
an individual identity in an organism. The stronger the
self-identification is, the more immune is the personality
from attacks from other personalities which may usurp
some areas of an ego’s domain. According to Tantra, if a
person is doomed to live with a limited personality, he is
considered ill (ibid:8).

Aghora teaches knowledge where the devotee has to
embrace the world, embrace impurity, embrace darkness,
and by this push through into light. Consequently,
nothing is inauspicious to an Aghori, and these ascetics
have to die when they are still alive. Dying when still
being alive means to relinquish all attachments to
possessions, and especially the body. There are basically
three things which restrict humans and bind them to the
body; food, sleep, and sex. Thus, Aghoris restrict all
these three things. Sleep is very much the same as death,
although less permanent, since the mind is overcome by
dullness and the mind is un-concentrated. Food fills the
body up and makes it sleepy, and sex is exhausting the
body. Aghoris will therefore sleep as little as possible to
keep their minds sharpened, and both food and sex are
basically bodily processes (Svoboda 1993a:170-171).
There is a saying “Ante mati sa gatih” – whatever a
person thinks of at the moment he dies determines the
next rebirth. This is the reason why sadhus and ascetics
are deeply concerned with meditation and thinking of
God constantly, because if you think of God constantly
during your life it is a better chance that you think of
God at the moment when you die (ibid:89). In the words
of Viamalananda, “I have never believed in religion.
Religions are all limited because they concentrate only
on one aspect of truth. That is why they are always
fighting amongst one another, because they all think they
are in a sole possession of the truth. But I say there is no
end to knowledge, so there is no use of trying to confine
it to one scripture or one holy book or one experience”
(ibid:167).

It is not death but birth that is to be feared because when
you are born you forget everything of your former lives
and what you did in the past, a forgotten knowledge
which may ruin your future. Death is release (Svoboda
1993:101). “Some say that karma is at the root of
everything, but when they are asked the origin of karma
they say that karma is eternal. But how is that possible?
If karma was eternal how could anyone ever escape from
it?” (ibid:109). Karma is the law that each action causes
an equal but opposite reaction. Whenever the one occur,
the other has to follow – “Cause is Effect concealed, and
Effect is Cause revealed” (ibid.). “If you know birth you
know death, and vice versa. Birth came first: Shakti
emanated from the Unified Unmanifested Reality. When
Shakti returns to Her controller, Lord Shiva, that is
death. Birth and death occur only as long as the causal
body exists, but only when there are sufficient karmas
with which the ego have self-identified will there be

The true yogi knows when he will die because the prana
will start to leave the body six months before he
eventually dies. When the moment comes when he dies,
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he will sit in lotus position surrounded by his disciples
and suddenly a load pop will occur, and a lot of blood
will spurt from his Shivarandhra – the posterior
fontanelle of the skull where the third eye is located –
and then the soul is released and free (Svoboda
1993a:92). Most souls are not enlightened, and they do
not know where to go after the body dies. This is the
reason why Hindus cremate their dead within 24 hours.
Since the spirit does not know where to go, it hopes it
may re-enter the dead body as long as the body exists.
But as soon as the dead body is reduced to ashes, the
spirit has to find its own path. The sooner the spirit finds
its own way, the better, because if the spirit lingers
around it is not good for the next incarnation. From this
point of view it is doubtful whether elaborate and
expensive rituals are of any use except of making money
to the priests which are greedy (ibid:93).

him on a trip outside Bombay. Jina Chandra Suri told
him that he was going to perform “Shava Sadhana”,
which is to perform a ritual sitting on a naked fresh
corpse. Viamalananda refused abruptly, but the Jain
ascetic threatened him that if he did not do this ritual,
Jina Chandra Suri would do it on Viamalananda’s dead
body. Afraid of losing his life either by fear or by
Chandra Suri, Viamalananda agreed. The corpse was a
fifteen years old young girl, very pretty, and for the first
time drunk in his life, Viamalananda sat naked on the
corpse, and started the meditation. Jina Chandra Suri
looked very pleased and said, “I am giving you my
Yantra which I have worshipped for forty years in
Assam. It will take care of you” (ibid:46-48).
A Yantra is “a diagram which acts as a receptacle for the
power of a mantra. “Mantra is the energy which moves
your vehicle (the Yantra) according to the road map
(Tantra)”. There are three main types of Mantra; firstly,
the descriptive one which either describes the process
undergone, the desired goal or both; secondly, the
meaningless which aggregates sounds which have no
known meaning in human language, and thirdly, bijas
which are individual nasalised syllables (Svoboda
1993a:11). Tantra is the ritual by which the Yantra is
empowered by the mantra. Any substances can be used
for a Yantra, but…the best of all possible Yantras is the
human body” (ibid:327). The “Shava Sadhana” is an
enormous powerful ritual whereby the practitioner is
revealed for the dark goddesses, and it is possible to
achieve divine and spiritual qualities very fast. By this
practice it is also possible to bring life back into the
corpse and control it (ibid:49), but it is a very dangerous
enterprise because the spirit might overpower the
practitioner and then the devotee will die.

