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1. Introduction: 

Devotees, devotions and deities 
 
 
 
Challenges of understanding sacrifice  
 
What is sacrifice? How does it work? And why does it work? Sacrifice is 
a fundamental procreative ritual in many religions, but this is also what 
makes it challenging from an academic point of view. In the history of 
religious thought, ‘sacrifice’ as a term, ritual and religious interaction 
with deities has been notoriously difficult to define, leading to broad 
definitions such as: ‘a pointer to a cluster of phenomena which are 
contained within a wider family of rituals’.1 Others have been more 
critical, claiming that sacrifice is ‘too much of a ragbag of elements’.2 
Some have even suggested that to study sacrifice is unscientific:  
 

‘[The] usefulness of the notion of sacrifice as an 
interpretational category has been questioned. Although it 
is frequently claimed that there is a common meaning and 
motivational ground in sacrificial rituals, no consensus has 
ever been reached. Some features, though seemingly similar, 
have only a superficial likeness. Therefore, the numerous 
ideas about it makes it unserviceable for scientific use.’3  

 
However, being unable to define sacrifice – or religion for that matter – 
does not make the field of study unscientific. Furthermore, there is no 
point in deconstructing or decolonizing the term, as academic exercises 
on paper do not affect the way people conduct their sacrifices and ritual 
practices.  

Empirically, sacrifice is a fundamental part of many religions, which 
is why it is studied in many disciplines, including anthropology, history 
and archaeology. Hence, ‘sacrifice has been presumed to be a 
“primordial” ritual action, and epistemologically, sacrifice has assumed 
a prominent place in discussions of origins of religion.’4 Still, the 
complexity of sacrifice makes it difficult to approach as a uniform 
phenomenon: some sacrifices are means for obtaining immortality, 
while others aim to obtain smaller favours, such as a successful school 
exam or a happy relationship. Moreover, the sacrificial item can be 
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anything since it reflects the devotee’s deep motivation and not the 
gods’ needs and desires. Gods accept anything from a coconut to a 
buffalo to dangerous penances like walking on fire or challenging 
periods of preparations (Fig. 1).5 All sacrifice involves engagements with 
divinities, though these engagements represent asymmetrical 
relationships where gods are, by definition, superior and humans are 
inferior: humans stand to gain more from the gods than they give them. 
The hierarchical relations between humans and gods expressed in 
sacrifices also reveal social structures and asymmetries in power 
relations among humans, with certain individuals acting on behalf of 
their gods as messengers or intermediaries.  

Given the centrality of sacrifice in culture and cosmology 
worldwide, the variations in practices and beliefs throughout cultures 
and cosmologies are so great that there is not one theory or generic 
hypothesis that fits all sacrificial practices, and hence it has been argued 
that it is better to give up on any ‘formal universal sacrificial schema’.6 
As such, any attempt to understand sacrifice as a ritual and religious 
phenomenon goes to the heart of the humanities and social sciences by 
asking how we can understand cultural differences. One of the great 
anthropological debates of the 1990s, between Gananath Obeyesekere 
and Marshal Sahlins, centred on cultural differences.7  

Following Clifford Geertz, for Sahlins, culture represents substance, 
whereas for Obeyesekere culture represents surface.8 Building on 
previous works, Obeyesekere adopts an essential or universal 
perspective:  
 

‘Our informants are not passive objects out there, nor are we as 
anthropologists tools or objective others. They must think in 
some fundamental ways as we do, for we and they are 
constituted of the same essence, our human nature, our species 
being.’9  

 
Furthermore, he argues that the idea that life forms are 
incommensurable is simply wrong, because ‘commensurability of forms 
of life is possible although those life-forms are enclosed in larger life-
worlds that are different, even incommensurable’.10 The challenge, 
following Obeyesekere, is that rather than emphasizing what we share 
as humans, ‘we have moved in the reverse direction and have celebrated 
difference; thus each culture is different, and we have proclaimed a 
doctrine of cultural relativism to rationalize that difference’.11  
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Fig. 1. Sacrifice of buffalo during the Dashain festival, 10 October 1997, 
Tarakhola Rural Municipality-2 Argal, Baglung, Nepal. 
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Sahlins, on the other hand, points out that ‘cultural relativism has 
never meant for anthropology the vulgar moral relativity for which it is 
criticized by the defenders of Western-cum-universal virtues’, rather 
the contrary. Instead he argues that: 
 

‘Relativism is the simple prescription that, in order to be 
intelligible, other peoples’ practices and ideals must be placed 
in their own context, thus understood as positional values in a 
field of their own cultural relationships, rather than 
appropriated in the intellectual and moral judgments of our 
own categories.’12 

 
This overall academic dichotomy – relativism vs. universalism 
/structuralism – structures the analysis and underlies all data and 
interpretations presented in this study, as the empirical cases discussed 
are primarily from Nepal where sacrifice – in its many forms – 
constitutes a fundamental part of culture and cosmology. However, the 
theories of sacrifice discussed in this study are based on a broad range 
of empirical studies of different religions, including Judaism, 
Christianity, Ancient Greece and with a wide geographic scope from 
Africa to the South Pacific. The central question of this study is therefore 
to what extent and how are ‘ideal types’, following Max Weber,13 or 
generic hypotheses and interpretative frameworks based on cross-
cultural comparison, relevant for understanding and defining particular 
sacrifices and rituals in Nepal? 
 
 
Culture and cosmogony 
 
One of the key questions is whether sacrifice needs to involve the killing 
of a living being – an animal for instance. Blood sacrifices have always 
existed, yet some of the most challenging sacrifices are those that 
require huge personal commitment with penances that can last for 
months, years or most of a person’s life (Fig. 2). But humans are not the 
only ones to make sacrifices; in many religions gods also make sacrifices 
and indeed even sacrifice themselves. In Christianity, Jesus sacrificed 
himself on behalf of humanity. In the Norse religion, Odin hanged 
himself in the world-tree Yggdrasil to gain knowledge about the runes, 
and sacrificed one of his eyes in Mimir’s well or the well of wisdom. 
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Fig. 2. Plant Baba Pashupatinath, 2022. 
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In Hinduism, the goddess Kali is both feared and beloved. Kali kills, 
but according to devotees and oppressed people, she only kills those 
who deserve to be killed, while protecting the poor and the vulnerable. 
Her unconditional love of her followers is expressed through the 
goddess Chinnamasta, one of Kali’s most ferocious and powerful 
embodiments. Statues of Chinnamasta are rare, but the goddess 
decapitates herself and blood from her neck feeds her two female 
attendants but also her own severed head.14 According to myths, 
Chinnamasta’s two female attendants, Dakini and Varnini, begged and 
prayed the goddess 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.’ Chinnamasta smiled 
and severed her head with her fingernails, feeding her attendants but 
also her own severed head and thus becoming the food and the feeder. 
The dichotomy of giver and receiver disappears, since Chinnamasta is 
the sacrifier, the sacrifice and also the receiver of the sacrifice. This 
primordial sacrifice is the ultimate cosmogony where the divinity 
maintains life, including her own, by sacrificing and drinking her own 
blood (Fig. 3).15 

The term cosmogony derives from the two Greek words kosmos and 
genesis. Kosmos refers to the order of the universe and/or the universe 
as the order, whereas genesis refers to the process of coming into 
being.16 The concept of cosmogony is directly related to sacrificial 
practices, as it refers to a cosmic structuring principle where cosmos and 
this world are not dependent upon the original creation in a time 
immemorial. Instead humans and gods depend on each other and the 
future is the outcome of this relationship and the rituals that humans 
conduct: cosmogony is a ritual relation and creation. Cosmogony as a 
way of maintaining the world and the universe necessitates specific 
types of rituals, because in cosmogonic religions even the gods are not 
almighty and all-powerful.  

As Bruce Trigger says: ‘[I]ndividual deities were not viewed as being 
sufficiently powerful to render them independent of human support… 
deities and humans were regarded as depending on each other.’17 The 
way the world and cosmos are believed to be constituted also 
determines which religious behaviour is seen as fundamental. Broadly 
speaking, there are two fundamental acts of worship: prayer and 
sacrifice. Prayer is more common in transcendental religions, since 
devotees cannot impact or influence god’s creation, whereas sacrifice is 
more common in cosmogonic religions, although both acts of worship 
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occur in all types of religion.18 Importantly, as will be discussed in detail, 
all sacrifice involves prayer, as well as a host of rituals prior to the main 
sacrifice, for instance purification rituals by fire and water.  
 
 

 
Fig. 3. Chinnamasta, Faridpur, Bangladesh, 2003. 
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Fig. 4. Pashupatinath Temple mirrored in Bagmati River overlooking the 
ghats, Kathmandu, 2022. 

 
In the history of religious studies, cosmogony as a religious 

phenomenon is intimately connected to Mircea Eliade. Although the 
term existed before the research Eliade conducted, his works shaped, 
and continue to shape, our conceptions of cosmogonic processes.19 
Importantly, Eliade’s early studies took place in India, and the Hindu 
view of the world and cosmos has flavoured the more cross-cultural and 
universalistic approaches. Following Eliade, ‘cosmogony is the supreme 
divine manifestation’ and re-actualization of the cosmogenic act in the 
rituals.20 In cosmogonic rituals, humans partake in recreating cosmos 
and the divinities recreate humans and the world. Temples are links 
between heaven and earth and the centre of the world: the axis mundi 
(Fig. 4). According to Eliade: 
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‘Every construction or fabrication has the cosmogony as 
paradigmatic model. The creation of the world becomes the 
archetype of every creative human gesture, whatever its plane 
of reference may be… [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.’21  
 
Or simply put: ‘The ritual makes creation over again.’22 As a 
consequence, ‘By virtue of these paradigmatic models revealed to men 
in mythical times, the Cosmos and society are periodically 
regenerated.’23 

The cosmogonic paradigm of understanding sacrifices has 
dominated academic interpretations. Certain sacrifices – such as 
Chinnamasta decapitating herself to feed herself and her devotees with 
her own blood – are clearly cosmogonic. In other cases, however, 
cosmogony is a theological interpretation of Brahman priests and 
reflecting their worldview about how society should be structured 
around religious principles and caste structures (see Chapter 6).  

In practice, much of the academic analysis building on Eliade 
presents a particular picture of certain aspects of religion as ideology or 
theology rather than sociology or empirical reality, since it focuses on 
the Brahman priests and their work. The interpretative challenge is as 
simple as it is important: when anthropologists or ethnographers ask 
devotees why they conduct a ritual or make a sacrifice, the answer is 
rarely that they aim to recreate cosmos and the universe; the devotees 
carry out the rituals for themselves, to achieve greater health and wealth 
(Fig. 5). As an individual, it is a bit much to claim that offering a coconut 
or conducting a fire ritual are vital acts to recreate cosmos. 
Chinnamasta’s sacrifice, on the other hand, solves cosmic challenges, 
though in general sacrifices to Kali are personal and not to keep cosmos 
going. The fact that a sacrifice to divinities like Kali and Shiva enables 
them to continue their eternal cosmic dance has to be separated from 
the devotees’ motivations for ritually engaging with deities. 

Bruce Lincoln makes this distinction in Myth, Cosmos and Society: 
Indo-European Themes of Creation and Destruction (1986): ‘Proper 
performance of the sacrifice is thus seen to be a creative act – more 
sociogonic than cosmogonic – in which the dual nature characteristic of 
a segmentary society is created.’ In other words, apart from theological 
explanations relating a sacrifice to cosmic processes, in real life 
sacrifices create and define social structures and hierarchies.  
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Fig. 5. Fire rituals in front of the main gate at the Pashupatinath Temple, 
2022. 
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Fig. 6. Praying as part of a holy purification bath in the Salinadi River, 2022. 
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Lincoln identifies four main cultural and cosmological spheres 
structured by sacrifice:24 
  

Anthropogony: Sacrifices and rituals recreating or benefitting 
 the individual or the family. 
Sociogony: Sacrifices and rituals recreating social hierarchy, like the  

caste system or asymmetrical gender relations between men  
and women, including widow-burning as a human sacrifice. 

Regiogony: Sacrifices and rituals recreating or legitimating kingship  
and in particular divine kings and kingdoms. 

Cosmogony: Sacrifices and rituals recreating the world and cosmos. 
 
As this analysis will show, in practice, a sacrifice can touch upon several 
or all of these spheres. At the same time, references to cosmogony may 
legitimize social and ritual practices that would otherwise be impossible 
to conduct. A family or social structure with a perceived divine origin 
and legitimacy, for instance, is stronger than a ‘regular’ profane 
structure, with rituals and sacrifices strengthening these perceptions 
and institutionalizing such structures. In other words, there is more to 
sacrifice than only cosmogony: it has social consequences and creates 
and maintains social and religious relations among the ritual 
participants. 

For example, the Salinadi Temple northeast of Kathmandu is 
dedicated to a goddess of good fortune – Shree Swasthani. During the 
month of Magh (January/February), thousands of pilgrims come to the 
temple to worship and make a sacrifice to the goddess in the Salinadi 
Temple. Prayers form an integral part of the ritual from the first entry 
rites to the last exit rites. They are part of the purification process before 
sacrifices and offerings are made; complex sacrifices and rituals are 
often accompanied by water and fire rites (Fig. 6).  

Prayers are also crucial when the offering is presented to the 
divinities as this represents the moment of direct engagement with the 
transcendent. This intimate interaction and embodied experience with 
the transcendent can be a trance-like condition, which a possessed 
devotee may experience as literally partaking in forces beyond this 
world (Fig. 7). Although the focus of this pilgrimage is the main temple, 
offerings are made across the area (Fig. 8). Pilgrims visit one shrine after 
another, proffering small gifts such as food or a small fire.  
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Fig. 7. A possessed devotee presenting a fire offering to the deity before 
giving it to the river, 2022. 

 
As each god has different powers, the festival offers a complete 

religious experience where devotees can appeal to a range of divinities 
to grant particular wishes and blessings. This illustrates the complex 
relationship between anthropogony and cosmogony: the rituals along 
the Salinadi River explicitly revolve around good fortune, but personal 
and family health and wealth are the result of divine engagements and 
cosmic processes. Also, it shows the close link between function and 
substance, which relates to debates about understanding and defining 
religion. 
 
 
 



20 
 

 
Fig. 8. Small fire sacrifices along the river, 2022. 
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Sacrifice as religion: function and substance 
 
From one perspective, the purpose of sacrifice is very clear and simple: 
it is a religious method and way of mediating between humans and the 
transcendent world. Moreover, this is a direct engagement with 
divinities and therefore dangerous, because the powers and cosmic 
forces are literally beyond this world, as Heesterman says:  
 

‘The transcendent does not submit to any system, to any order 
but its own. In its unpredictability, it is full of terror for man… 
It only knows its own absolute order and as such is a deeply 
disturbing power that threatens to overthrow all humanly 
conceivable order. Sacrifice, therefore, like all endeavours to 
come in touch with the transcendent, is an awesome and 
terrifying venture.’25 

 
In Encyclopaedia Britannica, Robert L. Faherty defines sacrifice as:  
 

‘[A] religious rite in which an object is offered to a divinity in 
order to establish, maintain, or restore a right relationship of 
a human being to the sacred order… The term sacrifice derives 
from the Latin sacrificium, which is a combination of the 
words sacer, meaning something set apart from the secular or 
profane for the use of supernatural powers, and facere, 
meaning “to make”… [T]he original use of the term was 
peculiarly religious, referring to a cultic act in which objects 
were set apart or consecrated and offered to a god or some 
other supernatural power.’26  

 
Thus, at the outset, it is worth emphasizing that the difference between 
‘sacrifice’ and ‘offer’ is primarily linguistic since the words are synonyms 
and do not reflect different ritual practices. 

If sacrifice is hard to define, ‘religion’ is even more difficult. Still, 
sacrifice illustrates two of the most dominant approaches to religion, 
namely religion as substance and religion as function. The functional 
perspective focuses on what the gods do and what problems they solve, 
whereas the substantive approaches highlight the role of divine beings, 
their essence and beliefs, and the interactions between humans and 
gods.27 As a representative of the functional perspective, Durkheim 
stated:  
 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/ritual
https://www.britannica.com/topic/human-being
https://www.britannica.com/topic/sacred
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/secular
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/consecrated
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Fig. 9. Hair cutting ceremony at the ghats at Pashupatinath, 2022. 
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‘In reality, then, there are no religions which are false. All are 
true in their own fashion; all answer, though in different ways, 
to the given conditions of human existence… They respond to 
the same needs, they play the same role, they depend upon the 
same causes; they can also well serve to show the nature of the 
religious life, and consequently to resolve the problem which 
we wish to study’.28  

 
The Church Father Augustine, on the other hand, is clearly in the 
substantive category, defining religion as ‘worship of God’.29 Edward 
Tylor said that religion is ‘the belief in Spiritual Beings’,30 while Rudolf 
Otto and Mircea Eliade also focused on divine experiences and the 
substantive essence. However, in sacrifice there is no contradiction 
between these analytical approaches because gods need to exist to 
function. Devotees want something – practically and functionally – and 
they direct their wishes and sacrifices directly to the gods to achieve 
these aims and objectives. The greater the problem, the larger the 
sacrifice, with a sacrificial hierarchy ranging from coconuts and 
chickens to goats, buffaloes and finally humans.  

‘Let us turn to the qualitative determination of the offering’s value 
to the sacrifier. This value changes as a function of the degree to which 
the victim is equivalent to the sacrifier,’ Valerio Valeri writes: 
 

‘[I]t is possible to rank offerings in terms of their value to the 
sacrifier; this value ultimately depends on the offering’s 
capacity to symbolize the sacrifier, to replace him adequately 
in the sacrifice. The resulting hierarchy includes the sacrifier’s 
own body. And, in fact, if the offering is the symbol of the 
sacrifier, nothing is a more appropriate symbol for him than 
parts of his own body: hair, teeth, eyes and so on… Closer to the 
sacrifier than all other offerings, the human offering is 
endowed with the greatest value and efficacy. Beyond human 
sacrifice remains only the sacrifier’s own death. In fact, this 
death is the logical limit of the sacrificial system and gives it its 
full meaning. For it is precisely the sacrifier’s death that the 
sacrifice aims to avoid by representing it.’31  

 
This also illustrates the close link between funerals and sacrifices, and 
the dead and the descendants – sacrifiers and the sacrificed (Fig. 9). In 
Nepal, the most auspicious place to die and be cremated is 
Pashupatinath. 
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Nepal and Pashupatinath 
 
Until Nepal became a federal republic in 2008, the country was hailed 
as the only Hindu kingdom in the world. As a legendary country with 
the world’s highest mountains situated between India and Tibet, Nepal 
– ‘The Land of Festivals’ – was never colonized by the British and the 
rich culture and religion have fascinated experts and laymen alike. 
Today, many regions of Nepal are predominantly Hindu, but there are 
also other religions and practices, often overlapping in beliefs and rites. 
Buddhism has its origin in Lumbini on the Lower Tarai, while in the 
High Himalayas, different Tibetan religious traditions dominate, 
including Buddhism and Bon. The empirical data in this analysis 
includes rural sacrificial practices in Western Nepal and the Kathmandu 
Valley, but the main case studies focus on different sacrificial practices 
documented around the Pashupatinath Temple in Kathmandu on the 
holy Bagmati River. 