The different types of sadhus reflect different paths of
philosophies. Being a Naga sadhu – a naked sadhu –
means that you are not bound to this world – every
thought for the body is removed, being a Aghori means
that you have died to the world (Svoboda 1993a:298). “It
is this intense desperation to live life to the fullest which
is the hallmark, the stamp, of a true Aghori” (ibid:322).
Aghoris are already dead, not only are their date of death
fixed, but they are already skeletons. Aghora is the
mastery of all practices, auspicious ones as well as
inauspicious ones. This is crucial regarding the LeftHand path, since left is always controlled by Shakti and
more intense than the right. “Inauspiciousness” does not
exist for an Aghori, and corpses, skulls, menstrual blood,
and consumption of human flesh are extremely useful
for them.
To become an Aghori is to accept that everything in the
Universe is a part of Atma. The Aghoris go stepwise,
and nobody can become an Aghori without taking one
step at the time, and it is a very long and difficult
process. One test for the Aghoris is to eat his own faeces
with real love, and if they do they have succeed a little
bit. This is not perversion in common sense because the
basic thought is the true oneness with all existence – it is
the devotee who produced the faeces, it has only been a
part of the body and he enjoyed the food, he produced
the faeces, and the only thing between the delicious food
and the faeces is the subtle body of the devotee. If it is
impure, then the devotee is impure and imperfect. It is
Atma feeding Atma to Atma, cosmologically speaking.
When an Aghori reaches this stage he eats whatever he
finds; dead dogs, slops from the gutter, and even his own
flesh. Cosmologically, he sees everything as One, and
therefore Aghoris may eat human flesh, not because they
are cannibals but because it is ritual intensified
(ibid:181-183).

Aghoris prefer cemeteries as their place for living and
devotion. “I used to sit there all day and all night. I
would cook my rice in a fresh skull each day, without
even cleaning out the bits of brain”, said Viamalananda,
“The smashan is the ideal place for worship of Lord
Shiva because death is the eternal reality and Lord Shiva
is the Destroyer, the very embodiment of death. You will
always find Him among the dead, amidst spirits, corpses,
and the ashes of burnt bodies. Manikarnika Ghat is
Shiva’s favourite haunt” (ibid:84).
The Aghoris use a lot of intoxicants, but “you must drink
the drink, you must not let the drink drink you, lest you
become its slave and be lost. You must always retain
your control” (ibid:171). The use of intoxicants are
means for brightening the experiences, and when he sits
naked on the cremation ground smeared with ashes
shouting obscenities, no one will come near and he can
stay in this mood for as long as he wishes. Being an
Aghori means to go beyond all limitations, and the body
is the biggest limitation in this world. The use of drugs
has three advantages from an Aghori’s point of view.
Firstly, it is a contest between the drug and the Aghori –
who is the stronger? Will the drug overcome the Aghori

The intensified rituals characterise the path of Aghoris.
Once meditating as a young student, a Jain ascetic
named Jina Chandra Suri requested Viamalananda to
bring his horoscope, and one day he asked him to join

317

or the opposite? Is the Aghori capable of bending the
drug to his will? Secondly, if he masters the intoxication,
his force by doing so magnifies his concentration, which
again is a question of mind controlling matter (the subtle
body). Finally, an Aghori is a devotee of Shiva who
loved intoxicants, and especially ganja (hashish/
marijuana). By taking intoxications the Aghoris please
Shiva by offering him these, and the devotee come
closer to their god and self-identify them with Him.
Viamalananda also used a king cobra to bite his tongue
since this is a much more poisonous intoxication, and he
even used arsenic, aconite and opium, until he eventually
stopped because of the negative side effects. Since the
Aghoris heavily use various intoxicants, many devotees
fall of the path, because without using the right mantras
the drugs will lead the devotee astray (ibid:173-176).

spirits of women who died in childbirth, the Pretas are
spirits of people who had no relatives to perform their
obsequies and they were doomed to take the form of a
cobra, there are headless spirits of those who were
decapitated during life, and so on. Almost everyone who
dies a sudden death will become a spirit because there is
no time to select a new life, and this is the reason why a
peaceful death is so preferred and important (ibid.)
There is a difference between spirits and deities. Spirits
are bound in some ways and it is therefore they live on
cemeteries. There are numerous spirits, and the main aim
of Aghoris staying at cemeteries is to arrange that some
of these spirits can obtain wombs – with the help of
Shiva. Young girls might be married to the Shiva, and by
sitting on the linga her maiden will breake, and thus,
Shiva is her first husband. This paradox that the God of
Death is also the ideal husband has its logic in that Shiva
is the lord of all spirits, and it is through him a spirit can
be reborn on earth. For Aghoris, this means that by the
help of Shiva they can give a child to a childless couple.
When the spirit is blessed by Shiva the spirit waits until
intercourse takes place, and after ejaculation it picks a
sperms and actually drags it to meet the egg. After this,
fertilisation happens, and the spirit ensures that the
zygote is safely implanted into the wall of the uterus.
What happens then is a process of growing the Jiva – the
individual soul by rituals performed by Aghoris. Every
sperm has Jiva – an individual soul, but in this case the
Jivas will be weak and unable to grow on their own. The
child will have most of its attributes from the spirit and
very few from the Jiva because the spirit will overpower
the Jiva. As a consequence, the child will have few of
the father’s traits, and the future of the child may easily
be predicted. The spirit has little affinity for both the
father and the mother and will leave the family early. By
this way are three wishes fulfilled, the childless couples
get a child, the spirit gets a womb, and the Aghori
pleases Shiva (ibid:190-191).

“Bhairava/Bhairavi” literary means “the Terrifier” – “A
name for Lord Shiva and for his consort. In sexual
Tantra the Bhairava is the male, who self-identifies with
Lord Shiva, and the Bhairavi, is the female, who selfidentifies with Parvati, Shiva’s Grand Consort”
(Svoboda 199a3:323). Smashan Tara, the most terrifying
of all goddesses, also named Bhayankari – “the
terrifier”, is always depicted in the smashan near a
roaring funeral pyre, not because she is burning the
Aghoris’ physical body, but because she burns the causal
body. The causal body is like store house where the
billions of karmas houses, and by burning this causal
body Smashan Tara is freeing the devotee from further
obligations of being born in the world (ibid:82).
The first aim is to progress from the state of being a
donkey in human form where the only thing that matters
is eating and procreation (ibid:261). Spirits have no
mouth so they cannot eat physically, but only through
their sense of smell, and they love incense, which
therefore is very important in any rituals. By the use of
incense the spirits are fed (Svoboda 1993a:194). Most
spirits are not evil but only miserable. The Dakinis are
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Appendix D
Origin of Pashupatinath
The origin of Pasupati is described as follow in the Skandapurana (see Acharya 1992:13-24):
Jaimini said:
O Lord, knowledgeable of all religions, and of all times (past, present and future), the greatest of the sages, all the
sacred lands bestowing fruits (purity bestowed upon the devotees) have already been heard about form you.
Nepal is [known as] bestowing the fruit of [worldly] enjoyment and deliverance. Please tell [me] how it really
is; [my] mind is anxious to hear.
Markandeya said:
Listen attentively and happily to the account of the merits of the sacred land of Nepal, the greatest seat of deities, and
the holiest of the holy shrines.
Its (Nepal’s) ancient name was well-known as the Slesmantaka forest, which was full of sala trees (Shorea
robusta), tala (Palmyra tree), tamala (Xanthocymus pictorious?) and hintala (palm trees). It (Nepal) was adorned with
dates, oranges and citrus fruits. It was also endowed with many cascades, and [was] resonant with the [songs of] birds.
After seeing the Slesmantaka forest with flowers everywhere, on the bank of the river Vagmati (Bagmati),
Lord Shankar (Siva) together with Parvati was very pleased, and, O Greatest of the sages, he acquired immeasurable
satisfaction [from it].
Leaving Kasi [Banaras], or even the beautiful Mt. Kailasa, Lord Siva, accompanied by Parvati, went to the
Slesmantaka forest. Unseen even by his own ganas3 (troops), he assumed the form of a deer, and happily enjoyed
[himself] in that forest with Parvati[who had been] transformed into a doe.
When Lord Siva entered into the Slesmantaka forest with Parvati, he was not seen even by the gods, and the
entire world was confounded.
The all gods including Brahma, accompanied by Munis including Narada, wandered around the three worlds
(heaven, earth and hell), all in search of Siva.
[They looked for him] in towns, villages, forests, rivers and gardens, and in the mountains, but they did not
see Sankara (Siva) anywhere.
Travelling, they were tired and fatigued, and accompanied by their troops, they went to the Himalayas, the
greatest of the mountains, with their minds set on Sankara.
In the lap of the Himalayas, in the beautiful Slesmantaka forest, they saw with surprise Siva in the form of a
deer with one horn, three eyes, a plump and beautiful body, and also Parvati in the form of a doe with a flock of deer.
Then all demigods happily prayed [to Siva] with various prayers.
Even then, O Jaimini, rich in penance, Lord Siva did not give up the form of the deer. Indra, Vishnu, and
Brahma discussed [the matter among themselves]:
Let us hold this deer by his horn and bring him under control. Thinking so, the gods, namely Brahma, Vishnu
and Indra forcibly held the horn of Siva assuming the form of a deer.
When the horn was held by the gods, Lord Siva assuming the form of a deer, jumped. Then the horn was
broken into four parts.
Jumping across the beautiful bank of the river Vagmati (Bagmati), Maharudra (Siva) became known as
Pasupati (Lord of the animals).
Then all the gods including Brahma beseeched Siva with folded hands: Please let us go to Kasi (Banaras) or
to the beautiful (Mt.) Kailash; without you the world with all its movable and immovable beings looks empty to us.
Hearing the words of the gods, Lord Siva said to them: I will stay in this beautiful forest, and I will not go
anywhere else.
Because I am stationed here in this Slesmantaka forest in the form of an animal, my name will be known as
“Pasupati” (Lord of the animals).
O gods, those men who pay visit to me (Pasupati) will not be born in the form of animals because of my
favor to them.
The people, who pay visit to me (Pasupati) after going to the top of Mrgendrasikhara mountain, after
drinking the [holy] water of the river Vagmati, will never be (born as) animals, O dvija4 (Brahman).