An inscription by King Jayadeva II (713-733) states that a temple at 
Pashupatinath was built in the third dynasty BC or by Supuspadeva, a 
Licchavi king who ruled 39 generations before Mānadeva (ca. 464-505 
AD).32 Today’s temple complex at Pashupatinath was largely built in the 
17th century, with many of the decorative patterns and monumental 
constructions added by kings in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
Lord Pashupatinath, an embodiment of Shiva, is the guardian deity of 
Nepal. In a mythological era, Lord Shiva spent much time in the forest 
where the temple later was built, known as Sleshmantaka forest. The 
name Pashupatinath occurs for the first time in the Yajur Veda and the 
god is seen as identical to Shiva-Rudra. Mythologically, the linga in the 
temple goes back to the origin of cosmos. The Pashupatinath linga is 
not included in the 12 Jyotirlingas of India (resplendent linga). However, 
devotees may claim that the Shiva-linga in the Pashupatinath Temple 
even conquers the religious merits of the others, since it is not only a 
resplendent linga, but also a primeval phallus as it was self-born. Thus, 
Pashupatinath is one of the most important places in the whole Hindu 
cosmology where devotees can worship Shiva in his most powerful and 
accessible form. 

In fact, ‘Nepal is a place where a large number of pilgrim spots are 
centred in a small area and which is popularly known as the epicentre 
of gods and goddesses. Such an assembly of gods and goddesses is 
nowhere found in the world.’33 Within this, the holiness of 
Pashupatinath surpasses everything (Fig. 10):  
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Fig. 10. Shivaratri, Pashupatinath, 2003. 

 
‘This place is more sacred than thousands of other pilgrim spots 
together… At this spot if anyone takes a holy bath in the 
Bagmati [River] or even sprinkles on his body the holy water… 
worships the Pashupati lingam… the person becomes free from 
the cycle of births and rebirths.’34 

 
Pashupatinath as a place is cosmogonic in essence and function, but, as 
pointed out, the cosmogonic interpretation is also an ideology 
legitimizing a cosmology and its hierarchical structures. Yet, there is no 
doubt that Pashupatinath is the holiest and most auspicious place in 
Nepal where the most important rituals and sacrifices are performed at 
the cosmologically right times. It is also along the Bagmati River and at 
the Pashupatinath Temple that Nepal’s most holy ghats or cremation 
platforms are located, where in the early 2020s around 10,000 
cremations were conducted annually on open pyres. In short, 
Pashupatinath is not only a microcosm of the world and cosmos as a 
whole; it is also one of the most auspicious places to make sacrifices, 
take a holy bath, worship Shiva and other deities, and cremate the 
deceased. In other words, the rich traditions and the great variations in 
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rituals and sacrifices make this particular religious world an optimal 
entrance for discussing sacrificial theories, practices and rituals in 
Nepal.  
 
 
Structure and empirical studies 
 
Empirically, this study builds on almost 13 months of fieldwork in Nepal, 
in addition to fieldwork in India and Bangladesh. The majority of the 
fieldwork was conducted in the period 1996-2003 as part of my MA 
(1998) and PhD degrees (2004).35 Over the past two decades, I have 
worked on a range of topics, but death and sacrifice have been recurring 
themes in my African, European and Scandinavian studies.36 In 2022, 
after 19 years, I had an opportunity to do a short period of fieldwork in 
Nepal. My main goal was to focus on sacrifice and see if I could 
reactivate the data from my previous studies in Nepal. At the same time 
I wanted to examine the extent to which my knowledge of sacrifice in 
other cultures, traditions, and religions was relevant for understanding 
the Nepali realities and worldviews. Time had not stood still in Nepal, 
as the opening of an electric crematorium at Pashupatinath in 2016 
showed,37 but from a cosmic perspective two decades is nothing. In a 
vital tradition, the best ritual practices are those that are perpetrated 
and that constitute culture and cosmology as they always have done.  

Structurally and analytically, I have organized this study in a 
perhaps unusual way. There are plenty of scholars who criticize the 
concept and practice of sacrifice, but I do not focus on this criticism, as 
I find it is often quite narrow, semantic and largely represents academic 
armchair studies – in other words, it is unfruitful and deconstructive. I 
instead focus on key theories of sacrifice in the history of science and 
examine how they may be applied to the empirical cases from Nepal, 
and how such a dialogue could enable new ways of analysing sacrifice 
cross-culturally, without losing the cultural uniqueness of the particular 
rituals.  
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2. Edward B. Tylor:  

Sacrifice as gift 
 
 
 
Gift theory 
 
Edward B. Tylor’s Primitive Culture. Researches into the development of 
mythology, philosophy, religion, art and custom. Vol. 1 & Vol. 2 (1871) is a 
classical anthropological study. In this work, Tylor defines culture as 
follows: ‘Culture or Civilization, taken in its widest ethnographic sense, 
is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, 
custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a 
member of society.’38 He also proposes an approach to religion that 
combines functional and substantive approaches:  
 

‘Religious rites fall theoretically into two divisions, though they 
blend in practice. In part, they are expressive and symbolic 
performances, the dramatic utterance of religious thought, the 
gesture-language of theology… In part, they are means of 
intercourse with and influence on spiritual beings, and as such, 
their intention is as directly practical as any chemical or 
mechanical process, for doctrine and worship correlate as 
theory and practice.’39  

 
This latter approach fits very well with his theory of sacrifice as a gift. 
While the sacrificial gift theory is closely associated with Tylor, it is 
nevertheless important to point out that the gift theory dates back to 
the philosophical inquiries of European Antiquity. For instance, Plato 
writes about sacrifice in Euthyphro (14e) where Socrates asks:  
 

‘And sacrificing is making gifts to the gods and praying is asking 
from them?’ whereupon Euthyphro replies: ‘Exactly, Socrates.’ 
Socrates continues: ‘Then holiness, according to this definition, 
would be a science of giving and asking,’ and the answer is ‘You 
understand perfectly what I said, Socrates.’40 
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Initially, Tylor proposes a very simple definition of gift theory: 
‘[S]acrifice is a gift made to a deity as if he were a man.’41 However, he 
also elaborates on the process and structure of sacrificial gifts (Fig. 11): 
 

‘[T]he common man’s present to the great man, to gain good 
or avert evil, to ask aid or condone offence, needs only 
substitution of deity for chief… offerings to divinities may be 
classified in the same way as earthly gifts. The occasional gift 
made to meet some present emergency, the periodical tribute 
brought by subject to lord, the royalty paid to secure possession 
or protection of acquired wealth, all these have their evident 
and well-marked analogues in the sacrificial systems of the 
world.’42 

 
Although Tylor’s gift theory is not as elaborate as Marcel Mauss’ seminal 
study The Gift,43 it is worth pointing out that Tylor wrote his analysis 
more than 50 years earlier. A fundamental aspect of sacrificial gift theory 
is that gifts can be presented to gods as a homage without expectation 
of a return or as an offering that should be followed by a return gift. 
‘Beside this development from gift to homage, there is also a doctrine 
that the gist of sacrifice is rather in the worshipper giving something 
precious to himself, than in the deity receiving benefit. This may be 
called the abnegation-theory.’ Still, Tylor claims that nine-tenths of all 
sacrifices consist of food and sacred banquets and not sacrifices of the 
most valuable objects, such as precious weapons, garments or 
ornaments. He concludes that ‘men are found dealing with their gods in 
as practical and straightforward a way as with their neighbours.’44 Thus, 
Tylor points out an important point: 
 

‘Throughout the history of sacrifice, it has occurred to many 
nations that cost may be economized without impairing 
efficiency. The result is seen in ingenious devices to lighten the 
burden of the worshipper by substituting something less 
valuable than what he ought to offer, or pretends to do… To 
give part for the whole is a proceeding so closely confirmed to 
ordinary tribute by subject to lord, that in great measure it 
comes directly under gift-theory… It is only when the part given 
to gods is of compatible value in proportion to the whole, that 
full sacrifice passes gradually into substitution.’45 
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Fig. 11. Lakh Batti ritual presented to Shiva, Pashupatinath, 2022. 

 
To illustrate this with an example from Nepal: according to orthodox 

teaching, a central element of many rituals is the donation of a holy cow, 
but in practice a small coin with a depiction of a cow is often given. In 
other words, in ordinary rituals the sacrifice is often transformed into 
symbol.  
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Fig. 12. Oxen given as gift to divinity, Pashupatinath, 2022.  

 
However, certain rites demand proper sacrifice and not just 

symbolic substitutes, whether buffaloes are sacrificed or cows and bulls 
released, since they are holy animals (Fig. 12). Tylor makes the following 
comments on human-divine interaction, which has a particular 
relevance for blood sacrifices and communal meals (see Chapter 3):  
 

‘Sacred animals, in their various characters of divine beings, 
incarnations, representatives, agents, symbols, naturally 
receive meat and drink offerings, and sometimes other gifts… 
When the deity is considered to take actual possession of the 
food or other objects offered, this may be conceived to happen 
by abstraction of their life, savour, essence, quality, and in yet 
more definitive conception their spirit or soul… Accordingly, 
the blood is offered to the deity, and even disembodied spirits 
are thought capable of consuming it.’46  

 
Theoretically, however, Tylor did not explain sacrificial offerings that 
were wholly or partially eaten by the ritual participants instead of the 
gods. 
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Sacrifice, offering and prayer 
 
The nature of sacrifice is also a matter of understanding or defining a 
ritual, or more precisely, the constitutive rites that together make up a 
ritual whole. If sacrifice is defined narrowly as only the split second the 
sharp blade cuts through the neck of the sacrificial animal, very few rites 
can be described as sacrifice. But such a narrow definition serves no 
purpose, because not only will many Brahmanic rituals be designated as 
non-sacrificial, since, properly speaking, they are vegetarian and blood 
sacrifices are forbidden in many temples. Moreover, the sacrificial part 
of the ritual often lies in the penances and meticulous preparation ahead 
of the actual rite, which may have involved hundreds or thousands of 
hours – years even – of devotional practice. These penances are in many 
cases the true sacrifices from a personal point of view – physically as well 
as spiritually – and may include anything from fasting to self-sacrifice 
and bodily mortifications (see Chapter 8).  

Still, blood sacrifice has often been seen as the defining aspect of 
sacrifice as J. van Baal writes:  
 

‘I call an offering any act of presenting something to a 
supernatural being, a sacrifice an offering by the ritual killing 
of the object of the sacrifice. This definition does not permit 
the term sacrifice for killing rituals… that are neither preceded 
nor followed by the presentation of the object of the rite to a 
supernatural being.’47  

 
Such a definition is not very useful, because it is tautological, ahistorical 
and non-empirical (see below). According to Henninger, ‘offering’ or 
‘presentations of gifts’ are in practice used as synonyms for ‘sacrifice’.48 
Prayers are part of all sacrificial practices because they are essentially a 
mode of communication with gods. Without prayers before or during a 
sacrifice, there will be no practical outcomes (Fig. 13). According to 
Tylor:  
 

‘Prayer, “the soul’s sincere desire, uttered or unexpressed” 
…[and] the worshipper who looks up to other divine beings, 
spiritual after the nature of how his own spirit, though of place 
and power in the universe far beyond his own, still has his mind 
in a state where prayer is a reasonable and practical act.’49  
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Fig. 13. Hindu priest along Bagmati River, Pashupatinath, 2022.  

 
Nevertheless, there are fundamental differences between prayer 

and sacrifice, as all sacrifices include prayers, but prayers do not 
necessarily include sacrifice. A sacrifice requires devotees to give up 
something precious, or for the penances leading up to the sacrifice to 
have a personal (physical, spiritual and/or mental) cost. Sacrificing a 
large animal such as a goat or a buffalo may be considered a great offer, 
but it is quite easy and does not involve much dedication and 
preparation. If an extended family or members of a village community 
share the cost of a buffalo, the sacrifice is quite affordable, as the meat 
and all parts of the animal are afterwards eaten as part of feasts and 
shared meals (see Chapter 3). Such sacrifices are visually spectacular 
since blood is spilt, but often smaller rituals and sacrifices are in fact 
more impressive and involve greater dedication. Killing an animal is 
easy, even if it is expensive, but lengthy penances and preparations 
ahead of the actual performance reveal other aspects of sacrifice in 
theory and practice.  
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Maha Shivaratri 
 
During the ritual year, there is one time and place that is considered 
most auspicious for penance and sacrifice: Pashupatinath on Shiva’s 
Night. According to the myths about the origins of cosmos, the first time 
Shiva took the form of a linga was the night of Shivaratri, which is why 
it is considered the most holy night of the year. This linga, variously seen 
as a Jyotirlinga or even more important and primordial than a 
Jyotirlinga, was installed above the eternal flame Akhanda Jyoti. 
According to temple priests, the Akhanda Jyoti keeps the linga warm 
and it is said to have the body temperature of human beings.50 ‘Shiva’s 
night’ in a popularized version is seen as the ‘birthday’ of Shiva, or in 
more cosmological terms, it was on this night that Shiva appeared on 
earth in a visible form so that devotees could worship him. In fact, Shiva 
himself said that those who worship him on Shivaratri will be blessed 
with riches and a healthy life. 

The merits of worshipping the 12 Jyotirlingas are described in the 
Shiva-Purana: ‘[T]hose 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: ‘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.’51 
The merits of worshipping Shiva on Shivaratri are even greater than 
making offerings to exceptional Jyotirlingas.  

Shivaratri takes place on the 14th dark moon day in the month of 
Falgun (February/March). This fortnight is the most auspicious time to 
free the mind from prejudices. Personal and cosmic time merge and, 
according to legend, it was also on this night that Shiva first saved the 
universe from the threat of destruction.  

Hence, this is a cosmogonic time and event, and because Shiva is 
most active and powerful during this night, it is also the most auspicious 
time to perform rituals to purify the body and soul, and to pray and 
make sacrifices for prosperity, health, and wealth. This is how the 
relation between cosmogony and anthropogony often works in practice: 
the powerful gods take care of the cosmogony and save the earth from 
dangers and destruction, but there are certain times and places where 
the power of gods is accessible for human betterment.  
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Fig. 14. The entrance to the Pashupatinath Temple decorated for festivities 
during Shivaratri 2022. 
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These cosmic openings are the ultimate pilgrimage sites and 
moments for engagements with the divinities. In Nepal, Shivaratri is the 
biggest and most important religious festival. The Nepali government 
has declared Shivaratri a public holiday and the Nepali Army celebrates 
this day as their Military Day. In 2022, it was estimated that 1 million 
devotees came to Pashupatinath during the festival, which started at 
midnight 1 March and lasted until midnight 2 March (Fig. 14). 

While there are many blood sacrifices in tantric and traditional 
Hinduism, for instance to Kali and Parvati (see Chapters 4-5), who are 
both wives of Shiva, such sacrifices are strictly forbidden in the main 
temple at Pashupatinath and nowadays there are no blood sacrifices on 
this day. If a person dies and is cremated on the ghats at Pashupatinath 
during Shivaratri, it is said that the deceased will attain heaven and be 
released from samsara – the wheel of birth and death – where a soul will 
be reborn or reincarnated in 8,4 million bodies or beings. Thus, 
Shivaratri is the most auspicious night to perform austerities, penances, 
purifications and sacrifices. Given the crowds that attend, devotees may 
queue for up to six hours before reaching the main gate of the 
Pashupatinath Temple. Most devotees give water to the linga in the 
temple, which cleanses the soul from sin and allows believers to make 
wishes for the future. The other main ritual is a special fire sacrifice, 
which is performed right in front of the main entrance to the 
Pashupatinath Temple on a special fire altar. 
 
 
Lakh Batti – ‘One hundred thousand lights’ 
 
The Lakh Batti ceremony is very popular in Nepal and can be carried out 
for different reasons: remembering the dead, encouraging good fortune 
or healing the sick. The ritual can be carried out throughout the year in 
various forms, sizes and to different gods or goddesses, and the devotees 
choose the right time and place according to their wishes and troubles. 
However, the most auspicious time and place to conduct this ritual is at 
Pashupatinath during Shivaratri. It is seen as the ultimate expression of 
devotion to Shiva.  

Lakh Batti – literally ‘one hundred thousand lights’ – is in practice 
100,000 wicks that are placed in bundles on large clay pots before being 
lit. While the Lakh Batti ritual may not look very spectacular compared 
to the sacrifice of a buffalo, for instance, it is in fact a much bigger 
sacrifice. The Lakh Batti ritual should comprise at least 100,000 wicks, 
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but it could also be more. Each wick is hand-rolled from cotton string, 
requiring a phenomenal amount of work. A single wick is made by 
twisting a string around one’s fingers. Depending on the vows and 
personal commitments, the wicks may have different sizes and use 
threads of various thickness. The wick should be wrapped at least five 
times around the fingers, but there are also more elaborate wicks. In this 
particular Lakh Batti as a sacrifice to Shiva, the wick could be made by 
wrapping the string five, nine, 11, 13, 16 or 21 times. Wicks that are 
wrapped seven times are for the ancestors, and even Vishnu. Thus, the 
amount of work behind a proper Lakh Batti ritual is unlimited and 
depends upon personal motivations and dedications. 

I was told that skilled devotees are able to make 100 wicks in half an 
hour if they work fast (wrapping 21 times), which means 200 wicks in an 
hour. In other words, it takes five hours to make 1,000 wicks and at least 
500 hours to make 100,000 wicks, if one is skilled and hard working. In 
the Lakh Batti ceremony I participated in during Shivaratri 2022, a 
family had an extended ritual and made 150,000 wicks. Making the wicks 
had taken at least 750 hours, assuming they were all made at a fast and 
efficient pace, but in reality it is more likely to have taken 800 or 900 
hours over the period of a year.  