3

The ganas are troops of demigods that are considered as Siva’s attendants, and they are under a special superintendence of
Ganesh.
4
Dvija means literally “twice-born”, a term used for the Brahmans and the upper cast people in the hierarchical caste system.
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A man, after taking a bath in the Pasukunda (well of animals), walking on foot to Mrgasthali (place of the
deer) and worshipping Kiratesvara (Siva), will be free from all sins.
People who perform Pradaksina (circumambulation) in Mrgasthali on the fourteenth day of the waning moon
of Kartika (October-November) will go to heaven.
Let the parts of my horn, held by Indra, Vishnu and Brahma, be placed in the form of linga (phallus) in the
places desired by be.
In the meanwhile, Gauri (Parvati) said to Siva: I will stay near you on the bank of Vagmati.
Hearing the words of Parvati, Lord Siva said: Parvati, I will tell the greatest secret to you.
Parvati, in your previous life you were born as the daughter of Dasa, and were named Sati, and because of the
insult [you suffered] from your father, you killed yourself.
O Devi, out of love I put your dead body on my shoulder, and afflicted by grief, I walked all over the world.
Seeing me so afflicted by Grief, Vishnu, out of love for me, cut the limbs of your body as different places
with his [weapon] Sudarsana cakra (disc).
Your Guhya (pudendum) dropped on the bank of the river Vagmati, on the north of Mrgasthali, which is an
extremely important shrine (Guhyesvari).
Since you want to stay here because of my love (vatsalya), your name will be Vatsala, O Beautiful Face!
Stay by my permission, O Parvati, on the South-eastern side from me.
Those people who bathe in the water of Vagmati and then visit you, Vatsala, and then who come to visit me,
will be going to Kailasa.
Those people who recite prayers with devotions near me, near you, or near Guhyesvari, will achieve
accomplishment, or perfection.
Having heard about such a good intention of Lord Siva, the Goddess Vatsala stayed there on the bank of the
river Vagmati.
Vishnu, taking his horn that frees one from the snares of animal life, installed its symbol (linga, or Siva’s
representation in the form of a phallus) on the northern bank of Vagmati at a beautiful height. A person is free from all
sins (if he visits there).
In the month of Bhadra (August-September), on the day of amavasya (the fifteenth day of the dark half of
the lunar month), those who drop the pindas (balls of rice offered to the ancestors at obsequial ceremonies or
sraddhas) near the Gokarnesvara (temple) will deliver their ancestors.
Those who commit bhrgupata (suicide by jumping off a precipice) near Gokarnesvara will have all their
wishes fulfilled without any doubt.
Brahma also took [a part of] the horn to Daksinasarana and established Gokarnesvara. The Gokarnesvara in
the south is the greatest of the shrines.
O Best of the Brahmans, Indra also took [a part of] the horn to Amaravati and established the horn in the
form of a linga that bestows the fruits of all wishes [upon the devotees].
Thus, [Siva] is known by the name Pasupati on the bank of the river Vagmati, and in the Slesmantaka forest,
which frees [one] from the snares of animal life.
Jaimini said:
When Siva stayed with Parvati in the Slesmantaka forest, please tell me what was done by all the gods, O Suvrata
(strict in observance of religious vows).
Markandeya said:
When Pasupati stayed there, all the groups of gods left their respective places and came to stay in the Slesmantaka
forest.
Devi Kalika went from Radha to the Slesmantaka forest and was known by the name Jayavagisvari in the
best of the shrines. Those who will be her devotees will attain the ultimate position (salvation).
All those women who offer a beautiful duck to this goddess will follow their husbans who are dead.
From Tripura, came Rajarajesvari, the auspicious one (Siva). By simply paying visit to her, even a poor
person becomes happy.
Leaving the bottom of Patala (an underworld), the greatest Naga, Vasuki, surrounded by his troops, [came to]
reside on the north of Pasupati.
From Saurastra came Vishnu in the form of Buddha, and controlling the senses, he practiced penance in the
Manidhatu, the best of the mountains.
In the great mountain, by the flames of five fires [came] the sweat [on the body of Buddha] from which came
out suddenly a river by the name of Manimati.
Then Parvati became pleased with Buddha, practicing penance, and appeared in front of him by the name
Vajrayogini. Then Parvati said to Buddha: O suvrata (strict is vow), ask for your wish.
Hearing the words of Parvati, Buddha replied: May the people in this country be well-behaved, please.
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Hearing the words of Buddha, Parvati, compassionate to her devotees, said to him: This land is designed by
Siva, and you also practiced penance here. Therefore, in this great land, O Buddha, even the Saivites will practice
Buddhism. There is no doubt about that.
Please be a Saivite, and install a linga on the confluence of the rivers Vagmati and Manimati, the greatest
shrine, O Lord!
Hearing the words of Parvati, Buddha, the Compassionate, then installed the linga named Karunikesvara on
the confluence [of Vagmati and Manimati].
The people who pay visit [to Karunikesvara] with devotion will certainly go to heaven.
Markandeya said:
In that land, Parvati appeared as Vajrayogini. And she is stationed in that mountain for the well-being of the
community of her devotees.
Thus, all gods, out of the love of Pasupati were then stationed in different places in the beautiful Slesmantaka
forest.