 

 
 

Fig. 15. The clay pots with wicks are prepared for the Lakh Batti ritual.  
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Fig. 16. Priest consecrating the Lakh Batti before the sacrifice. 

 
There were many other aspects to the practical preparations, from 

procuring all necessary items to organizing the transport and other 
ritual arrangements. Overall, the family spent more than 1,000 hours – 
a conservative estimate – over the last year preparing for this specific 
fire ritual. These are personal sacrifices that require an enormous 
amount of dedication and devotion. To put it in perspective, in 
Scandinavia an employer is expected to work 1,850 hours a year. 
Spending an additional 1,000 hours to prepare a fire ritual is a huge 
sacrifice, and this personal sacrifice is precisely what Shiva sees when he 
is presented with the gift during Shivaratri. Sacrificing a goat or a buffalo 
cannot be compared with the dedication and devotion involved in a big 
Lakh Batti ritual. As a sacrificial gift, there are greater sacrifices and 
devotional practices than giving animal blood. Also, in Hinduism the 
numbers 5, 7, and 9 are auspicious, and for this family this Lakh Batti 
ritual at Shivaratri was the last in a five-year series. 

The day before Shivaratri, 28 February 2022, the family gathered on 
the roof of their home in Kathmandu to make the final preparations for 
the ritual (Fig. 15). From morning to early afternoon, all the wicks were 
collected, soaked in sesame oil and arranged in nine large clay pots.  
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Fig. 17. Overview of the fire altar at Pashupatinath. 

 
Ideally, the Lakh Batti clay pots with the oil-soaked wicks are 

sanctified and consecrated by a Hindu priest at the place where the 
offering is made, but since the Pashupatinath area is so crowded with 
people during Shivaratri, priests visit the devotees’ homes on the 
evening before the offering in the sacrificial flames. In a ritual that lasted 
about two hours, each of the clay pots were placed upon a drawn 
swastika and consecrated. The priest blessed all the family members and 
prayed for the family’s prosperity, wealth and good health (Fig. 16). He 
named all family members who the ritual was intended to work for and 
explicitly blessed those who had sacrificed so much of their time and 
put so much of their lives into this ritual. The real gift to Shiva was not 
merely the visible clay pots burning in the night, but the devotion, 
dedication and all the personal sacrifices enabling this particular ritual, 
which was the last of a five-year cycle. 

After the priest had completed the consecration of the clay pots 
with the 150,000 wicks, the family started the journey to Pashupatinath 
before midnight. After queuing for some four hours, on Shiva’s Night (1 
March), the clay pots with the wicks were lit at the fire altar at around 
3:45 AM and burnt until sunrise at 6:00 AM.  



39 
 

 
 

Fig. 18. Lakh Batti. 
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Fig. 19. Lakh Batti.  
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Fig. 20. Lakh Batti at dawn along the Bagmati River.  

 
As the 100,000 lights were burning – 150,000 in this case – more 

families passed by carrying clay pots with fire. The devotees moved 
around the burning pots, using sugarcane sticks to ensure the fire burnt 
properly. Though some families and devotees had made their own clay 
pots, anyone wishing to partake in the fire ritual could use sugarcane 
sticks to engage with the flames (Figs. 17-19).  

Agni is the God of Fire, but also the mediator between elements, 
spheres and divinities. Agni brings forth the sacrifice to Shiva on this 
auspicious day. The real sacrifice lies in the commitment and dedication 
of fulfilling the devotional promise. Shiva sees this and everything else. 
There are of course shortcuts and lazy performers may buy readymade 
Lakh Batti kits instead of making the 100,000 wicks as others do. 
External observers will not see the difference in the actual performance 
of the fire ritual, but the gods will see this as cheating. It will be a gift 
without value since there has not been any sacrifice and personal cost. 
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From the perspective of gift theory, why should Shiva give favours for 
nothing? Following the do ut des theory where the sacrifier gives in 
order to receive, it is not a sacrifice but a ritual facade.  

A proper Lakh Batti is an enormous sacrifice because it involves 
extreme dedication and commitment over time, over the period of a 
year or years. It is primarily a personal or family gift from devotees to a 
specific god with explicit prayers and wishes for the future. It is also a 
form of communion because the family spends so much time in 
preparation that it also becomes a social occasion that brings together 
generations and family members. And since it is personal or family 
based, it is also highly flexible. While the ‘best’ place to conduct the 
Lakh Batti ritual is on the fire altar in front of the main gate at the 
Pashupatinath Temple, this is often very crowded.  

After the fire in the nine clay pots had died out and this particular 
fire ritual was completed, I went to the ghat area on the Bagmati River 
around 7:00 AM where it was very calm with few people. Just across Arya 
ghat far from the crowds, a family had their Lakh Batti ceremony with 
five clay pots and 100,000 wicks (Fig. 20). This location beside the river 
not only created a sense of communion among the women performing 
the sacrifice, but the gift to Shiva worked because of the sacrifices lying 
behind the burning flames. There are differences between gifts, and 
some gifts are more valuable than others; sacrifices make values – and 
gods appreciate sacrifices. Ultimately, the 100,000 burning lights is a 
visual symbol and manifestation of the real gift – the innumerable hours 
of work and dedication behind the sacrifice. In short, the gift is the act 
of showing that one is a humble and devoted believer and devotee. 
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3. William Robertson Smith:  

Sacrifice as communion 
 
 
Union of gods and humans 
 
Robertson Smith’s Lectures on the Religion of the Semites. The 
Fundamental Institutions. First Series (1889) is a foundational book in 
the study of comparative religion. A central aspect of his sacrificial 
theory is the sociogony of the ritual. Through sacrifice, humans re-
establish their relationship with the gods, thereby also re-establishing 
relationships among the members of society, since the social relations 
gain a divine legitimacy. Although sacrifice has become closely 
associated with ‘blood sacrifice’ – it has even been claimed that 
‘Sacrificial killing is the basic experience of the “sacred”’52 – Robertson 
Smith rightly warns against such a limiting definition, arguing that 
vegetable offerings should be included as well. Sacrificium, he writes: 
 

‘[D]enote any action within the sphere of things sacred to the 
gods, and so cover the whole field of ritual, were habitually 
used, like our English word sacrifice, of those oblations at the 
altar round which all other parts of ritual turned. In English 
idiom there is a further tendency to narrow the word sacrifice 
to such oblations as involve the slaughter of a victim... “bloody 
and bloodless oblations.” For the purposes of the present 
discussion, however, it seems best to include both kinds of 
oblation under the term “sacrifice;” for a comprehensive term 
is necessary, and the word “offering,” which naturally suggests 
itself as an alternative, is somewhat too wide, as it may properly 
include not only sacrifices but votive offerings, of treasure 
images and the like, which form a distinct class from offerings 
at the altar.’53 

 
Initially, Robertson Smith makes three distinctions with regards to 
sacrifices: 
 

1) The distinction between animal and vegetable oblations or gifts; 
2) the distinction between offerings given to and consumed by fire 

and those presented on an altar or table, like water or wine; and  
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Fig. 21. Brahman priest preparing the Chaurasi ritual, Bhuskat Village, 
Baglung District, 1997. 
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3) the distinction between sacrifices where the consecrated gifts are 
solely given to the gods to be consumed on the altar or used by 
the divinities in other ways, and those in which devotees and 
deities partake together. 

 
While Robertson Smith also discusses votive offerings like weapons, 
treasures, and garments, among other things, he stresses the 
fundamental importance of rituals of consumption as means of 
partaking in divine essences, processes, and powers (Fig. 21). Robertson 
Smith then elaborates on these distinctions. 

First, the material of sacrifice. ‘The division of sacrifices into animal 
and vegetable offerings involves the principle that sacrifices – as distinct 
from votive offerings of garments, weapons, treasure and the like – are 
drawn from edible substances, and indeed from such substances as form 
the ordinary staple of human,’ he says, and stresses the life-giving 
powers of food.54 

Second, means and methods. Robertson Smith also includes fire 
offerings and libation into the overall category of sacrifice, although 
they are quite different in function. While fire is an active and 
transformative medium, water and wine as ablutions are gifts to the 
deities – either independently or part of purifications rituals. The latter 
may also include blood – the direct result of blood sacrifices – and 
directs the attention to the use and consumption of the sacrificial 
animal. ‘The sacrificial use of blood… is connected with a series of very 
important ritual ideas, turning on the conception that the blood is a 
special seat of the life. But primarily, when the blood is offered at the 
altar, it is conceived to be drunk by the deity.’55 

Third, food on the altar or table: ‘All sacrifices laid upon the altar 
were taken by the ancients as being literally the food of the gods…’, 
Roberston Smith says:  
 

‘[W]hile it cannot be thought impossible that sacrificial victims 
were presented on holy ground and left to be devoured by wild 
beasts as the guests or congeners of the gods, I confess that 
there seems to me to be no sufficient evidence that such a 
practice had any considerable place... The leading idea in the 
animal sacrifices… was not that of a gift made over to the god, 
but of an act of communion, in which the god and his 
worshippers unite by partaking together of the flesh and blood 
of a sacred victim.’56  
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Fig. 22. Chaurasi ritual of Magar, Bhuskat Village, Baglung District, 1997. 
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In practice, there are two alternatives. Either the gods consume the 
food that is presented to them or the devotees have a sacrificial meal, in 
which the gods may partake in more subtle and invisible ways (Fig. 22). 
Thus, Robertson Smith sums up:  
 

‘The distinction between sacrifices which are wholly made over 
to the god and sacrifices of which the god and the worshipper 
partake together requires careful handling… The animal victim 
was presented at the altar and devoted by the imposition of 
hands, but the greater part of the flesh was returned to the 
worshipper, to be eaten by him under special rules… [T]he 
central significance of the rite lies in the act of communion 
between God and man, when the worshipper is admitted to eat 
of the same holy flesh of which a part is laid upon the altar as 
“the food of the deity”… the whole consecrated offering is 
retained by the deity, and the worshipper’s part in the service 
is completed as soon as he has made over his gift’.57  

 
Importantly, there is an intermediate phase in time and space in such 
sacrifices, which usually includes 1) the place where the animal is killed, 
2) the shrine or altar where the blood of the slaughtered animal is 
offered to the divinities, and 3) the time and place where the meat is 
eaten as part of communal meals with or without gods. The dining and 
divining can be part of the actual meal among men, but often gods 
receive their share of the animal and blood on the altar. This shows why 
sacrifice should rather be seen as a lengthy ritual process where the 
killing of an animal is only a small, though important, part. After the 
killing, the real offering of the blood is not very different from offering 
other vegetable food items or material objects. 

The sacrificial meal constitutes an essential part of culture and 
cosmology in many religions, for instance in classical antiquity,58 and 
the close link between food, sacrifice, and deities firmly locate these 
ritual practices in an agricultural context (see Chapter 5 about James 
Frazer). Robertson Smith also discusses first fruit rituals as important 
sacrifices, since gods give life, giving them the right and duty to taste 
first. When a harvest is successful, the celebrations often also include 
animal sacrifices. However, other rituals are vegetarian and these 
differences can be illustrated through sacrificial practices from villages 
in Baglung District in Western Nepal some 300 km west of Kathmandu, 
as documented in 1997. 
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Chaurasi – Celebration of being a thousand full moon old 
 
The Chaurasi celebration is a ceremonial worship of elders who have 
lived to see 1000 full moons – in calendar years around 83-84 years old. 
The ritual is performed for both men and women when they reach this 
age, which raises their status, and when puja (ceremonial worship) is 
performed, they are considered similar to gods on this day, or as living 
ancestors. The ritual, which invokes the gods and reduces the person’s 
sin, is a joyous celebration with music and the sharing of food with 
family members and villagers. During the celebration, the priest 
receives many gifts, including, traditionally the offering of a cow during 
the Gaudaan ritual (Gau means cow, Daan means to donate). By gifting 
a cow, it is believed that the rite will be more effective and enable the 
transformative powers of a sacrifice. During the Chaurasi ritual, Lakh 
Batti can be performed or smaller lamps and fire sacrifices may be made 
to honour the gods and ancestors.  

On 23 January 1997, two Chaurasi ceremonies were performed in 
Bhuskat village, Baglung District; one for a Magar and one for a Kami (a 
blacksmith) – Magars and Kamis are two of Nepal’s many ethnic groups. 
The celebration of the old Magar was more elaborate than the Kami’s 
festivities, but the whole village partook in both celebrations; first 
visiting the one and then proceeding to the other living ancestor. 
 

 
 
Fig. 23. Musicians playing at the celebration.  
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Fig. 24. Chaurasi of a Kami in the Bhuskat village. 
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The Chaurasi of the Magar was a very costly ritual. Three Brahman 
priests were in attendance and a calf was offered as a gift. The old man 
sat on the northern side of the fire altar facing south, with priests beside 
him around the altar. When the main ceremony was completed, they 
walked three times around the altar in clockwise direction. All the 
villagers and visitors gave food and money as presents, while musicians 
performed as people sang and danced (Fig. 23). The Chaurasi of the 
Kami was organized the same way, but given the blacksmith’s lower 
social status, there were some practical arrangements with regards to 
the consumption of food and drinks. Higher castes could not receive 
food from the blacksmiths directly, and therefore an externally hired 
person served food and beverages to the visitors. The Kamis were served 
by members of their own group. Despite differences in social status, the 
communal meal also strengthened bonds in the community, since most 
of the participants who had visited the Magar also visited the Kami to 
give him food and presents (Fig. 24).  

This sums up many of Robertson Smith points: not only does this 
celebration involve the whole community irrespective of caste, ethnicity 
and gender, but all villagers also bring food that is shared in a communal 
banquet. 
 
 
Agricultural and harvest sacrifices 
 
In his thesis Sacrificial Places: An Ethnoarchaeological Study of the 
Ritual Landscape from Argal VDC, Western Nepal. (1999), Man Bahadur 
Khattri writes extensively about sacrifices (Fig. 25).59 By the turn of the 
millennium, about 50% of the population in this village belonged to the 
Magar ethnic group, who traditionally incorporated shamanistic 
practices in their Hindu tradition. Locals believed that the gods were 
very similar to humans and that they needed food, drinks, clothes and 
shelter. It was largely the living humans’ responsibility to provide for 
the gods. If the living were unable or incapable of procuring the gods 
the essentials they needed, this would result in suffering and misfortune 
and to prevent this, sacrifices were made in the home or at local shrines 
in the area. 

In Argal, sacrifices are also closely related to the fertility of animals 
and agricultural lands (Fig. 26). Cultivation takes place in two seasons. 
In summer, maize, millet, and rice are the staple foods, while in winter, 
barley, wheat, and naked barley are the main crops.  



51 
 

 
Fig. 25. A puja (ceremonial worship) performed at a local shrine in a farm’s 
courtyard.  
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Fig. 26. Buffaloes in Argal.  

 
In both seasons, farmers perform propitiatory sacrifices to local 

deities. On other occasions, huge collective sacrifices are organized at 
community level, involving up to 300 households from different ethnic 
groups. All the households share the cost of the sacrifice, and after the 
sacrifice of a large animal, they all share the sacred meal prepared for 
the deities. These grand sacrifices are performed to increase the fertility 
of the fields and protect the agricultural lands from natural calamities 
and hazards, like landslides. The rituals are called bhume pooja 
(worshipping the land) and jalthal pooja (worshipping rain). The first 
ritual requires the sacrifice of a chicken and the latter the sacrifice of a 
pig. Traditionally, no farmer could start cultivating their lands before 
these rituals, which represented the start of the agricultural season. 

There are also harvests in the month of Chaita (March/April). This 
is the period before the monsoon sets in, and dangerous weather and 
natural calamities such as rainstorms and hailstones may jeopardize the 
harvest. The farmers prepare a variety of gifts from the first harvest in 
their fields to offer to their deities. Nobody is allowed to harvest or eat 
anything from the fields before this ritual in completed. Sacrifices are 
also made to enhance the fertility of animals, particularly cattle. The 
ritual called gauri pooja (worshipping the goddess Gauri) is performed 
twice a year, in November and May. Several chickens or pigeons are 
sacrificed in the cattle shed, and a meal of milk, rice bread and other 
ingredients is prepared. 



53 
 

Dashain 
 
One of the biggest festivals in Nepal is the harvest festival after the 
monsoon called Dashain. Following the moon calendar, the festival 
starts on the bright lunar night in the month of Ashwin and ends on full 
moon, which takes place sometime in September or October. As a 
celebration, it also signifies the victory of good over evil, which is 
manifested in lavish sacrifices. Buffaloes and goats are sacrificed; the 
sacrifice of buffaloes in particular is seen as a spectacular communal 
event (Fig. 27). The meat is equally shared by the ritual participants. The 
sacrifices are made to Durga, a bloodthirsty form of Kali, with the blood 
symbolizing fertility. Durga is a Mother Goddess embodying Shakti – 
power or energy – and she is a powerful warrior who slays demons. The 
Dashain festival symbolizes the continuous conflict between good and 
evil and the ultimate triumph of the good in cosmos, while the animals, 
in the moment of sacrifice, are seen as embodying the negative powers.  

In a sacrifice like the ones conducted during Dashain, the sacrifice 
is collective and the meal is communal (Fig. 28). Depending upon socio-
economic and religious factors, villagers come together and make a 
sacrifice. Anyone who wants to offer panchabali (sacrifice of five 
different animals and birds) to the Goddess Durga must sacrifice a male 
buffalo, a male goat, a pair of pigeons and a pig (but instead of a pig, 
people usually sacrifice ash gourd). In villages with different ethnic and 
religious groups, Magars may for instance sacrifice a buffalo whereas 
Chettris may sacrifice a goat. When a buffalo is sacrificed, several 
households come together and sponsor the sacrifice. Importantly, the 
main part of the sacrifice is the consumption of the food in accordance 
with the caste hierarchy, meaning that animals like buffalo and pig are 
not eaten by Brahmin and Chettris and some other ethnic groups. 
Srinivas says: ‘Castes which offer blood-sacrifices to deities are lower 
than castes making only offerings of fruit and flower.’60 

In rural Nepal, there have traditionally never been profane 
slaughterings, and all killing of animals have been sacrifices. Even 
smaller animals like chickens or hens are sacrificed and drops of blood 
are given to the hearth, together with the liver or heart. The reason is 
that killing is, strictly speaking, an evil, but as it is said is Vedic texts 
(see Chapter 8), ‘killing in sacrifice is not killing’. In a religious setting, 
one may kill an animal, because it is not personal or private, but a gift 
to a god. If the animal were not given to the divinities, it would have 
been mere slaughter – a sinful act as all killing involves negative karma.  
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Fig. 27. Sacrifice of buffalo during Dashain 10 October 1997, Argal, Baglung 
District, Nepal. 

 
However, when the killing is sacrifice, it is a religious act, and the 

devotion pleases the god who accepts only a few drops of blood, the liver 
or the heart. The gracious god returns the animal to the devotees who 
made the sacrifice in the first place, meaning the sacrificial animal is not 
killed by human hands; instead it is sanctified as a gift from the gods.  

Lavish and grandiose sacrifices like those performed during 
Dashain may therefore represent communion in different, overlapping 
ways. First, it is a communion with god, as the animal is in the first place 
a gift from humans to the god which is then returned in a moral and 
religious condition that allows devotees to eat it. Second, it is also a 
communion between families and members of different communities. 
If, for instance, ten households come together to share the costs of the 
animal, all parts of the animal are divided in ten equal parts. Thus, all 
get a part of the legs, lungs, intestines, as well as the juiciest and tastiest 
parts. Third, this meat feast lasts well beyond the actual festival: while 
much of it is consumed during the main festival, parts are also dried and 
stored for future communions – or festivities. 
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Fig. 28. Cutting and sharing the meat of a buffalo after sacrifice. 
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Sacred landscapes and the divinities’ homes – mountains, rivers, 
and water 
 
In Baglung District, natural objects like mountains, rocks or stones do 
not represent gods in an animistic sense, but they are places where 
deities choose to live. These heavenly natural abodes create a sacred 
topography which makes some places more auspicious because of the 
divine presence (Fig. 29).61 The divine presence and heavenly processes 
are evident in numerous ways. From a Hindu, southern and monsoon 
perspective the life-giving waters are reflected in the names of many of 
the highest peaks in the Himalayas. The Annapurna – literally ‘Full of 
grain’ – Mountain range has five peaks rising from 7,000 to above 8,000 
m (Annapurna I is the highest at 8,091 m). Dhaulagiri (8,167 m) means 
‘White Mountain’ or snow/water. This is also reflected in local lore 
where Dhaulagiri is seen as the giver of water to other rivers. 
Gangapurna (7,455 m) means ‘The Ganges is full’. 

It is no wonder that many sadhus and hermits have found peace in 
isolated places on the world’s rooftop (Fig. 30). Devotees living an 
isolated life in penance and worldly poverty are closer to the gods. 
Living in mountains brings a devotee closer to the divinities. In a 
cosmology, the spectacular and sacred landscape manifests divine 
powers, because the heavenly abodes are close. These are therefore ideal 
places for conducting penance and personal sacrifices. 

Sacrifices in relation to agriculture and bountiful harvests structured 
around the life-giving waters also highlight other central aspects of 
sacrifice as communion. First, it focuses on food – the most important 
source of life in addition to water. Second, while sacrifices of buffaloes 
are grandiose and impressive, most food offerings are small, but these 
sacrifices may have fundamental roles in the lives of devotees, precisely 
because they enable personal communions between humans and gods, 
which relates to the last aspect. Food offerings and sacrifices, most often 
in relation to fire, represent gifts everyone can afford, even the very 
poorest of the community. A few grains of rice may even suffice, because 
it is the dedication and devotion that matters, meaning that small but 
precious food gifts may be just as effective as grandiose animal sacrifices 
to create these religious bonds between humans and deities. 
Communion is a reciprocal relationship, but this is always an 
asymmetrical relationship. No matter how great the human sacrifice, 
the gods are always superior. This brings us to theories about the nature 
and function of sacrifice. 
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Fig. 29. Small temple on a hilltop overlooking the Himalayas, Myagdi 
District, Nepal.  
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Fig. 30. Sadhu renouncing the world and seeking a spiritual home with 
Dhaulagiri Mountain range in background. 
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4. Henri Hubert & Marcel Mauss:  

Nature and function of sacrifice 
 
 
 
Function of sacrifice and sacrifice has a function 
 
Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss published their seminal work Essai sur 
la nature et la fonction du sacrifice in 1898. The English translation was 
issued in 1964 under the title Sacrifice: Its Nature and Function. This 
classical work has defined central premises of sacrificial studies. Hubert 
& Mauss stressed that sacrifice works as the oscillation between the 
profane and the sacred, which is fundamental for any rite, particularly 
sacrifice, to work. From an academic point of view, the functional and 
pragmatic aspects in this work can also be seen in light of the fact that 
Marcel Mauss was Émilie Durkheim’s nephew. Hubert and Mauss 
contend that the sole purpose of sacrifice is its practical effect, which 
corresponds to the functional approach to religion:  
 

‘[T]he sacrifice has as its purpose to affect the religious state of 
the sacrifier or the object of sacrifice… in all these kinds of 
sacrifice the sacrifier, by the end of the ceremony, has improved 
his lot, either because he has eradicated evil to which he was a 
prey, or because he has regained a state of grace, or because he 
has acquired a divine power.’62 

 
Although contemporary studies of religion and sacrifice emphasize the 
difficulty of identifying structures because the empirical data is so vast, 
the complexity of sacrifice was a matter of concern already more than a 
century ago as Hubert and Mauss point out:  
 

‘It is evident that we cannot hope here to sketch out an 
abstract scheme of sacrifice comprehensive enough to suit 
all known cases; the variety of facts is too great. All that can 
be done is to study specific forms of sacrifice that are 
complex enough for all the important moments of the drama 
to be included in them and well enough for an exact analysis 
to be made […] The sacrifice which seems to us to answer 
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best to these conditions is the Vedic Hindu sacrifice of 
animals.’63  

 
The Hindu Dakshinkali Temple near Kathmandu regularly hosts 
dramatic animal sacrifice rituals. This temple therefore lends itself to an 
analysis following Hubert and Mauss’ terminology and premises. 

Hubert and Mauss warn of the dangers of engaging with supreme 
forces, as the gods define life and death: 
 

‘If the religious forces are the very principle of the forces of life, 
they are in themselves of such a nature that contact with them 
is a fearful thing for the ordinary man […] If he involved himself 
in the rite to the very end, he would find death, not life. The 
victim takes his place.’64  

 
And if there is one goddess in charge of life and death, it is Kali. 
 
 
The Dakshinkali Temple 
 
Located about 20 km south of Kathmandu, the Dakshinkali Temple is 
an important religious centre in Nepal, particularly when it comes to 
sacrificial practices (Fig. 31). While most sacrifices are performed in 
relation to seasonal rites, like harvest, or in times of crisis, the 
Dakshinkali Temple holds regular sacrifices on Tuesdays and Saturdays. 
Since Saturday is a holy day and a day off, this is when most sacrifices 
take place. On a regular Saturday, thousands of pilgrims flock to 
Dakshinkali with their sacrificial animals and patiently join the one-
kilometre queue to the main temple. 

Legend has it that one day Kali appeared in a dream to a Malla King, 
asking him to build a temple for her near Pharping Hill. The king 
fulfilled the goddess’ wish and built the temple in a deep valley next to 
a tributary of the Bagmati River. Overlooking the valley on a hilltop is a 
goddess Mata Temple (Mother’s Temple). There are different stories 
about the name Dakshinkali. The pragmatic explanation is that 
‘Dakshin’ means south and ‘Kali’ is the name of the goddess, referring 
to the southern location in the Kathmandu Valley. The name may also 
refer to the Lord of Death – Yama, who lives in the south. The powers 
of Kali are so great that even Yama fears and worships the goddess. 
Lastly, Dakshina also refers to the gifts given to priests before 
performing a ritual. 
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Fig. 31. Dakshinkali Temple, 2022. 

 
Kali is one of Shiva’s wives but depending upon perspectives, she 

may also be seen as the most bloodthirsty incarnation of Parvati, 
another form or wife of Shiva. As a blood-thirsty goddess associated 
with death, Kali represents the destructive aspects of the cosmic energy 
Shakti, but herein are also the powers of creation and continuity. Kali’s 
favourite necklace is a garland of human heads, and although she may 
seem frightening, Kali is a benevolent and protecting Mother. When 
Kali kills, it represents the victory of good over evil, as she only kills 
those who deserve to die. When devotees in trouble seek her help – 
whether it is the poor and vulnerable who are exploited at work, wives 
suffering from abuse or anyone experiencing misfortune – Kali penalizes 
the perpetrators, even killing them if necessary. This is seen as a good 
thing as it eradicates evil. As a strong and always victorious goddess, 
Kali welcomes all – in life and death. 

Kali’s sharp sword signifies supreme knowledge and every cut frees 
the devotees from pride and prejudice and opens their eyes to true 
wisdom. Legend has it that human sacrifices were also made to this 
particular Kali goddess and that this was still common practice in the 
17th century. But even during a fieldtrip in 2002, I was told that such 
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sacrifices had taken place up to the 1970s. Although these stories are 
unconfirmed, they show that Dakshinkali is one of the mightiest 
goddesses in Nepal.  
 
 
Sacrifiers and sacrificers 
 
Kali worshippers believe that blood sacrifices are the best way to please 
the goddess and have their wishes fulfilled. The most common sacrificial 
animals are roosters (cocks) and (uncastrated male) goats, but also 
sheep and ducks, and occasionally buffaloes (Fig. 32). In villages, 
devotees may sacrifice chickens and roosters on their own farm, but 
large sacrifices like buffaloes require skilled specialists, because it is 
both difficult and dangerous to handle the two-handed 50-inch 
sacrificial sword used to sacrifice buffaloes. In temples like Dakshinkali, 
it is too crowded for commoners to kill animals themselves.  

Hubert and Mauss were the first to systematically distinguish 
between those who pay for the sacrifice and stand to benefit from it and 
the ritual specialists who orchestrate the ritual. ‘We give the name 
“sacrifier” to the subject to whom the benefits of sacrifice thus accrue, or 
who undergoes its effects.’65 The sacrificer, on the other hand, is  
 

‘an intermediary, or at least a guide. This is the priest. More 
familiar with the world of gods, in which he is partly involved 
through previous consecration, he can approach it more closely 
and with less fear than the laymen […] At the same time he 
prevents the sacrifier from committing fatal errors.’66  

 
Furthermore, the sacrificial act is subject to rules of purity/impurity and 
taboos, which prescribe the place and time at which the ritual should be 
performed as well as the instruments which should be used. Hubert and 
Mauss further differentiate between humans and objects: personal 
sacrifices are those directly affecting the personality of the sacrifier and 
objective sacrifices are those affecting real or ideal objects.  

In this Kali temple, sacrificial priests conduct the sacrifices. In the 
past, the sacrifices were conducted in front of the temple and by the 
statue of the goddess (Fig. 33), but the sacrificial area has been moved 
behind the shrine to a more secluded place (Fig. 34). The devotees 
(sacrifiers) queue with their sacrificial animals and when their turn 
comes it takes the priest only some few seconds to cut off the animal’s 
head whereupon they return the animal to the devotees. 
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Fig. 32. A black rooster before sacrificed to Kali. 

 
The animal can, however, not be killed without undergoing certain 

ritual consecrations. Most commonly, an altar is built to enable an 
opening to the divinities and consecrate the objects. From Vedic times, 
such altars can be made and desacralized for specific rituals, like 
Chaurasi, as mentioned in the previous chapter. In permanent temples, 
the holy grounds and altars are always present, but since killing an 
animal is destruction, there are several initial rituals of purifications and 
blessing before the sacrifice. ‘Through this act of destruction the 
essential action of the sacrifice was accomplished. The victim was 
separated definitively from the profane world; it was consecrated, it was 
sacrificed.’67 

Consecration is an intrinsic parameter of sacrificial practices, since 
in all sacrifices an object passes from the common domain into the 
religious sphere. Since mundane objects have no place in the religious 
sphere, the objects of sacrifice have to be somehow consecrated during 
the ritual:  
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Fig. 33. Sacrifice in front of the shrine in 2003. 
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Fig. 34. Sacrifice behind the shrine in 2022. 
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Fig. 35. The blood-red river after sacrifices from early morning until noon. 
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‘The thing consecrated serves as an intermediary between the 
sacrifier, or the object which is to receive the practical benefits 
of the sacrifice, and the divinity to whom the sacrifice is usually 
addressed. Man and god are not in direct contact.’68  

 
The consecration rituals involve everyone and everything:  
 

‘[B]efore the ceremony neither sacrifier, nor sacrificer, nor 
place, instruments, or victim, possess this characteristic to a 
suitable degree. The first phase of sacrifice is intended to 
impart it to them. They are profane; their condition must be 
changed. To do this, rites are necessary to introduce them into 
the sacred world and involve them in it.’69  

 
In Nepal or a Hindu context, this entry into the sacrifice usually involves 
fire or water – or both. All rituals also have an exit, in which fire and 
water are also often used, as well as libation or purifying acts.70 

In the Dakshinkali Temple, the sacrifices start early in the morning 
and last until noon. The early afternoon is seen as a transitional period 
that is inauspicious for sacrifices and engagements with Kali. During 
this time, the temple is closed for cleaning, only to reopen an hour later 
so that the sacrifices can continue. The volume of sacrifices is clearly 
visible in the nearby river, which colours blood-red after hours of 
intensive sacrifices (Fig. 35).  

Devotees may wait for hours before it is their turn to make a 
sacrifice. In 2022, one woman I spoke to had waited for six hours to 
sacrifice a cock in the hope that Kali would help solve her marriage 
problems. Kali can solve any problem. Moreover, if a devotee is in 
trouble, it makes more sense to visit a powerful divinity. Depending on 
the expected outcomes, it also makes sense to increase the value of the 
offering: nobody can expect much from a small sacrifice. 

A devotee may come with any personal problem – from physical and 
practical challenges to spiritual and mental issues. Thus, whether the 
reason is broken relations, impotence, failed exams, health issues or just 
a sacrifice of gratitude because life has been good, Kali is the goddess. 
As part of the cosmic vehicle, notions of sin and karma are always 
present, but even in a world of fatalism, devotees are responsible for 
their own betterment. While the current condition of being is a 
consequence of previous deeds in former lives, there is no direct link 
between this life and previous lives. Since all humans have done good 
and bad deeds, there is a delayed process of rewards and penalties: one’s 
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current incarnation as a human being may be a result of good deeds 
performed a long time ago. Likewise, one’s next reincarnation may 
result in a life in the lower realms despite good deeds in this life, because 
there might be some negative karma and unfinished consequences from 
other bad deeds in the past. Inevitably, this creates physiological stress 
and uncertainties.71 In practice, there is always a reason to make a 
sacrifice and be a pious devotee – whether it is because of an urgent 
need to solve current problems or to thank deities like Kali for 
protecting their devotees and ensuring they had a good life without 
misery and malignance.  
 
 
Participation and possession 
 
Blood sacrifices are not always necessary when appealing to Kali, and 
the worship of this deity can take on dramatic forms. Kali may possess 
her children and take over the devotee’s body and mind. The almighty 
powers may not only solve problems, but also guide the devotees 
towards a righteous life. Therefore, on occasions Kali may embody a 
devotee who will experience this as being possessed or in trance (Fig. 
36). From a profane point of view, this is explained as the devotee 
suffering from mental health issues, but religiously, such experiences 
may be dangerous because devotees can faint. At the same time, for 
many it also feels like a death and rebirth. Hubert and Mauss say:  
 

‘It may even happen that the communion brings about a kind 
of alienation of the personality. By eating the sacred thing, in 
which the god is thought to be immanent, the sacrifier absorbs 
him. He is possessed by him… This regeneration through 
personal sacrifice has given rise to some important religious 
beliefs… [and] we must link with it the theory of rebirth by 
sacrifice.’72 

 
While Hubert and Mauss included eating a holy meal as a way of being 
embodied by a divinity, such trances may happen in homes and holy 
places, with or without food, drinks or hallucinogenic substances. A 
common way of experiencing divinities like Kali is in dreams.73 When 
heavy possessions occur in temples like Dakshinkali, this is often 
interpreted as Kali chasing evil from the devotee’s body. The screaming 
is the expression of the struggle between the forces of good and evil. 
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Fig. 36. Possessed woman after meeting and partaking in Kali’s powers, 2022. 
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Fig. 37. Small offerings next to the temple premises. 

 
Once evil is vanquished and the devotee collapses in exhaustion, 

the person is considered to have been reborn as a better person in the 
same body. Kali always helps her children, even when it involves killing 
her enemies. 

Sacrifices to Kali are made according to caste or ethnic belonging, 
which determine whether animal or vegetable sacrifices are appropriate, 
since Brahmans do not eat meat and the sacrificial animals are 
consumed during communal feasts among the devotees afterwards. 
Therefore, although Kali is a bloodthirsty goddess, not all devotees may 
give a blood sacrifice, though they can still worship her. Throughout the 
area, small offerings are made (Fig. 37). 

The sacrifice of coconuts is an alternative to blood sacrifice. Small 
shops next to the temple sell coconuts to devotees (Fig. 38). Whether 
the smashing of coconuts resembles cracking open a human skull is not 
the topic here (see Chapter 7). Just outside the main Dakshinkali 
Temple in the compound, there is a separate altar where a ritual 
specialist cracks open the coconuts (Fig. 39). 
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Fig. 38. Coconuts and other objects for devotional practices sold next to the 
temple.  
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Fig. 39. A coconut is cracked open as part of the sacrifice ritual. 

 
Apart from the main shrines, fire offerings and sacrifices take place 

on numerous locations around the Dakshinkali Temple. In front of the 
Mata Temple (Mother’s Temple) that stands on a hill overlooking the 
Dakshinkali Temple, there is a triangular fire altar. Usually, devotees 
visit this temple after having made sacrifices to Kali in the valley. During 
a pilgrimage to a place like Dakshinkali, devotees perform multiple 
rituals – large and small, some involving sacrifice, other only prayer.  