The Five Incarnations of Shiva
In the Shiva Purana the five incarnations of Shiva are described and the way the devotees should meditate upon them
(Acharya 1992:43-45):
The Sadyojata, the Vamdeva, the Aghora and the Tatpurusha are the four faces. The fifth one is the Ishana which is
unknowable even to the seers.
May the most influential Sadyojata having dazzling appearance like that of Kund, Moon, Conch-shell and
Crystal-gem, protect me from the western direction.
May the four-faced and three-eyed lord Tatpurusha, having gold coloured appearance like that of flashing
light and who holds Knowledge (Veda), Boon, Fearlessness and Axe, protect me from the eastern direction.
May the four-faced and three-eyed lord Vamdeva having lotus saffron coloured appearance and who holds
Tree, Rosary of rudrakshya, Fearlessness and Stone-crusher, protect me from the northern direction.
May the four-headed and three-eyed lord Aghora having sapphire coloured appearance and who holds Axe,
Veda, Hook, Noose, Shula, Hair, Small-drum and Rosary of rudrakshyas, protect me from the southern direction.
May the effulgent lord Ishana having bright coloured, fire like appearance and who holds Veda, fearlessness, Boon,
Hook, Noose, Tanka, Hair, Small-drum, Rudrakshya and Shula, protect me from the upward direction.