Ritually, there are significant differences in how the different types 
of sacrifice are conducted, as blood sacrifices, and even the sacrifice of 
coconuts, require the involvement of sacrificers or sacrificial priests to 
conduct the rituals on behalf of the sacrifiers or the devotees. Other 
rituals, like giving some rice, water ablutions or ringing bells are rites 
that everyone can conduct themselves – as part of the total experience 
and ritual participation at a place like Dakshinkali. After queueing – 
often for hours – to have their animal sacrificed in the main temple and 
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then visiting Mata Temple, many stay on to prepare a feast of the 
sacrificial meat, which is eaten with family members. While this meal 
could seem more like a picnic as it is eaten in a profane setting after the 
sacrifice, it is nevertheless part of the pilgrims’ overall pilgrimage 
experience to the famous Dakshinkali Temple. 

Thus, one may return to Hubert & Mauss for the last time. At the 
outset of their study, they presented the following definition of sacrifice: 
‘Sacrifice is 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.’ In the conclusion, they say: 
‘This procedure consists in establishing a means of communication 
between the sacred and the profane worlds through the mediation of a 
victim, that is, of a thing that in the course of the ceremony is destroyed.’74  

Making a sacrifice to Kali changes the condition of the devotee. As 
coconuts or animals are offered to the goddess, the divine gates open up 
and Kali allows devotees to present their problems to her. Whether or 
not the prayers are answered is not for humans to judge upon, but they 
may always return to Kali in her temple and make new sacrifices (Fig. 
40).  

The sacrifices at Dakshinkali also illustrate the relation between 
anthropogony and cosmogony – rites for personal benefits, including 
reincarnation, and cosmic recreation. The devotees conducting 
sacrifices at a place like this are primarily concerned about themselves 
and their troubles, on the one hand, but Kali needs blood to maintain 
strength and help the devotees, on the other hand. Thus, while the 
anthropogonic view may represent an emic perspective, the cosmogonic 
view may reflect an etic perspective, including the theological 
interpretations of Brahmans and priests. From a theoretical perspective, 
it combines functional (the devotees’ wishes) and substantive (the role 
of Kali) approaches, enabling an understanding of why and how a 
sacrifice works. Lastly, Hubert & Mauss say:  
 

‘Now actually in any sacrifice of desacralization, however pure 
it may be, we always find a sacralization of the victim. 
Conversely, in any sacrifice of sacralization, even the most 
clearly marked, a descralization is necessarily implied, for 
otherwise the remains of the victim could not be used. The two 
elements are thus so closely interdependent that the one 
cannot exist without the other’.75  
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Fig. 40.  Fire altar in front of the Mata Temple (Mother’s Temple).  
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This is particularly relevant with regards to the consumption of 
sacrificial animals as meals whether they are sacrificed to Durga during 
Dashain or Kali at the Dakshinkali Temple. During Dashain, the animals 
symbolize evil, but after being sacrificed they become part of a 
communion between humans and gods. In the same way, the animal 
sacrificed to Kali is first sacralized and thereafter desacralized and 
devoured by devotees. This brings us to the role of animals and humans, 
and how qualities are transmitted to the animals (or the sacrificial 
victims) as scapegoats. 
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5. James G. Frazer:  

Fertility rites, human sacrifice and scapegoats 
 
 
 
Humans and animals as scapegoats 
 
Sir James G. Frazer’s The Golden Bough (1890-1915) was first published 
in two volumes in 1890, the next three volumes were published in 1900, 
followed by 12 volumes between 1906 and 1915, and an abridged version 
in 1922. His analysis is a broad exploration of sacrifice as a way of 
engaging with divinities, though only certain aspects of his work can be 
highlighted here. 

Agricultural and fertility rites have a prominent place in his 
analysis, which also examines human sacrifices, dying gods and 
scapegoats. Rainmakers or ritual specialists who modified the weather 
stood at the core of culture and cosmology in this ritual drama. In the 
abridged 1922 edition, Frazer writes:  
 

‘Of the things which the public magician sets himself to do for 
the good of the tribe, one of the chief is to control the weather 
and especially to ensure adequate fall of rain. Water is an 
essential of life, and in most countries the supply of it depends 
upon showers. Without rain vegetation withers, animals and 
men languish and die. Hence […] the rain-maker is a very 
important personage; and often a special class of magicians 
exists for the purpose of regulating the heavenly water-supply. 
The methods by which they attempt to discharge the duties of 
their office are commonly, though not always, based on the 
principle of homoeopathic or imitative magic.’76  

 
In 1936, he is even more explicit:  
 

‘[A] most important function of magic is its use to control the 
weather for the good of the tribe by causing rain to fall, the sun 
to shine, and the wind to blow in due season. On the proper 
discharge of this function it is believed that the prosperity and 
indeed the existence of the tribe is absolutely dependent.’77  
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Fig. 41. Wooden sculpture depicting delivery. Nav Durga Temple, 
Pashupatinath. 

 
Sacrifice plays a fundamental role in these rites. Fertility rites take 

on innumerable forms and involve at least two aspects: fertility of 
women and agricultural fields. In many cultures and religions, 
Hinduism included, there is close link between these two, with 
ploughing considered a male activity as part of which seeds are planted 
in the female earth. Moreover, the ultimate function of food and food 
symbolism is to sustain life. This includes birth, how a soul is incarnated 
and enters the womb, and how the soul is fed. Therefore, procreation is 
emphasized in religion, even on temple ornaments (Fig. 41). Procreation 
directly highlights the role of fire in cremation, since the soul leaves one 
body and is thereafter reincarnated and born again (see Chapter 7). 

Building on the works of Wilhelm Mannhardt, among others, in the 
third edition of The Golden Bough, Frazer published two volumes on 
corn-spirits: Spirits of the Corn and the Wild.78 These studies were based 
on Indo-European ethnography in northern Europe, where seasonal 
sacrifices and the continuity of time and life-giving forces from harvest 
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through winter to spring played an important role in agricultural 
societies.79 These continuation rites also included human sacrifices.  

Frazer has been criticized for using empirical cases from all over the 
world to develop grand theories, but for the time being let us follow the 
argument as he presents it in a short version in Lectures on the early 
history of kingship (1905). Kings and gods were sacrificed for the greater 
good of the community: 
 

‘[T]he divine king has been gradually evolved out of the old 
magician or medicine-man… If the priest embodied a god, why 
expose his precious life to the risk of a mortal combat which so 
often proved fatal to him? [....] To ask this is to raise the 
question why it has been customary in many parts of the world 
to put divine kings and other human gods to a violent death 
[…] People feared that if they allowed the man-god to die of 
sickness or old age, his divine spirit might share the weakness 
of its bodily tabernacle, or perhaps perish altogether, thereby 
entailing the most serious dangers on the whole body of his 
worshippers who looked to him as their stay and support. 
Whereas, by putting him to death while he was yet in full 
vigour of body and mind, they hoped to catch his sacred spirit 
uncorrupted by decay and to transfer it in that state to his 
successor.’80 

 
If we consider the different categories of sacrifice, ranging from 
anthropogony to cosmogony with sociogony and regiogony in between, 
this ritual regicide primarily reconstitutes society and royal power (see 
Chapter 6). Still, killing a king has always been seen as one of the worst 
crimes in any society. This was why such regicide had to be sanctified 
by divinities for the greater good of culture and cosmology. In 
agricultural or pastoral societies, this was usually done by relating it to 
the good rains and bountiful harvests or pastures. The killing of a king 
aimed to resolve a societal and cosmic crisis. 

Empirically, there are few places where kings or rainmakers have 
been put to death, but there is historical evidence of such practices 
among the Shilluk and other Nilotic people in Sudan, South Sudan and 
Northern Uganda.81 Frazer builds heavily on these cases, which also 
makes the theory less globally applicable, but in The Dying God, he 
elaborates on cases of kings sacrificing their son instead of themselves.82 
This theme is developed in another volume, The Scapegoat, where 
Frazer argues that leaders (and people in general) prefer to sacrifice 
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others over themselves. The scapegoat is fundamental in all sacrifices 
except for self-sacrifices. Rather than sacrificing a god, one may sacrifice 
a human; instead of sacrificing a human, one may sacrifice an animal; 
and instead of sacrificing an animal, one may conduct a symbolic ritual. 
Frazer writes: 
 

‘The public attempts to expel the accumulated ills of a whole 
community may be divided into two classes, according as the 
expelled evils are immaterial and invisible or are embodied in 
a material vehicle or scapegoat. The former may be called the 
direct or immediate expulsion of evils; the latter the indirect or 
mediate expulsion, or the expulsion by scapegoat.’83 

 
In practice, humans and animals visualize and materialize evil; this is 
one way to handle and combat threatening forces: they become specific 
and physical, which makes it possible to eliminate them through rituals 
and sacrifices: ‘For here, on the one hand, the evils are invisible and 
intangible; and, on the other hand, there is a visible and tangible vehicle 
to convey them away. And a scapegoat is nothing more than such a 
vehicle.’84 Cross-culturally, killing the vehicle is therefore the easiest 
and most common way to conquer evil.  
 

‘The scapegoat by means of which the accumulated ills of a 
whole year are publicly expelled is sometimes an animal […] 
The scapegoat upon whom the sins of the people are 
periodically laid, may also be a human being [...] Sometimes the 
scapegoat is a divine animal.’85  

 
In the history of human thought, not only animals, but also humans 
have been thought to embody evil. In such cases, not only was it 
legitimate to sacrifice humans, but it was also the morally right thing to 
do. By eliminating evil, good prevails; it is sociogony and cosmogony at 
the same time, or so it is often presented. From a profane perspective, it 
is also one of the most effective ways of establishing, maintaining, and 
legitimating hierarchies. At Pashupatinath, there are both mythologies 
and historical evidence of human sacrifices, and although they may have 
been presented as voluntarily self-sacrifices, there were always third 
parties exercising pressure. Behind the human sacrifices, even those 
that were presented as voluntary, were scapegoats, because otherwise 
an individual sacrifice could not have worked for the greater good of 
culture and cosmology. 
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As discussed in previous chapters, the goats sacrificed to Kali were, 
literally, scapegoats and the buffaloes sacrificed to Durga during 
Dashain were also scapegoats as they also embodied evil. Parvati, 
another of Shiva’s wild and blood-thirsty wives, also demands blood 
sacrifices. The blood-thirsty Hindu goddesses have to be considered in 
the context of specific religious developments. In the mid-first 
millennium AD, the ancient Vedic tradition underwent significant 
transformations in text and practice. Today’s Hinduism thus 
incorporates many traditions and it is a conglomerate of belief systems 
and practices, including erotic rituals and female deities.86  
 

‘In ritual and worship practices, both Tantric and Sanskrit 
influences have contributed to shaping lived Hinduism. Tantric 
and Tantra-influenced practices, including but not limited to 
blood offerings and animal sacrifice, have found their way into 
popular or mainstream Hinduism… [S]elf-protective and/or 
destructive Tantric rituals use animal sacrifice in a very specific 
form and for a very specific reason, namely, to boost the ritual 
with the potency of an allegedly powerful animal species.’87 

 
 
Sacrifices to Vatsala or Parvati – with Durga overlooking 
 
Today’s Kathmandu consists of several older cities or areas. In 
Deopatan, the city of gods, around 700 sacred sites are documented, but 
in reality there are more. Situated in the heart of Deopatan, the 
Pashupatinath Temple was destroyed and rebuilt several times before 
acquiring its current form in the 17th century. Pashupatinath is a tirtha 
or holy crossroads, with a triveni or confluence of three holy rivers in 
this place. However, the location in Deopatan, which was historically a 
centre for the Newari ethnic group, creates an inherent tension around 
the leadership of the temple and the priesthood. A document issued by 
King Jagajjaya Malla in 1734 states that the Pashupatinath Temple 
priests must originate from South India and the Dravidian Telingana (or 
Tailangi) Brahmans. Known as Bhatta, these temple priests are the only 
ones allowed to worship the god directly and touch the linga. A 
secondary group of Newari priests, known as Bhandaris, are from 
Deopatan. As Axel Michaels writes: ‘[S]een from inside the sanctum: the 
insiders, the Bhattas, must come from the outside, and the outsiders, 
the Bhandaris, must come from the inside, that is, Deoptan.’88  
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Fig. 42. Vatsala Temple or Bachhareswhari Temple, 2022. 
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Besides this inner/outer difference, there is also a tension between 
two paths of Hinduism: pure, vegetarian Smārta Hinduism and Newar 
Hinduism, which allows consumption of alcohol and conducting of 
blood sacrifices. Although this is the abode of Shiva and Pashupati is a 
pure and vegetarian deity, the tradition of blood sacrifices still exists 
outside the main temple. Michaels & Tandon write: 
 

‘The tantrically worshipped goddesses and their festivals are of 
central importance as far as Deopatan’s identity as a town is 
concerned. It is primarily with the help of these goddesses that 
the town insures its prosperity […] The goddesses are wild and 
independent, menace single individuals and the town, demand 
human sacrifice and threaten to unleash disease, epidemics 
and failed crops if they are not regularly appeased with 
offerings […] Their close relation to the harvest cycle is seen not 
only in the dates of the festivals, which often coincide with 
definite events in the agricultural calendar, but also in the fact 
that farmers […] take a leading role in the festivities.’89 

 
The tantric rituals are in particular evident at Vatsaleśvari Temple (also 
known as Vatsala Temple, Bachhareswhari Temple, Parvati or 
Bachleswhari Temple) (Fig. 42).90 Located between the Arya and 
Bhasmesvara (Ram) cremation ghats, this two-storey pagoda has no 
doors so that the goddess can inhale the odour of burning corpses 
better. In Nepal, many perceptions overlap and different groups and 
castes may claim belonging to the same deity, sometimes giving them 
particular features and qualities. For Newaris, she is a wild goddess; for 
other Nepali Hindus she is Parvati and the wife of Siva-Pashupati. In one 
version, Vatsala is angry with Shiva because he refuses to accept her 
because she drinks blood and alcohol.91 

Hindus with general knowledge of the Pashupatinath area may say 
that the temple is dedicated to Parvati, the consort of Shiva, and that 
according myths, each year on Shivaratri a human was sacrificed to the 
goddess in front of the temple, but that this tradition ceased some 300 
years ago. This oral tradition has a scriptural foundation, which fleshes 
out the practice and perceptions of the past. On the south side of the 
temple, there is a bell with an inscription celebrating the glory of 
Vatsala. According to local Newari legends, the human sacrifices should 
be considered in relation to the construction of the temple, which is 
built in a classic Newari style.  
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Fig. 43. Smoke from cremations covering the temple ground. 

 
Vatsala demanded human sacrifices, but the locals were not 

satisfied with this practice, and a great Tantric of the left hand forbade 
this practice, to Vatsala’s great dissatisfaction. They started fighting 
each other, but the great Tantric had superpowers. When Vatsala was 
almost losing, she said that she was ready to give up human sacrifices 
on one condition: ‘I wish to have a temple here, between the ghāts, at 
the cremation sites. And I want it to be without door or windows, so 
that I can refresh myself on the fragrance of the burning corpses’ (Fig. 
43).92 

While one perception of the goddess is bloody and violent, another 
is peaceful and mild, as the original meaning of the name, ‘innocent 
small calf’, may reflect. In the Nepālamāhātmya, it says: ‘Since you, 
Pārvatī, whose face is (so) beautiful, wish on the basis of (your) devotion 
to remain, your name will be Vatsalā (the devoted one, the tender one, 
lit. small calf)’. As Michaels writes, it is not unusual to find Parvati in 
her peaceful form alongside with more terrifying forms like one of 
Durga’s manifestations (Fig. 44):  
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Fig. 44. Sexual engravings on wooden strut supporting the roof. 
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Fig. 45. Sacrifice to the goddess, Saturday 26 February 2022. 
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‘If it were not for the temple […] above the spaces for the doors 
bear the carved image of the Durgā-Mahiṣāsuramardinī motif, 
which is repeated laterally on the wood of the portal. In 
supreme triumph, the many-armed Durgā drives her spear 
through the already vanquished buffalo-demon lying prostrate 
on the ground under her feet; a demon who has terrorized the 
world, for which transgression Durgā in turn demands the 
sacrifice of buffalo or other animal sacrifices. Manifestations of 
Durgā, namely the eight mother deities, have also been carved 
into the eight struts supporting the roof, surrounded by the 
customary allegorical figures and couples in sexually explicit 
positions… Eight frescos have been painted on the external 
walls, which […] portray demon-like figures […], a skeleton […], 
a head-less figure (Chinnamasta), an ascetic (?) with 
protruding tongue, along with a nude female figure holding a 
skullcup in her hand.’93 

 
The Vatsala cult is peculiar, since not much is known about her, and she 
may not have been the original deity worshipped in the sanctum. 
Intriguingly, there seem to be no iconographic representations of 
Vatsala in the Kathmandu Valley,94 whereas Parvati and Durga are 
popular female goddesses in Nepal. What is certain is that the temple 
and goddess’ forces are still powerful. On Saturday 26 February 2022, 
two days before Shivaratri, a ‘scapegoat’ buffalo was sacrificed to Vatsala 
as a representation of the world’s evil (Fig. 45). This brings us to a dark 
scapegoating tradition: widow-burning. 
 
 
Sati 
 
Nepal has one of the longest documented traditions of widow-burning, 
which is a particular type of cremation, but contrary to normal 
cremations (Fig. 46), widow-burning is murder. Although the evidences 
are scarce, the tradition of satī (widow burning) has a long history in 
Nepal. The oldest material evidence of the practice is documented on 
two inscriptions, one from Nepal dated 464 AD and one from India 
dated 510 AD. In Nepal, widow-burning was banned only in 1920, almost 
a century after William Bentinck’s 1829 decree banning widow-burning 
in India. In The Mulukī Ain of 1854. Nepal’s First Legal Code, the practice 
was regulated: 
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Fig. 46. Cremation pyre, Pashupatinath. 

 
94.9. Among ritually married women or those brought in from 
a caste from which one may or may not accept cooked rice, if 
a woman who is past the age of 16 declares, of her own will, ‘I 
shall go for satī for our husband’, irrespective of whether she 
stays with her youngest son or alone, and if [her youngest son] 
is 16 years old, she shall be restrained as far as possible by trying 
to convince and persuade her [to change her mind]. If it is not 
possible to restrain her and she keeps on insisting, such 
a woman shall [be allowed to] go for satī. Those who light the 
pyre and burn her shall not be accused. 
 
94. 12. If a master has kept his own slave girl from maidenhood 
on as his wife, and if she has attained the age of 16, her son has 
also attained the age of 16 and her daughter is past the age of 5, 
and if she declares of her own will ‘I shall go for satī ’, she 
shall be allowed to go, even if she is a slave-wife. 
 
94.13. If [a woman] who is entitled in accordance with the Ain 
to go for satī and who belongs to a caste from whom cooked 
rice may be accepted has to be burnt, she shall not be burnt on 
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the same pyre, but she shall be burnt by making a separate 
pyre.95 
 
94.16. If [a woman] says ‘I shall go for satī’, pours water [over 
her head], ascends the pyre, [and then] says, before fire is 
applied [to the pyre], ‘I shall not go for satī’ or falls with [a last] 
effort from the pyre, escapes and runs away, and if somebody 
with the intention of killing hits her with poles or stones, and 
catches, burns and kills such a woman, the one who first said 
‘Kill her’, the one who first hit her, and the one who first caught 
her shall be punished by dāmala [life imprisonment, caste 
degradation, and the removal of the Sacred Thread] after their 
share of property has been confiscated in accordance with the 
Ain.96 

 
In Nepal, the practice of widow-burning was mainly a royal and 
aristocratic tradition taking place at Pashupatinath, but even wives of 
Brahmans and occasionally even Ksatriyas and Vaisyas were burned. In 
the early Middle Ages, no king died without satis being burnt on the 
pyre; the practice was prevalent and started to be practiced by 
noblemen. For instance, Nripendramalla (1674-1722) was cremated with 
nine satis and when his brother, Parthivendra’s (1680-1687), died, 24 
satis were burnt with the king. When King Yoganarendramalla (1684-
1705) died, as many as 33 women were burnt.97 

In Life of Maharaja Sir Jung Bahadur of Nepal, written by his son the 
Late General Padma Jung Bahadur Rana, the funeral of the late king, 
who died 25 February 1877, is described in detail. Although Jung 
Bahadur Rana allegedly exerted all his influence to discourage suttee 
(widow burning),98 five Maharanees (queens) prepared for a suttee, but 
two were prevented because they had young children. In the words of 
his son: 
 

‘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  
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Fig. 47. Satī gate – Satīdvāra, Pashupatinath.  

 
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’.99 

 
At Pashupatinath, one can still see the historical satī gate, Satīdvāra, 
through which the satīs passed to seal their forthcoming destiny in the 
fires (Fig. 47). Literally, walking through the door was a rite de passage, 
closing the door of this life. Axel Michaels elaborates:100 
 

‘The “Gate of Widow(-Burnings)” (satīdvāra)… Widows 
previously announced their intention to have themselves 
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burned by going through this gate… Ritually, the widow is dead 
when she makes… the decision… and reinforces it by a ritual 
bath or by breaking her bracelets, a symbol of her status as a 
married woman… A ritual decision, reinforced by fire and 
water, is irreversible. Therefore, withdrawal from widow-
burning and remarriage are almost excluded. In Nepalese 
Deopatan, a gate, the so-called satīdvāra, brings this ritual 
threshold literally before your eyes: In the past, if the widows 
went through this gate, they could not come back anymore.’ 

 
Thus, the fire and water rites that take place before the main ritual form 
a promise and seal (see Chapter 1), which cannot be undone. They set 
the ritual in motion and show that a sacrifice cannot be reduced to an 
act of killing or being killed, as this will reduce the complexity of such 
cosmic rites.  

While the theological explanations of the ‘glorious’ widow-burning 
tradition vary, orthodox Brahman priests have often presented them as 
the ultimate expression of devotion and homage to husbands, families, 
and deities, whereupon the sati goes to heaven.101 This murder in the 
name of religion has, however, also been legitimated in other ways: for 
example by presenting it as a sacrifice for the common good of the 
nation – sociogony – or to restore the community’s prosperity. Such a 
reasoning requires a scapegoat. 

The most infamous widow-burning in recent times was the one of 
the 18-year-old Roop Kanwar in Rajasthan, India, on 4 September 1987. 
While the murder sparked public outrage, the Shankaracharya of Puri 
defended it, arguing: ‘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.’102 Nothing is greater than the community’s health and wealth. 
In agricultural societies, this stands in direct relation to the life-giving 
waters and rain, which belong to the domain of divinities.  
 
 
Pashupati and rainmaking 
 
Even though Shiva at Pashupatinath is not most famous for rainmaking, 
in times crisis devotees turn to the mightiest gods, which, in Nepal, is 
Shiva, the country’s patron (Fig. 48). Mr. Sanadhya writes: 
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Fig. 48. Overview of Pashupatinath and no water in Bagmati River, 2002. 

 
‘There was no rainfall in the year 1964 A.D. Due to scarcity of 
the water, all the rivers and the ponds were dried up. 
Consequently, the people had to face the problem of drinking 
water. Fear and threat were heard from all the quarters […] On 
that critical juncture, there was no other option than to seek 
refuge in the Pashupatinath. After propitiating the blissful 
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deity, they determined to fill the inner sanctum of the temple 
with water with a view to please the deity. The Bagmati river 
was completely dry. While replacing sands from the middle of 
the river, they finally traced out a small source of water after a 
few hours of exertion. The devotees lined up from the midst of 
the Bagmati river to each stair case of the temple and finally 
reaching the interior court. Passing the copper and brass 
pitchers from one hand to another, all were engaged in the task 
of filling the inner sanctum with water. Thousands of devotees 
extended their helping hands chanting the words “Oh Lord 
Mahadev, give us water”. As soon as a certain portion of the 
Shivalinga in the inner sanctum was drowned into water, black 
clouds were seen in the sky and there was torrential rain. 
During that night, there were such a heavy rainfall that on the 
next day the rivers of Bagmati and Bishnumati were filled with 
water and the suffering of the people ended.’103 

 

 
Fig. 49. Phallus or Shiva-linga with five faces in the Pashupatinath area. 
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Fig. 50. Red phallus with a pot above dripping water on the linga. 
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This is the power of the Shiva-linga in the Pashupatinath Temple. In 
Deopatan, there is also a copy of the actual linga in the main temple, a 
Mukhalingam or Chaturmukha. This linga has five humanoid faces, four 
looking in the different cardinal directions and a fifth, known as Ishan, 
faceless on the top, forming the greatest focus of Shakti or energy (Fig. 
49). The East face is the creator, Tatpurush; the South face is Aghor, a 
representation of Yama, the God of Death; the North face is Vamadeva, 
known for kindness, and finally, the West face is Sadojat or the one just 
born. There are lingas everywhere in the Pashupatinath area (Fig. 50), 
but not everyone is allowed to worship in all temples or cremate where 
they please, because some people are perceived to be impure. This 
brings us to the caste system and ritual organizations around sacrifices.  
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6. Arthur M. Hocart:  

Caste as a sacrificial organization 
 
 
 
Castes: Sacrifice and society 
 
In Rig Veda (10.90.12), gods create the world by dismembering the 
cosmic giant Purusa, and this primordial sacrifice is also the point of 
departure for many understandings – and disagreements – of castes. 
‘From the sacrifice of Man, His mouth became the Brahmin; his arms 
were made into the Warrior, his thighs the People, and from his feet the 
Servants were born.’ The Bhagavad-Gita (Bg) distinguishes four groups: 
‘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 groups, usually called castes (Casta – from 
Latin castus, ‘chaste’, and introduced by Portuguese in the 16th century), 
were originally termed varna and jati. The duties and the qualities of the 
varnas or castes are further described in the Bhagavad-Gita:  
 

‘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).  

 
However, apart from the references in religious texts, scholars disagree 
about almost everything when it comes to understanding castes – 
whether the caste system is a culturally Indian and religiously Hindu 
phenomenon, or a rigid class structure, or a colonial and Oriental 
construct, but also whether the Brahmans are always ranked on top due 
to their alleged purity (Fig. 51). More generally: is it really possible to 
squeeze every Hindu into one hierarchical system made up of just four 
classes and castes? 
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Fig. 51. Priest, Salinadi River, 2022. 
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Fig. 52. Ghati Bahun or funeral priest at Pashupatinath. 

 
In Homo Hierarchicus (1970), Louis Dumont says: ‘Superiority and 

superior purity are identical: it is in this sense that, ideologically, 
distinction of purity is the foundation of status.’104 Thus, following this 
simplified hierarchy, Brahmans are ranked at the top, whereas the 
Untouchables stand at the bottom. ‘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.’105 This view of the caste system and 
hierarchy as a totality dominated the academic discourses for a long 
time, although few scholars advocate these ideas nowadays. A critical 
question and empirical fact challenging this simplified notion of caste is 
the role of the funeral priest (Fig. 52). Though they are Brahmans, 
priests become highly polluted when carrying out their ritual functions 
during mortuary rites or cremations. 
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The king must be pure 
 
Despite the many disagreements, most scholars who study caste 
recognize that Arthur M. Hocart’s perspective challenges all other 
interpretations. Hocart has been described as the ‘neglected pioneer’ of 
anthropology,106 with many of his books being published only after his 
death in 1939. Hocart conducted fieldworks and had long stays abroad 
in a number of countries, including Sri Lanka.  

Hocart’s grand theories aimed to explain the origin and 
development of kingship and government. While the king later became 
an administrator, governance and kingship were first and foremost a 
ritual organization structured around the king’s purity and sacrifice. 
This was primarily a horizontal organization, which only later 
developed into a vertical organization or hierarchy.107 In the foreword to 
Hocart’s book Caste. A comparative Study (1950), Lord Raglan sums up 
the core of Hocart’s work: 
 

‘Hocart’s theory in essence is, then, that all human 
communities were originally bodies of persons organized for 
ritual purposes… [and] the chief purpose was to secure “life”… 
At the head of the rites, from the very early times, stood the 
divine king. His principle duty was to be just – that is to say, to 
see that all, whether gods or men, received their due. If this 
were done, the rites would be performed correctly and without 
disturbance, and the rain would fall in due season. Since the 
divine king was god as well as man, the whole of his service was 
a ritual service… The caste system, then, is a system for 
distributing throughout the community the various duties 
connected with the royal ritual and the king’s service.’108 

 
Hocart starts with the passage from Rig Veda (10.90) where caste 
proceeds from sacrifice, and he strongly opposed the division of castes 
into four groups.  
 

‘What do we find [in India]? Not four castes, but an infinitude, 
with an endless variety of customs, of mutual relations, and 
even racial types. Therefore the four-caste system is a pure 
figment, the invention of priests for their own glorification… 
[C]astes are merely families to whom various offices in the 
ritual are assigned by heredity.’109 
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Fig. 53. Caste structure according to Hocart and the ritual space and 
cremations at Pashupatinath. 

 
Seeing the simplified hierarchy of four groups headed by Brahmans 

as essentially a fiction created by the Brahmans to enhance their own 
status, also points to an equally important aspect: nobody willingly 
places themselves at the bottom of the hierarchy. Even ‘low-caste’ 
people, including streetsweepers I have worked with in Bangladesh, can 
claim to be the ‘chosen one’ ranked above the Brahmans.110 Following 
Hocart, the myths in Rig Veda, for example, ‘do not tell us the origin of 
the caste system, but the basis of it, and that is twofold: descent and 
sacrifice. Of the two, sacrifice is the essential one; descent is merely a 
qualification which may at times be dispensed with.’111  

Hocart’s approach is particularly valuable for explaining why kings 
and royals belong to the kshatriya – the ‘second caste’ in the simplified 
hierarchical pyramid – or the warrior class that is closely associated with 
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Indra. In royal rituals that are carried out for the benefit of the kingdom 
and all its inhabitants, different people and groups have different 
responsibilities. This is apparent in the organization of ritual space at 
Pashupatinath (Fig. 53). It is also reflected in the relationship between 
the king and priests: ‘A nobleman gives, but does not solicit; offers 
sacrifice, but does not perform it, studies, but does not teach.’112 In the 
royal sacrifice, Brahmans are not the first caste, according to Hocart: 
‘The second caste supplies the priests, brahmans, who perform the ritual 
for the king or whatever great man is offering the sacrifice. Just as the 
king is identified with the royal gods, so is the priest with their priestly 
gods.’113 

If one sees the caste system as a sacrificial organization, the king is 
the ‘first caste’. As Declan Quigley says when describing Hocart’s theory: 
‘There are two kinds of families: those who rule and those who are ruled. 
It is the ritual task of the ruled to keep their rulers free from pollution and 
the ritual task of the rulers to ensure that they do.’ Put more concisely: 
‘Those who rule must be pure’.114 Hocart is also very explicit in explaining 
the role and function of ritual and sacrifice:  
 

‘[A]ncient ritual… was believed to produce the most important 
practical results… the sacrificer does not imagine that he is 
creating in our sense of the word, that he is producing 
something out of nothing… He gains control of the universe 
and its contents so that it may work according to his will.’115  

 
The sacrifice ‘seeks to bend the forces of Nature to his will, so that they 
may produce plenty for him’116. In this process, others may have to 
sacrifice their own purity in this cosmic drama (Fig. 54). This 
interpretation of the origin and function of the caste system still raises 
some questions though. In Social Origins (1954), Hocart writes:  
 

‘Before initiation a boy is theoretically a Sudra; that is, one not 
admitted to the ritual. On initiation he becomes a Brahman, or 
a nobleman, or a famer. A girl always remains theoretically a 
member of the fourth class, because she is not initiated. 
Initiation is therefore admission to the ritual.’117  

 
In other words, the caste system also creates hard boundaries and 
distinctions in society, not only between groups, but also among 
members within groups – men and women, and between those who can 
be initiated and those who cannot.  



101 
 

 
 
Fig. 54. Ghati Bahun or funeral priest at Pashupatinath. 

 
Caste creates a sociogony – social hierarchies between groups and 

genders in daily life (for instance exclusion of impure ‘low-castes’ and 
widow-burning). Caste is not only a religious organization; it is also very 
much a social organization that structures most aspects of daily life. 
Quigley also points out another paradox: while the king is venerated as 
a god and the caste system is structured around the king’s purity and 
sacrifice, the king is also the scapegoat of society’s ills.118  
 
 
Laws of Manu and caste as spatial organization 
 
The Laws of Manu, referring to ‘The Man’ or the Cosmic Man, is a sacred 
text in Hinduism that explains the caste system. In most social analysis, 
including studies of caste, hierarchy is seen as a pyramid with a select 
few at the top (e.g. Brahmans or the rich) and the rest of society ranked 
in descending order towards the bottom (low castes and the poor). The 
fundamental problem with this perception is that people are not, 
literally, living on top of each other but beside each other. Hence, 
hierarchies in general, and castes in particular, are characterized by 
separation and distance in between groups. In the Hindu world, this also 
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relates to ideas of purity and pollution, and the most effective way of 
marking and maintaining boundaries is to separate caste groups 
physically based on ideas of ritual status and religious purity.119 

Manu is explicit in this regard: ‘[F]or 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). The spatial caste hierarchy is further described:  
 

‘[B]ut 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 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).  

 
In discourses about caste, particularly those that argue that it is a largely 
colonial, Oriental, British or Western construct, the perspective and 
voice of the Untouchables are systematically omitted.120 In The 
Untouchable (1948), for instance, by Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, the 
revolutionary Untouchable says: 
 

‘The old orthodox Hindu does not think that there is anything 
wrong in the observance of Untouchability… The idea of 
defilement in Manu is real and not merely notional. For he 
makes the food offered by the polluted person unacceptable… 
Untouchables of India, quite unlike the impurity arising from 
birth, death, etc., is permanent. The Hindus who touch them 
and become polluted thereby can become pure by undergoing 
purificatory ceremonies. But there is nothing which can make 
the Untouchable pure. They are born impure, they are impure 
when they live, they die the death of the impure, and they give 
birth to children who are born with the stigma of 
Untouchability affixed to them. It is a case of permanent, 
hereditary stain which nothing can cleanse… The Hindu will 
not live in the quarters of the Untouchables and will not allow 
the Untouchables to live inside Hindu quarters… That the 
Untouchables live outside the village is so notorious a fact that 
it must be taken to be within the cognizance even of those 
whose knowledge about them is not very profound… 
Untouchability among Hindus is thus a unique phenomenon, 
unknown to humanity in other parts of the world.’121 
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Fig. 55. Cremation at Arya ghat. 
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In other words, the discourse surrounding caste is quite different 
when one listens to the voices of the most vulnerable instead of 
academics who focus on the Brahman perception. Moreover, 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).  

Social relations are often manifested in spatial disposition: 
hierarchies are essentially spatial constructs, which is why we need to 
‘understand how spatial constructs inform people’s notions of social 
relations, and how this process is manifested in people’s cognition over 
time’.122 The caste system as a spatial hierarchy is manifested in the ghats 
at Pashupatinath (Fig. 55). Moreover, before the introduction of 
democracy in 1991, only a few low-caste groups were allowed into the 
temple. The Brahmans believed that the low castes, particularly the 
podes (toilet cleaners) defiled the sanctuary through their mere being. 
 
 
Ritual purity and pollution: cremation and castes at 
Pashupatinath 
 
Since Nepal was never colonized and was the world’s last Hindu 
kingdom, Pashupatinath is a good place to analyse caste as a ritual 
organization structured around the king’s sacrifice. The spatial 
organization at Pashupatinath corresponds with Manu and Hocart’s 
interpretation. There are two cremation areas at Pashupatinath: Arya 
ghat and Bhasmesvara or Ram ghat. I was told the name Arya ghat 
comes from Aryan, meaning Indo-European, i.e. Brahmans. All the 
cremation platforms are lined up along Bagmati River: Arya ghat is 
closest to the temple and Bhasmesvara/Ram ghat, named after the 
Bhasmesvara and Ram Temples, lies further downstream. There are two 
cremation platforms on Arya ghat: the one closest to the temple was 
used exclusively for kings and royals, the other was for Brahmans and 
other high officials and politicians. Chettris or Ksatriyas were also 
cremated here. Further downstream, Ram ghat was mainly for the third 
caste, while the low-castes were cremated beyond this, even further 
from the temple (Fig. 56). I have witnessed three cremations of low caste 
Newars from the pode-jati (toilet cleaners) south of the dam close to the 
Ring Road. Kamis, Damais and Sarkis used to cremate in front of the 
toilets, but by the turn of the millennium they cremated at Ram Ghat. 
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Fig. 56. Overview of the ghats and the ritual organization of cremation 
according to social and religious purity. A = Arya ghat, royal platform. B = 
Arya ghat, high castes + the wealthy. C = Bhasmesvara or Ram ghat, 
commoners (third caste). 
 