Linga Purana
In the meantime a brilliant Linga appeared in front of us in order to suppress our dispute and enlighten us. It had
thousands of clusters of flames. It was stable, with no decline or increase. It had neither a beginning nor an end nor a
middle. It was incomparable, inexplicable, and indistinct. It was the source of the universe. Lord Vishnu was deluded
by its thousand flames I [Brahma] too was deluded. Then Vishnu said to me – “Let us test this fiery Being. I shall go
to the root of this incomparable column of fire (Linga-Purana I, 17:33-36, p. 60-61).
It turned into a golden egg enveloping the first letter “a”. The divine egg was ensconced in the water for many years.
Then at the end of a thousand years the egg that had evolved out of the unborn and stationed in the water was split into
two by the primeval lord himself. This splendid golden skull of the egg became heaven and the base became the earth
(Linga-Purana I, 17:66-68, p. 63).
“How is it that you [Vishnu] are the womb, I [Brahma] is the seed and he (lord Siva) the sower. This is a puzzle which
you alone can solve”.
After thinking about the multiformed creation, Vishnu spoke in answer to this specific query of Brahma, the
creator of the worlds.
There is no other greater living being than him. He is a great mystery, the dimensional abode of intellect and
the coveted goal of spiritualists. He splits himself into two. His un-qualitative part remained unmanifest; the
qualitative one came into appearance. Of him who was aware of activities of Prakrti and who was inaccessible and
fathomless, the seed was born, formerly, at the first creation. This seed was laid into my womb which, after the lapse
of some time, grew into a golden egg in the ocean.
For a thousand years the Egg lay in the waters. Thereafter it was split into two by the force of the wind.
The upper lid of the Egg became the heaven and the lower lid became the earth. The foetus became the lofty
golden mountain Meru (Linga-Purana I, 20:74-81, p. 74-75).
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Vishnu said:
Obeisance to you, O deity of holy rites, of infinite splendour, the overlord of the field, the sower of the seed, the
trident-bearer, of excellent penis deserving worship, the staff-holder and of dry and arid semen (Linga-Purana I, 21:23, p. 76).
The worship of linga:
After bathing thus in a benefiting manner the devotee shall enter the place of worship […] (Linga-Purana I, 27:2, p.
107). The devotee shall sprinkle the place of worship with scented sandal water, and consecrate the materials of
worship either by washing or by sprinkling of water (Linga-Purana I, 27:8, p. 107). After worshipping thus he shall
enter the sanctum sanctorum of lord Siva. He shall then offer handfuls of flowers on the five heads of the Lord
repeating the five Mantras. With different kinds of incense and scented flowers he shall worship Siva, Skanda,
Ganesha and the goddess, and then consecrate the Linga (Linga-Purana I, 27:22-23, p. 108).
Praise of the Yogin:
I shall recount to you the whole story in a nutshell. I am Agni (Fire God) the creator of Soma and I am Soma that
resorts to Agni. Agni carries what is consigned to it by way of Homa. Since it rests in the world, the universe
consisting of the mobile and immobile beings is often burned by it. Everything reduced to ashes becomes excellent
and sacred. With ashes Soma attains power and rejuvenates living beings (Linga-Purana I, 34:1-3, p. 133).
I am Agni of great splendour. This great Uma is Soma. I am Agni and Soma together. I am Purusa as well as
Prakrti. Hence, O blessed ones! the ashes constitute my virility. I hold my virility by my physical body. This is the fact
(Linga-Purana I, 34:7-8, p. 133).
One who has taken a holy bath of ashes, one who after smearing ashes over the body, mentally meditates on
Siva, even if he has committed thousands of faults gets all his sins washed by the ash-bath in the manner as the fire
burns the forest. He who strenuously takes holy bath of ashes thrice a day would attain the statues of the lord of Ganas
(Linga-Purana I, 34:16-17, p. 134).
The bull-emblemed lord took the pure water embedded in his matted hairs. Saying “Be a river” he cast it
down. Then it began to flow as a great river full of splendid, divine, white (shining) water with lots of lotuses and
lilies in it. Mahadeva said to that extremely splendid river – “Since you began to flow as a great river from the waters
of my matted hairs you will be an excellent holy river named Jatodaka (Linga-Purana I, 43:32-35, p. 174).
O Sage, on seeing me honoured thus, the sun in the sky showered Siladana with waters from the clouds.
When he was thus showered, those waters flowed as a stream. Since the river originated from gold, the three-eyed lord
of Devas called her Svarnodaka. Since another splendid river originated from the crown made of gold they call that
river Jambunadi. Thus the set of five rivers flowed near the lord Japyesvara. He who visits Pancanada, takes the holy
dip there and worships Lord Japyesvara shall undoubtedly attain identity with Shiva (Linga-Purana I, 43:44-48, p.
175).
The Earth consists of seven continents. It is full of rivers and mountains. It is surrounded by seven oceans all
round and embellished by them. The seven continents beginning with the inner one are Jambu, Plaksa, Salmali, Kusa,
Kraunca, Saka and Puskara. Lord Siva is present in all seven continents, accompanied by Uma (his consort),
surrounded by the Ganas, and assuming different guises. The seven oceans in order are those having, (1) briny water,
(2) sugercane juice, (3) wine, (4) ghee, (5) curds, (6) milk and (7) sweet water. In all these oceans the glorious lord
Siva assumes the form of water and sports with the waves along with the Ganas (Linga-Purana I, 46:1-5, p. 181).
Suta said:
O best of Brahmins, on every sub-continent there are many holy rivers always full of water and originating from great
lakes. They flow in all four directions: east, south, north and west. The storehouse of water in the sky which is called
Soma (moon) is the support of all living beings. To Devas, it is the receptacle of nectar. From this has originated the
river of auspicious waters and it flows in the firmament. With nectarine waters it functions through the seventh path of
the wind. This river follows the path of the luminaries. It is frequented by groups of luminaries, and by thousands and
crores of stars of the sky. Just like the moon it also goes round and round every day…The auspicious river of holy
waters circumambulates the mountain Meru (Linga-Purana I, 52:1-8, p. 200).
With its water agitated by the wind and by its own velocity, the river flows down on all the four inner peaks
of the Meru. After going beyond all the mountains partially it enters the great sea at the behest of lord Siva. There are
hundreds and thousands of rivers branching out from this, which flow through all the sub-continents and continents as
well as the mountains therein. Since the Ganga has gone to the earth from the firmament, there are innumerable small
rivers (Linga-Purana I, 52:9-12a, p. 200-201).
…The waters drunk by the sun penetrate the moon gradually and from the moon they drip down to the
clouds. On being tossed about the wind, the cluster of clouds causes shower on the earth…There is no destruction of
water. The same water resolves (Linga-Purana I, 54:29-33, p. 212).
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For the welfare of creatures, the waters have been evolved by Siva as their ultimate resort. The waters alone
constitute Bhu, Bhuvah, Svah, anna (cooked rice) as well as nectar. The waters are the vital breaths of the worlds, the
living beings, the worlds themselves. On what avail is much talk? The world of mobile and immobile beings is
constituted by the waters.
Lord Siva is the overlord of the waters. He is glorified as such. The universe is identical with him. What is
there to wonder at in this? The designation Narayana was acquired by Visnu by the grace of the waters. Visnu is the
abode of worlds and waters constitute his abode. When the mobile and immobile beings are being burned by the fire
and tossed up as smoke by the wind, the vapours that go up urged by the wind from the clouds (Linga-Purana I, 54:3438, p. 212-213).
Hence the mixture of smoke, fire and wind is called cloud. The word abhra (cloud) is derived as follows:
“that which showers water”. The lord of the clouds is the thousand-eyed Indra. The clouds originated from sacrifical
smoke is conductive to the welfare of the twice-born. The cloud originating from the smoke of the forest fires, is
conductive to the welfare of the forests (Linga-Purana I, 54:39-40, p. 213).
O brahmins. The clouds originating from the smoke of the dead bodies brings about evil. The clouds
originating from the smoke of the fire during magic rites brings about the destruction of living beings (Linga-Purana I,
54:41, p. 213).
The moon increases in force in the beginning of the bright half and is stationed in the way of the sun. Day by
day it gets refilled till the end that half. The sun develops and nourishes it. It is drunk up by Devas during the dark
half. It is being drunk in the continuity for fifteen days by Devas. The sun refills it part by part by his single ray
Susumna: Thus the physical body of the moon is developed and nourished by the vigour of the sun (Linga-Purana I,
56:4-6, p. 222).
On the full moon day it appears with its full white disc. Beginning with the second and ending with the
fourteenth day in the dark half, Devas drink up the moon that was nourished and developed day by day during the
bright half. They drink the watery honey and nectar that had been accumulated in the course of half a month, thanks to
the splendour of the sun. They sit near the moon for a single night on the full moon day for drinking up the nectar
from the moon, along with the sages and Pitrs.
The digits of the moon facing the sun get diminished daily, being drunk up from the beginning to the end of
the dark half. Thirtysix thousand three hundred and thirty three Devas drink the moon. After the moon has been drunk
for half a month, day by day by them, those excellent Devas go away on the new moon day. On the new moon day the
Pitrs occupy the Moon.
When the fifteenth part remains as the last digit, the groups of Pitrs occupy this in the afternoon. For the
duration of two kalas (units of time) they drink up the remaining digit – the nectar of svadha that has oozed out of the
rays on the Amavasya day. After drinking the nectar they attain full satiety for the whole of month and then go away.
By the time the remaining digit of the moon drunk by the Pitrs gets dissolved, a fifteenth part is replenished. The
increase and the decrease of the moon in the beginning of each fortnight is on the sixteenth day. The increase in the
moon is thus due to the sun (Linga-Purana I, 56:7-18, p. 222).
It is cited that the sun is fire and the moon is water. The other five planets are known as lords who move
about as they please (Linga-Purana I, 60:1, p. 231). The disc of the moon is of nature dense water. The disc of the sun
is white and is of nature of dense fire (Linga-Purana I, 61:7, p. 234).