The caste system was officially abolished in Nepal in 1963. Still, 
during the Panchayat system from 1962 onwards, it was forbidden for 
low castes to be cremated on Ram ghat. Since the introduction of 
democracy in 1991, low castes can cremate on Ram ghat and even Arya 
ghat, though taboos and social restrictions have prevented such 
funerals. Thus, Arya ghat and Ram ghat have been divided into ‘wealthy’ 
and ‘common’ people; the first being mainly Brahmans, Chettris and 
high caste Newari (Fig. 57). 

It is difficult to ascertain when this tradition originated: Arya ghat 
and the royal cremation platform may originally have been built by 
Pratap Malla’s father, Laksminarasimhamalla (1620-1641), though the 
structure one sees now was largely constructed under Prime Minister 
Chandra Shumsher Jung Bahadur Rana (1901-1929).123 During the same 
period, the famous aghori guru Ram Nath built two cremation platforms 
at Bhasmesvara ghat (Fig. 58). Ram Nath died in 1972 at the age of 115. 
He was the guru of another famous aghori: Tyaginath (see Chapter 8).  



106 
 

 
Fig. 57. People standing on the royal platform while the deceased lies on a 
tilted stone slab, the Tarkeshowe Mahadev, with their feet in the river. The 
water offered in the temple is channelled to the small pond with a linga. The 
descendants use this holy water to wash and bless the deceased before the 
cremation. 
 

In addition to the spatial organization, a series of rules also 
regulates cremation practices, preventing low-caste groups from 
cremating near the temple. It is not clear exactly when the caste system 
was established in Nepal, but it has been suggested that it dates back to 
the reign of King Jaya Sthitimalla (1382-1396) at the end of 14th century.124 
According to a 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’.125  

Dor Bahadur Bista argues that the caste system could not have 
originated before Brahmans migrated to the Western Hills of Nepal in 
the 12th century. He writes in 1991:  
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Fig. 58. Bhasmesvara or Ram ghat. 

 
‘[T]hough 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.’126  

 
This would mean that it was only during the Rana regime (1846-1951) 
that the caste system became a nationwide organizational principle, 
which also fits with Mulukī Ain (Nepal’s First Legal Code from 1854). 

If the institutionalization of caste in Nepal was a very late 
phenomenon, it is even more intriguing that it was predominantly 
organized around the purity of the divine king as seen at Pashupatinath. 
Apparently the caste system was originally structured as Hocart had 
described it. Royal cremations were also sacrifices protecting the purity 
of the king.  
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The 2001 Palace Massacre and the king’s cremation 
 
The Palace Massacre on 1 June 2001 was a national tragedy. What started 
as a monthly family dinner party organized by King Birendra on the first 
Friday of each month turned into a bloody massacre in which nine 
members of the royal family, including the king and queen, were shot 
dead. The official investigation into the tragedy found Crown Prince 
Dipendra guilty of murder.127  

His motives will always remain a mystery, though there was 
extensive speculation in the media afterwards. The king and queen had 
prevented Dipendra from marrying the girl he loved upon advice from 
astrologers who said the match would be cosmologically inauspicious, 
partly because of the girl’s lower status. On the fateful evening, 
Dipendra had drunk large amounts of alcohol and used cocaine, before 
returning with a machine gun, shooting all the guests and then shooting 
himself. While the king and eight other members of the royal family 
died that evening, Dipendra survived. He was taken to hospital where 
he remained in coma until he passed away on 4 June. Though he had 
killed his father, Dipendra was declared as the king of Nepal upon his 
father’s death, even though he was in coma. When Dipendra died on 4 
June, King Birendra’s brother, Gyanendra, acceded to the throne, the 
third king in three days.  

King Birendra and other royals were cremated at Pashupatinath on 
2 June; King Dipendra’s funeral followed on 4 June. King Birendra was 
cremated on the royal platform. Given that the cremations on 2 June 
were exceptional by any standard, extra cremation platforms were 
erected between the royal platform and those for high castes and 
politicians on Arya ghat. Ritually, the most interesting part of the royal 
funeral were the katto-ceremonies, particularly as this was the last time 
this ritual was conducted before Nepal became a republic in 2008. 
 
 
The katto-ceremony 
 
King Birendra’s katto-ritual was held on 11 June; that of King Dipendra 
took place on 14 June.128 ‘Katto’ literally means ‘something not worth 
eating’129 and in this case, the inedible substance refers to parts of the 
king’s body – a piece of skull, part of the brain, bones ground to powder 
or some of the deceased’s flesh. The katto-priest is a ‘sin eater’ and by 
incorporating parts of the king, the priest becomes identical to the 
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deceased regent and may transfer all the gifts to him and secure his 
place in the heavenly abode as Vishnu. While alive, the king was an 
earthly incarnation of Vishnu, and in his next life, he joins the heavenly 
spheres. In this process, the katto-ritual is both necessary and a heinous 
sin, causing the Brahman priest to become an untouchable because of 
eating the ‘uneatable’. In short, the priest sacrifices his own social and 
ritual status in the royal ritual to ensure that the king attains a divine 
status in his heavenly abode. 

The role of the katto-priest in this ritual should be considered in 
relation to that of the Mahabrahmans or funeral priests, who play a key 
role in transmitting gifts from the living to the dead: they become the 
deceased when the departed receives the gift for the next world. There 
are therefore similarities between the ritual roles of the katto-priest and 
the funeral priest, but the former is unique because of the alleged 
impurity and transfer of sins involved in this ritual. I will discuss King 
Birendra’s katto-ceremony as I met the katto-priest Durga Prasad 
Sapkota on several occasions in 2002 and 2003.130 

The rationale behind the katto-ritual is the common explanation 
that Man is God and God is Man. In practice this means that the priest 
can take on other people’s sins and conduct their mourning rituals. As 
such, the katto-ceremony can only be performed by an Upadhyay priest. 
The process in which the priest is fed with katto ensures eternal freedom 
and liberation from this world for the deceased – the king. 

The katto-ritual took place along the Bagmati River at Kalmochan 
ghat (literally: ‘freedom from death’), which represents the border of the 
old kingdom. Durga Prasad Sapkota wore the deceased king’s clothes, 
shoes and other personal ornaments. He was sitting in a tented room 
furnished by the Royal Palace, which included a sofa, a bed, a desk and 
personal items like the king’s suitcase and walking stick. After the ritual, 
Durga Prasad Sapkota was expelled from the kingdom, and left the 
ceremony on elephant back while people pelted him with rotten 
tomatoes. They said he was so polluted that they could not ‘see his face 
again’. Since the ritual involved expulsion and being ostracized as a 
priest and person, Sapkota demanded a new house, which he was not 
granted, but he was promised USD 10,000 in compensation.  

In theory, the katto-priest transfers precious gifts to the king in 
heaven and receives the earthly counterparts of the gifts, like the 
elephant and the horse. The official story was that Sapkota ate part of 
the king, but he denied this, saying this was just a relic from the past. 
Instead, he cooked himself an ordinary daal bhat meal (rice, vegetables 
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and lentils) with some goat meat, but certainly no human remains. 
Other funeral priests who cremated the king confirmed that no part of 
the king’s corpse was removed from the pyre. However, they claimed 
that some palace security guards had collected a small amount of 
cremation ashes, which they put into the katto-priest’s meal without his 
knowledge. They said it was only symbolic, but nonetheless effective: if 
Sapkota had only eaten goat meat, he would never have become so 
polluted or faced such contempt from the population.  

Other funeral priests and temple priests referred to Sapkota as ‘the 
priest who became a pode,’ meaning ‘the priest who became a toilet-
cleaner.’ This is important, because although other funeral priests are 
temporarily polluted, they still perceive themselves as Brahmans. By 
digesting too much sin, Sapkota lost his caste status; he was not only an 
untouchable, but even more polluted, he was a toilet cleaner. However, 
both Sapkota and his wife categorically rejected their low-caste status 
and insisted they were still Brahmans – though they acknowledged that 
he was impure and a katto-Brahman (Fig. 59).  

Although the katto-rite was part of the most important ritual in the 
nation to secure a place in the heavenly abode for the departed king, 
Durga Prasad Sapkota felt cheated. He never received the USD 10,000 
he had been promised. Instead he got 5,000 rupees in lieu of the house, 
2,500 rupees in lieu of land, and he sold the elephant and the horse for 
10,000 rupees and 1,000 rupees respectively, because fodder was too 
expensive and he was unable to keep the animals in Kathmandu. So in 
total, Sapkota received less than USD 300. Therefore, he tried to sell the 
king’s personal items (jackets, glasses, earrings and watch, etc.) he had 
received in the ritual, to collect the 700,000 rupees (approx. USD 10,000) 
he had been promised.  

Though he was ritually expelled from the country, he had no other 
options than to return to his old house in the Pashupatinath area. 
Immediately after the katto-ritual, he could not walk around freely. 
Being the katto-priest, he was too stigmatized. However, people 
gradually forgot, so that by 2003, he told me he had resumed his work 
as a priest. By the end of April 2003, less than two years after the katto-
ceremony, he had conducted six bartamande rituals and five weddings, 
but he admitted that he received fewer requests since the katto-
ceremony. Other Nepalese I spoke to about the katto-priest conducting 
rituals as a Brahman and priest, categorically rejected this, saying he was 
too impure.  
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Fig. 59. Durga Prasad Sapkota and his wife in 2002 with some of the king’s 
items he received after the katto-ritual. 
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Fig. 60. Arya ghat with two square cremation platforms (the royal platform 
to the right). 

 
The question is how the priest could be perceived as the most 

polluted man in the kingdom. The sins he ingested were not those of 
the king – who was a living Vishnu and the supreme Godhead – nor of 
the priest who conducted the ritual. According to Hocart’s 
interpretation, Durga Sapkota sacrificed his ritual and religious status 
and purity in this sociogonic, regiogonic and cosmogonic act (Fig. 60). 
The katto-priest became the ultimate scapegoat for the whole kingdom 
and all its sins: 
 

‘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 low-castes 
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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: 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.’131 
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7. Jonathan Parry:  

Cremation as sacrifice and cosmogony 
 
 
 
‘The last sacrifice’ 
 
Jonathan Parry studied death and cremation in Banaras or Varanasi in 
India in a number of works, culminating in Death in Banaras (1994).132 
Structurally and culturally, cremation is a sacrifice in which the 
deceased is seen as a gift to the deities. Agni is the god of fire and 
cremation is dah sanskar (the ‘sacrament of fire’) or more precisely, 
antyeshṭi (the ‘last sacrifice’ or ‘final sacrifice’).133 The dead are offered 
to the gods (Fig. 61).134 ‘Cremation is a sacrifice. It is not just a 
destruction but simultaneously an act of creation… cremation and 
sacrifice are the same.’135  

In cremation, the fire at the origin and end of cosmos are the same. 
As Jonathan Parry says: 
 

‘[There is] an equivalence between cremation which destroys 
the microcosm of the physical body, and the general 
conflagration which consumes the macrocosm at pralaya. 
Cosmic dissolution, however, is not only an end of the universe, 
it is also a beginning, a necessary prelude to a new world cycle 
and hence a renewal of time. Similarly, cremation is not just a 
destruction but simultaneously an act of creation.’136  

 
In Structure and Cognition, Veena Das writes: 
 

‘Thus the site of cremation is prepared in exactly the same 
manner as in fire-sacrifice, i.e. the prescriptive use of ritually 
pure wood, the purification of the site, its consecration with 
holy water, and the establishment of Agni with the use of 
proper mantras. The time chosen for cremation has to be an 
auspicious one. The dead body is prepared in the same manner 
as the victim of a sacrifice and is attributed with divinity… As 
in other sacrifices, the sacrificer, who is the son in this case, 
achieves religious merit through having performed the 
sacrificial rituals in accordance with prescribed procedures.’137 
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Fig. 61. Manikarnika ghat, Varanasi, India, 2003.  

 
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’.138 In death, 
nothing feeds the gods like the smell of burnt flesh, but, more 
importantly, the elements which constitute everything are transferred 
back to their cosmic origin, from where they will materialize in new 
cosmic constellations. The purpose of the antyeshti ritual is to transform 
the body back into the elements that formed the baby when it was born 
– water, fire, air, earth and ether. These elements return to their cosmic 
origin at death so they can form new life. During the cremation, Agni or 
the fire cleanses the impurities embodied in the corpse.  

Cremation is a very physical and symbolic sacrifice: when a father 
dies, it is his eldest son’s duty to cremate him as part of a double-birth 
ritual. The deceased father is reborn in a new incarnation through the 
successful mortuary rites, while the son attains the father’s social status 
in the family as a Householder.  
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Fig. 62. Deceased carried on a bier to the cremation pyre, Pashupatinath. 
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The cremation is therefore a double birth of father and son, indeed 
the whole family; in death, men give birth to new social constellations. 
The role of the son is central to this process, as the father repays his debt 
to his ancestors by giving birth to a son, and the son repays his debts to 
his father by giving him a new incarnation.139 This is explicitly 
mentioned in the Garuda Purana: ‘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 sacrificial part of a cremation is very physical. A person’s life force 
remains in the body even after what we normally call death. The vital 
breath, pran, which can loosely be translated as ‘soul’, resides in the 
skull and is released during the cremation as the heat of the pyre will 
eventually cause the head to explode so that the soul is released. This 
process happens by itself, but ritually it is the task of the son as part of 
kapal kriya (‘the rite of the skull breaking’) in which the son cracks his 
father’s skull open on the pyre using bamboo poles from the bier that 
carried the corpse (Fig. 62). Through this act, the chief mourner 
commits symbolically a homicide. In practice, this ritual is rarely 
performed due to the emotional stress it involves; instead the process is 
left to run its course naturally as the flames digest the corpse on the 
pyre. The death pollution starts when the soul is released as a repayment 
of the sin of burning flesh. Still, in death, this sacrifice is birth-giving.140 
Parry says: 
 

‘Given that the good death is a sacrifice and a sacrifice is an act 
of regeneration through which both the sacrifier and cosmos 
are recreated, it is only to be expected that the beliefs and 
practices associated with cremation are pervaded by the 
symbolism of birth and parturition… Having dispersed his own 
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body in the sacrifice, the sacrifier reverts to an embryonic state 
and is then reborn… During the fifth month of pregnancy the 
vital breath enters through the embryo through the suture at 
the top of the skull and it is from here that it is released during 
cremation by the rite of kapal kriya. Through the pregnancy the 
baby is sustained by the digestive fire which resides in its 
mother’s belly, and at death it returns to the fire from which it 
came and is thus reborn.’141  

 
The role of cremation in cosmogony and the ways an individual birth is 
part of the re-creation of cosmos are closely linked to food and the life-
giving waters, and the role of Agni as the mediator between the 
elements and realms. 
 
 
Origins of life – and the return of the soul 
 
Agni is fire, one of the most ancient gods in the Vedas. He has different 
appearances: in heaven he is the sun, in mid-air he is lightning and on 
earth he is ordinary fire.142 Surya or the sun god was a prominent god in 
Vedic times and, as the most visible of the heavenly deities, he was also 
an all-seeing god called the eye of Mitra, Varuna, Agni and other 
names.143 Originally a celestial god, Agni was brought down to earth by 
the friction of two sticks and refreshed with oblations of clarified butter 
(ghee). According to mythology, a major reason why gods came down 
from heaven to earth was to attend sacrifices.144 While the different 
layers of understanding may initially appear confusing and even 
contradictory, Diana Eck writes:  
 

‘It is fundamental to the Hindu tradition and Hindu way of 
thinking that the Divine, the Supreme Lord, can be seen in a 
great variety of ways and from many different perspectives. 
From one perspective it is perceived that there are more gods, 
or faces of God, than we can count – 330 million… And yet, from 
another perspective, it is obvious that there is One. The fact 
that there may be many gods does not diminish their power or 
significance. Each one of the great gods may serve as a lens 
through which the whole may be clearly seen’.145  

 
In the same way, the soul is part of cosmos and released on the pyre 
(Fig. 63).  
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Fig. 63. Cremation pyre, Pashupatinath, 2022. 

 
A cremation is the most auspicious form of funeral because the fire 

dissolves the elements and Agni is seen as the heat of sexual desire, ‘the 
cause of sexual union... When a man and a woman become heated, the 
seed flows, and birth takes place.’146 The Satapatha Brahmana (I.6.3.23; 
I.1.1.20) says: ‘Water is female and fire is male; life is born from their 
intercourse’. In the Post-Vedic period, there is an explicit connection 
between blood and milk; ‘The blood of women, in the breasts, causes 
the sperm 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.’147  

This relates to the hydrological cycle described in the Rig Veda. ‘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). The 
Bhagavad-Gita says: ‘[A]ll 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). The fire from 
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sacrifice and cremation rises to heaven, becomes clouds, which give rain 
to the earth, which in turn gives life to grain and seed. From this 
perspective, cremation is a cosmogonic rainmaking ritual, but it is also 
a holy meal and communion with the gods.  

‘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). Agni, the god and cremation fire, does not burn the corpse 
during a cremation, but cooks it: Agni prepares the corpse for the gods 
by cooking it so that the souls become the food of the gods (Brahma-
Sutras 3.1.7).148 From this perspective, the individual death is an integral 
part of cosmogonic processes. 

Metaphorically, the hydrological cycle produces the sperm that is 
‘planted in the fields’, women as well as fertile lands, eventually creating 
new humans. Fundamentally, the whole hydrological cycle and the 
process of human recreation are symbolized by the process of cooking 
rice:  
 

‘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).  

 
‘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 
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actions. The semen and blood in the unified state become 
foetus in a day’ (Siva-Purana III, 22.14-16, p. 1542).  

 
In cremation, this cosmology of rebirth structures how funerals are 
conducted. The ultimate goal is a beneficial reincarnation and this is not 
just achieved through karma and previous deeds; the cremation also 
needs to be properly carried out. Even with good karma, an inauspicious 
funeral may send the deceased to the lower realms if they are not 
handed over to the gods in the prescribed way.  
 
 
Elements, priests and pollution 
 
The Pashupatinath-linga represents the five Brahmas, the five elements 
with the five substances or qualities: 1) firmament or ether/sound, 2) air/ 
tangibility or touch, 3) fire/light and colour, 4) water/taste, and 5) earth/ 
odour. These elements represent prakriti or the nature of the originator 
of creation.149 Everything in cosmos consists of these five elements; in 
death they are returned to the origin to take on new material forms. 
Since the primordial elements are also cosmic forces, this is cosmogony 
by definition, because the gods get refills of cosmic forces that allow 
them to recreate and maintain this world and the otherworldly 
dimensions. In practice, devotees are not so concerned about the cosmic 
regeneration, and are much more focused on the next incarnation of 
their deceased father or mother. 