The Holy Rite Pasupata
We are all Pasus of that intelligent lord of Devas. Eschewing Pasutva and adopting the holy rite Pasupata, the eternal
Mahadeva in the Linga form should be worshipped…O excellent Devas, it was for the liberation from bondage that
this has been mentioned by the lord himself. By performing the Pasupata rite in this manner and by worshipping the
great lord in the Linga formerly seen by me and the noble-souled Visnu, O Devas, people cease to be Pasus within a
year (Linga-Purana I, 73:10-21, p. 365-366).
Even after striking and destroying all living beings, and after burning this entire universe if one should
worship the only God Virupaksa (i.e. Siva), one is never tarnished with sins.
After saying, “My Linga is made of rock, it is bowed to by all Devas”, Brahma worshipped Rudra, the lord of
the three worlds at the outset and eulogised the three-eyed lord of Devas with pleasing words. Ever since then, Indra
and others too worshipped the lord directly and performing the Pasupata rite and smearing their bodies with ashes
(Linga-Purana I, 73:26-29, p. 366).
The heaven is the head of Lord, the sky [the world of mortals] is his umbilicus, the moon, sun and fire are his
eyes, the quarters are his ears. The nether worlds constitute his feet, the ocean is his clothes, Devas are his arms, the
constellations are his ornaments, Prakrti is his wife, Purusa is Linga. From his face issued forth all the Brahmins,
Brahma, Indra, and Visnu. The Ksatriyas issued from his arms. The Vaisyas issued form his thighs and Sudras from
his feet. Puskara Avartaka and other clouds are his hairs. The winds are born of his nose. The Sruti and Smrti texts
constitute his gait (Linga-Purana I, 75:7-11, p. 370).
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The linga is pure, auspicious and imperishable. It is exceedingly blissful in nature (Linga-Purana I, 75:18, p.
371).
By making the idols as follows and installing them with devotion one shall attain oneness with Siva. The
unchanging lord is in the form of a Linga surrounded by great clusters of flames; the moon crested Isvara as seated in
the centre of the Linga. The Linga should be made in the ether with Brahma with folded hands in the form of a swan
standing on the right and Visnu in the form of a Boar standing beneath the Linga with his face turned down. Terrible
great Linga is stationed in the middle of the great waters.
By making idols of the lord as the protector of the holy centre, and Ksetrapala as lord Pasupati and by duly
installing them with devotion, one in honoured in the world of Siva (Linga-Purana I, 76:59-63, p. 378).
The water that is within and without the universe and the water that is within the physical body of all living
beings constitute the great physical (watery) of Lord Siva. The nectar-like water of the rivers and the streams and the
ubiquitous water of the oceans constitute the physical form of the consort of Uma. This body enlivens and sanctifies
all living beings. It is stationed in the vital airs. It is of the form of the moon [the moon that is only a watery substance
in the sky is in fact stationed in the heart of lord Siva] (Linga-Purana II, 12:30-33, p. 646).
The ether, that is within and without the universe as well as that stationed in the bodies of living beings
constitutes the powerful body of Siva […] (Linga-Purana II, 12:39-43, p. 647).
The five Brahmans that cause welfare and sanctify all embodied beings are manifested in the Pashupatinath-linga.
The qualities and the powers of this supreme symbol are described in Linga-Purana (Linga-Purana II, 14 p. 651653):
Siva identical with the Panca-Brahmans [the five gross elements or the source of the entire universe], is the sole
creator, the sole protector and the sole annihilator of all the worlds.They say that Siva is both the material as well as
the efficient cause of all worlds. That Siva is said to be of five forms.
The great form of Siva the greatest Atman, worthy of being refuge of all the worlds are five. They are known
by the name Panca Brahmans. The first form of Siva Paramesthin is termed Isana. He is Ksetrajna the knower of the
field and the enjoyer of Prakrti that is worthy of being enjoyed. What is called Tatpurusa is said to be the second
physical form of the lord. That is identical with Prakrti as the residence of the supreme soul. What is called Aghora is
the third important physical form of the lord. It is the physical form pertaining to the cosmic intellect and it has eight
ancillary parts beginning with Dharma. What is called Vamadeva is the fourth important physical form of the lord. It
pervades everything in the form of ego. What is called Sadyojata is the fifth physical form of the lord. It is stationed in
all embodied beings in the form of the mind.
The greatest lord Isana is the eternal Paramesthin. He is stationed in all living beings in the form of the senseorgan ear. Lord Tatpurusa is stationed in the bodies of the embodied beings in the form of the sense-organ of touch.
The great lord Aghora is glorified by the learned as stationed in the eyes in the bodies of all living beings. Vamadeva
is known as firmly established in the sense-organ tongue in the parts of the embodied beings. It is mentioned that
Sadyojata is stationed in the bodies of all living beings in the form of the sense-organ of smell.
It is said that Isana is stationed in all the bodies of living beings in the form of the organ of speech. Learned
men say that the Tatpurusa is stationed in the bodies of all embodied persons in the form of the organ of actions, the
hands. Those who know the truth say that Aghora is stationed in the bodies of all beings in the form of the organ of
action, the feet. Sages say that Vamadeva is stationed in the bodies of all living beings in the form of the organ of
action, the rectum. Lord Sadyojata is stationed in the bodies of all living beings in the form of the organ of generation.
It is said by those who are conversant with the Vedic and scriptural texts.
The sages and Devas mention that lord Isana is the lord of living beings, that he is of the subtle form of sound
and is the cause of the firmament. Leading sages say that the lord Tatpurusa is the subtle form of touch and is the
cause of the wind. Persons conversant with the Vedas say that the terrible lord Aghora in the subtle form of Rupa is
the cause of the fiery element. Those who know the real principles say that the well-known lord Vamadeva being in
the subtle form of Rasa is the cause of the waters. All those who know the real principles praise the great lord
Sadyojata as the cause of the earth element in the subtle form of smell.
Leading sages say that the primordial lord Isana is the wonderful entity in the form of firmament. The wise
know that lord Tatpurusa is the Wind, in view of his pervading all the worlds. Those who knew the meanings of the
Vedic texts speak of the noble-souled Aghora as having the form of fire worshipped by all. In view of this enlivening
nature in regard to the Universe, the sages know the great lord Vamadeva as having the form of water. They mention
him to be pleasing to the mind. Wise men know that lord Sadyojata is in the form of the earth. He is the preceptor of
the world. He is the great sustainer of the universe consisting of the mobile and immobile beings. The entire unit of
the universe both mobile and immobile is in the form of the five Brahmans. The sages who have realised the truth call
that the Bliss of Siva. He who is seen in the universe in the form of the twentyfive principles is Siva and none else,
who reveals himself in the form of the five Brahmans [i.e. he has become the constituent of the universe]. Hence, by
all those who seek welfare, Siva the soul of the twentyfive principles, identical with the Brahmanas, shall be
assiduously thought of.
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Appendix E
Descriptions of statues from Taxila
Descriptions of figures 17.6 and 17.7 from Hargreaves (1951:718, 722):
No. 121.
Relief depicting the Buddha attended by Vajrapani and surrounded by women. The Buddha, haloed and moustached,
is seated on a cushioned throne with turned legs. Over the cushion is a coverlet, with three lines of beaded ornament,
which falls in front of the throne to the level of a small footstool. The Buddha’s right hand is raised in abhaya-mudra,
his left rests in his lap, the first two fingers pointing downwards. On the Buddha’s left are four standing females, two
younger ones in the upper background, two elder ones in the foreground. By the Buddha’s right shoulder stands a fully
clothed and bearded Vajrapani, the end of his heavy vajra in his right hand. Below him is a middle-aged woman with
two little girls, the taller standing by the edge of the throne, the smaller in front of it, her head level with the cushion.
The skilful characterisation of the varying ages of the women is exceptional, and their coiffures exhibit great variety.
The two younger women wear chaplets, but in the case of the older women these are replaced by light coverings,
falling like veils behind the shoulders. All the women wear ear-rings, collars, necklaces, bracelets and, where the feet
are shown, anklets, except the very aged female on the right who wears only bracelets. The attitudes of the women are
varied; three carry offerings in baskets, another has a bunch of blossoms in her right hand and one young female and
the two children clasp their hands in adoration. There are no details to assist in the identification of this scene and we
can only recognise some of the many benefactresses of the Buddha or so many donors. Of phyllite. Height 19 in.
No. 142.
Image of the Bodhisattva Maitreya standing on a pedestal, the front of which is supported at the corners by Corinthian
pilasters and embellished by four five-petalled eglantines. The figure wears two garments, one tied at the waist and
falling in graceful folds to the ankles. The cord of this robe is clearly indicated beneath the upper garment. The latter,
of lighter texture, is draped from the left shoulder so that it covers all the right side except the arm, shoulder and upper
chest. The two ends are brought to the left shoulder, the front one concealing the left upper arm and hanging behind in
stiff folds; the other end is brought from the back over the left shoulder, under the armpit and pulled across the back to
the right side and then brought to the front over the right and left forearms to hang below the waist in a pleasing loop.
The hair is tied above in a loop, as in the Apollo Belvedere; below, it is bound by strings of beads with a cylindrical
clasp in front. Save for a moustache, the face is clean-shaven. The large, heavy ear-rings have a lion’s head ornament
at the pierced lobe.
The other jewels comprise a flat jewelled collar, a flexible shoulder chain, bejewelled at intervals, a similar
necklace hanging to the right of the chest and a breast-chain passing over the left shoulder and under the right arm, to
which two cylindrical amulet-holders are attached. In front of the body and over these, outside the upper garment, a
necklace of thick, flexible chainwork terminates in an ornament on which two winged females, facing, hold between
them, by cords, a cylindrical gem. On each arm is a trefoil armlet with straight base, the one on the left arm indicated
under the tightly drawn drapery.
The left hand is lost with the water-pot (kamandalu) it once held. From the mortice in the right forearm it is
clear that the missing portion was originally a separate piece, a device economical of labour and material. The figure
wears sandals with jewelled lacings. The urna is represented as a small circular projection. Of the halo only traces
remain. Of phyllite. Height 40 in.
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