As pointed out, there are two ghats at Pashupatinath, Arya ghat and 
Bhasmesvara or Ram ghat. It is believed that if, during the cremation, 
the smoke and ashes of the deceased rise and fall on the Shiva Linga in 
the Bhasmesvara Temple, the deceased will be liberated and freed from 
all sins (Fig. 64).150 

Cremations, funerals, and death are strongly associated with 
pollution and impurity, which also highlights the role of Brahmans as 
priests in these rituals – either high or low caste. Hocart drew attention 
to the paradox that the barber or washerman ‘is like a priest on the 
cremation ground.’151 In Varanasi, the professional funeral priests belong 
to the Dom group and are considered low caste due to the enormous 
amount of sins they accumulate through their engagement with death. 
At Pashupatinath, on the other hand:  
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Fig. 64. Cremation pyre, Pashupatinath, 2022. 

 
‘[T]he 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… 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.’152 

 
The impurities involved in funerals illustrate the stakes involved in 
cremation as a sacrifice. Whether cremation priests, the deceased’s son 
or the extended family, death is the ultimate re-creation by 
reincarnation, but it comes at a high cost, which has to be paid through 
purification rituals and mortuary rites.  
 
 
Cremation in practice 
 
The funeral pyre consists of five layers of wood, each symbolizing one 
of the elements, so that through Agni’s flames, fire goes to fire, water to 
water, air to air, etc. In Nepal, the ceremony to light the fire is dagbatti, 
highlighting the importance of the vital breath (Figs. 65-66).  
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Fig. 65. Dagbatti-ceremony at Nire ghat, Western Nepal, 1997. The cremation 
pyre is lit in the deceased’s mouth which contains life-giving rice. 
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Fig. 66. Dagbatti-ceremony at Arya ghat, Pashupatinath, 2022. 
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Fig. 67. The ashes after the cremation are immersed into Bagmati River. 

 
Rice, the source of new life, is placed in the deceased’s mouth, and 

the cremation pyre is lit in the deceased’s mouth. This is where the last 
breath left the body and where the first breath will spark new life. The 
deceased’s son, carrying the fire, walks around the pyre three times in a 
clockwise direction before lighting the pyre. In local cemeteries in rural 
areas, family members cremate their own kin, but at holy places like 
Pashupatinath, professional undertakers and special cremation priests 
perform the funeral. The cremation itself may last up to three hours to 
allow all parts of the body to be burnt to ashes. When the cremation is 
completed, the remaining ashes and leftover wood are washed into the 
river (Fig. 67). The Vishnu Dharma Sutra (19.11.12) explains the extreme 
fragmentation of the bones in water: ‘[…] the collected bones should be 
cast in Ganges water, since as many particles of the bones a man remain 
in Ganges water for so many thousands of years he dwells in heaven’.153  
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Fig. 68. Collecting the astu from the cremation pyre. 
 
 

 
Fig. 69. Burying the astu in the middle of the river. 
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The ashes are often referred to as ‘bones’ and the product of the 
father’s semen. The flesh, on the other hand, is sinful and female, and is 
destroyed in the cremation. But though the (male) bones are seen as a 
source of fertility, on their own they are sterile. This is why they must 
be immersed in water, which is seen as the source of female fertility. 
‘[The cremation] distils out a pure (masculine) residue of bone, which 
is not only the product of semen but which serves like semen as a source 
of future fertility when delivered into the (female) Ganges.’154 In other 
words, the acts in the cremation also work as a procreation or a 
metaphysical intercourse of the elements – symbolically a man and a 
woman making a child. Thus, a reincarnation of the soul is literally like 
a seed being planted in the soil – or sperm being inserted in a woman.  

Another way of planting the deceased in the soil is to bury part of 
the cremated body, known as astu (literally: ‘the dead man’s skull 
bone’), in the soil of the riverbed. Ideally, it should be the part of the 
deceased’s brain where the ‘third eye’ or soul is located – the same part 
used in the katto-ritual. This practice is uncommon today, though 
Brahmans and Chettris may still perform it.  

At one cremation I attended, a small piece of the burnt body was 
kept aside while the rest of the cremation was completed (Fig. 68). An 
elderly relative looked through the pyre to ensure that all the deceased’s 
flesh had been burnt and he also instructed the dead man’s sons to 
carefully search through the ashes to ensure that everything had been 
burnt. Then the sons wrapped the astu in a piece of cloth and buried it 
in the middle of the river (Fig. 69).  
 
 
Agni and the Vedic Fire altar 
 
In all of the rituals analysed so far, fire has a prominent place and 
nowhere is the fire so prominent as in cremation, and as seen, there are 
many texts and rites where cremation is explicitly seen as a sacrifice. 
Based on the Satapatha Brahmana, an early Indian commentary on 
Vedic rituals, Mary Levin studied early funerary practices and she equals 
the fire altar and the cremation pyre (Fig. 70): 
 

‘Thus, both the initiation through the sacrificial offerings or the 
building of the Fire Altar, and the cremation of the dead are 
considered as rebirth, or obtaining a new body… The object of 
the Fire Altar ritual and the funeral ceremonies was to obtain 
as much “life” as possible for the sacrifice, or, in the case of the 
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dead, to restore “life” that had been lost… These funeral 
customs were closely associated with the ceremony of building 
the Fire Altar, for they formed part of this great ritual… This 
explains the purpose of cremation. The pyre represented the 
Fire Altar’.155  

 
The fire altar and the role of Agni point back in time to the Indo-
European heritages. A central feature in the Indo-European traditions is 
sacrifice and the destruction of not only the elements, but also the 
cosmic Man. 
 
 

 
Fig. 70. Pashupatinath and the Bagmati River with leftover wood from 
cremations, 2022. 
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8. Bruce Lincoln: 

Indo-European sacrifices and 

creation by destruction 
  
 
 
Manu, the cosmic man 
 
In a number of works, which include Priests, Warriors, and Cattle (1981), 
Myth, Cosmos and Society (1986) and Death, War, and Sacrifice (1991), 
Bruce Lincoln analyses Indo-European sacrifice and what characterizes 
these particular sacrifices as religious practices. Among early Indo-
European pastoral groups, Lincoln writes:  
 

‘In sacrifice, one ideally presents a gift of cattle to the gods, who 
have descended from the heavens to sit as guests. The 
presentation of this gift enables the sacrificer to request a 
return gift from the god, and this hoped-for return gift take the 
form of numerous men and numerous cattle, that is, an 
increase in the main forms of a pastoralist’s wealth… For while 
the offering does function for the benefit of the sacrificer in a 
practical sense as a gift exchange with the gods, it also acts for 
the benefit of the whole world as a reenactment and recreation 
of the first sacrifice, the memory of which is preserved in myth. 
This primordial sacrifice served to create the world, and it is 
the prototype not only of sacrifice but also of all creative action. 
Each sacrifice makes that first offering real again and 
reestablishes the entire creation.’156 

 
Lincoln also elaborates on the origin of sacrifice and explains that 
etymologically there was a fundamental distinction between the Indo-
Iranian terms for immolation and libation. The first, *yagna, which is 
translated as sacrifice, means ‘worship’ in both Sanskrit and Avestan. 
Originally, however, it seems to have denoted the blood sacrifice of an 
animal. The second term, *zhautrā, is derived from the verb ‘to pour’. 
Moreover, there seems to have been at least two different forms of 
libation sacrifice depending upon the substance offered: either milk/ 
butter or the intoxicating drink *sauma, more commonly known as 
soma.  
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Fig. 71. Sadhu with a fire pot on his head, Pashupatinath, 2002. 
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Fig. 72. Sadhus with their fire, Pashupatinath, 2022. 

 
It is difficult to ascertain which sacrifices came first, animal or 

libation, but both seem to have existed from the earliest Indo-European 
times. Also, the difference may lie in the occasion: animal sacrifices were 
costly and therefore reserved for special occasions, while libations were 
more common in everyday use.157 A fundamental part in all Indo-
European sacrifices from the earliest times was fire (Fig. 71).158 In Vedic 
and later Hindu tradition, the creation is described through the ritual 
dismemberment of the cosmic man Manu, which is also used to 
legitimate the origin of the caste system. Thus:  
 

‘If the process of aging is seen as a form of erosion whereby life 
and the body are gradually worn away, there is an inevitable 
end to such a process... All life ends in death, just as all erosion 
ends in total collapse or pulverization.’159  
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This also represents the procreative aspect of creation by destruction: 
 
‘Like all sacrifice, death is a repetitive, ritual act. Each death 
repeats every other death and every other sacrifice, above all 
the first death, which was also the first sacrifice and, most 
important, effected the creation of the universe. For while 
death is the fate of all human beings, death is also a cosmogonic 
act. Whenever people die, their bodies replenish, sustain, or 
even re-create the universe at large.’160  

 
Thus, the cosmogonic myth of Manu and the dismemberment of his 
body created not only cosmos and serves as a model for how death and 
bodily parts constitute cosmos, but this first sacrifice was also a self-
sacrifice, which constitutes a fundamental practice of religious life (see 
below). 

As mentioned above, not only the cremation fire, but also Agni in 
its many forms is central in all sacrifices because the god dissolves the 
elements back to their cosmic origin from where new creation is 
constantly taking place (Fig. 72). Death and resurrection are reciprocal 
processes feeding each other. Without death, life cannot arise and be 
recreated. Therefore, death is also a form of sacrifice and cosmic 
recreation of the universe: the world is created out of man, not only the 
cosmic Man, but all humans.161  
 
 
Killing in sacrifice is not killing 
 
Following Dutch Indologist Jan Heesterman, sacrifice is an act of 
controlled death and destruction:  
 

‘We must begin with the nature of sacrifice. When taken 
seriously sacrifice is, quite bluntly, an act of controlled death 
and destruction. This act purports to force access to the other 
world, the transcendent. The gap, the vacuum created by the 
sacrifice has to be filled by the other side with the opposite of 
death and destruction, that is the goods of life, in the most 
tangible sense of food and survival.’162  

 
In another context, it has also been remarked: ‘[A] debt of life is to be 
paid. To perform a sacrifice is, primarily, to outwit death. Human 
sacrifice represents the outer limit which many rites… strive to reach.’163 
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Destruction is as an essential part of Indo-European sacrifice. In 
cremations, there are clearly violent aspects, like the kapal kriya rite in 
which the skull is broken. This may sometimes be a symbolic act 
whereby an earthenware pot is smashed, usually on the ground next to 
the pyre. In older records, however, more literal sacrifices were 
conducted, as Dubois writes: ‘The chief mourner walks round the 
funeral pyre three times, and pours upon it some water that is allowed 
to trickle from an earthen vessel which he carries on his shoulder, and 
which he afterwards breaks on the head of the deceased.’164  

There is nevertheless an inherent paradox in sacrifice, since in 
general killing is negative or even forbidden. As an Aghori sadhu said, 
while ‘Shatapatha Brahmana states clearly that a human is the best 
sacrifice of all […], the evil karma that Vedic sacrificer incurs by killing 
his victims is negated by the good karma for all that the ritual 
engenders’.165 Consequently, since sacrifice is an auspicious rite, killing 
cannot be negative, as Bruce Lincoln says: ‘[I]n sacrifice killing of 
animals for food is made a legitimate act instead of a sinful one.’166 One 
way of compensating for actual killing is purification rituals, like death 
pollution, but in ordinary sacrifices, this is not the case. Manu himself 
explains in The Laws of Manu (5.39): 
 

‘Svayambhu (the Self-existent) himself created animals for the 
sake of sacrifices; sacrifices (have been instituted) for the good 
of this whole (world); hence the slaughtering (of beasts) for 
sacrifices is not slaughtering (in the ordinary sense of the 
word).’ 

 
Sacrifice is exempt from taboos regulating killing practices, since killing 
in sacrifice is not killing. It is a way of offering gifts to the gods – for the 
good of this whole world. 

Creation by destruction is hence a religious deed, and while the 
sacrifice of animals and objects at certain times and places are the most 
common in everyday ritual and religious life, the most dedicated 
sacrifices are lifelong self-sacrifices. Given that committing suicide is a 
heinous crime, a self-sacrifice while being alive takes on other forms, 
and if successful, it is the ultimate sacrifice because it ensures the 
devotee escapes samsara, the round of birth and death, to attain eternal 
peace in heaven – Nirvana. The devotee becomes god (Fig. 73). 
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Fig. 73. Sadhu as the Monkey god Hanuman, Pashupatinath, 2022. 
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Sadhus and self-sacrifice 
 
After a man has become a Householder with wife and children, he 
should ideally leave all worldly goods and live a religious life devoted to 
gods, preparing his own death. Although a man needs a son to cremate 
him, cremation only promises a rebirth or a new incarnation, but the 
ultimate aim is to be freed from the cycle of deaths and births. The most 
efficient way of attaining liberation is to become a sadhu or a holy 
person – a wandering ascetic. Since cremation is a means of attaining a 
new incarnation, holy men or sadhus are given a burial. They have gone 
through their mortal stage and funerary rites, and passed on to the next 
level. This spiritual purity can only be obtained through a life of penance 
and self-sacrifice, including fire rituals (Fig. 74). 

Holy men, and some women, come in many different forms – some 
are truly devoted believers while others are simply homeless people 
often with mental and drug abuse problems. As the homeless sleep 
outdoors, they often seek shelter and food in temple areas. 

For truly devoted sadhus, the situation is different. Householders 
may leave their farm and family at the age of forty or fifty, but many holy 
persons are much younger. Though there are no exact figures, there are 
millions of sadhus on the Indian subcontinent. 

Following Hindu thought, the soul is eternal and the body is mortal. 
The body decays and burns on the cremation pyre whereas the soul lives 
on in numerous bodies before it eventually attains a place in Nirvana. 
This is also in accordance with Manu and the dismemberment of the 
cosmic body from where life and new bodies are born. The fact that the 
body is mortal and the soul eternal has two direct implications for the 
concept of holiness and Hindu perceptions of being gods.  

First, if millions of devotees claim to be gods, words are without 
meaning: truth can only be proven. As one Aghori once said: ‘You know 
that the truth cannot be expressed in words; if it could, it wouldn’t be 
true.’167 In other words, being holy is to do the impossible, to prove that 
one is made of something else than all others. This is done by 
transcending the body and death. Walking on fire is quite common, but 
one of the most spectacular ways of proving immortality and that one is 
made of something else than all other mortals is by lifting with the 
‘eleventh’ finger (Fig. 75). The Naga (naked) babas lift 50-100 kg with 
their noble parts to show they have powers beyond human imagination. 
After a heavy lift, devotees may pray to and kiss the sadhu’s penis 
because it is a testimony of forces beyond this world. 
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Fig. 74. Vedic or Indo-European fires. 
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Fig. 75. Naga baba preparing to lift with the ‘eleventh finger’. Shivaratri, 
Pashupatinath, 2002. 
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Fig. 76. A young standing Aghori sadhu, Shivaratri, Pashupatinath, 2003. 
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Second, the dual belief that the body is mortal and the soul eternal, 
but also that the body and soul is identical has direct consequences for 
the practice of penance as a pure soul cannot live in an impure body. In 
other words, true sadhus have to prove that the body is pure and holy. 
This is done in many extreme ways by vows challenging the mortal 
body. These self-sacrifices take a heavy toll on the believers. For 
instance, if a devotee commits to standing up-right for several years – 
never to sit down and even sleep standing – it is an extreme 
mortification of the body (Fig. 76). After months and years, the thighs 
become thinner while the calves swell. Sores on the feet make walking 
almost impossible, causing unspeakable pain, which is the point of the 
penance. The mortal body with its pains belongs to Maya – it is an 
illusion, and if the devotee is truly holy and divine, he has to transcend 
these worldly pains. After all, it is the decaying body that burns on the 
pyre, and being eternal is to live a life beyond human and bodily 
limitations. Being a god comes at a high personal cost. 

If the devotee breaks his vow, he reveals his weakness and mortality. 
Though such self-sacrifices are extreme, some sadhus and ascetics take 
it to another level to literally become the living dead. 
 
 
Aghoris and Tyaginath 
 
The most famous, or perhaps infamous, group of ascetics are the 
Aghoris: they take the logic of transcending death beyond symbolism to 
its practical and inevitable end-station: one proves immortality by 
literally consuming death. By digesting death and still being alive, the 
Aghori has conquered death. The underlying logic is the fundamental 
premise in Hinduism – the unity of body and soul and that an impure 
soul cannot live in a pure body and vice versa. As with holy cows, the 
only impure part is the mouth whereas the dung is pure and holy. In the 
same vein, following the Aghori logic, if the food entering the mouth is 
pure and the body is pure, the faeces that come out cannot be impure 
and by physically concluding the circle, the Aghori may eat parts of his 
own faeces. But the consequences of this logic are not limited to human 
excrement and may include human flesh, menstrual blood and 
everything that everyone else perceives as highly impure and 
inauspicious. Jonathan Parry writes about the Aghori practices: 
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Fig. 77. The Aghori shrine and home located at Ram ghat in the building 
built next to the cremation platforms. The entrance to the Aghori house lies 
behind the burning pyre (to the right).  
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‘They supposedly include coprophagy and necrophagy and the 
consumption of other highly polluting substances, the use of 
skulls as food bowls, the offering of menstrual fluids to the 
sacred fire, the practice of meditation while seated on a corpse, 
prolonged periods of ascetic austerities at the cremation 
ground…’168 

 
Historically, there is documentation about two lost Śaivite sects who 
lived at the turn of the first millennium AD, the Kāpālikas and the 
Kālāmukas. Described by their opponents, these sects were believed to 
eat from a skull bowl, smear their bodies with ash and eat ash from the 
pyres.169 Although there are vague traces of these sadhus in a distant 
past, the historical origins are shrouded in mystery like much of the 
Aghori practices. Despite all the research the question remains of 
whether any of these stories are based on truth. The fact that no 
researcher has been able to confirm these stories may suggest one of two 
scenarios. Either the stories are not true; it is instead merely bragging – 
though when it comes to cremation, as the saying goes, there is no 
smoke without fire. It seems unreasonable that all these stories should 
be based on fiction. The second possibility is that the Aghori community 
is sworn to secrecy about their practices. Esoteric groups are known to 
extend extreme penalties to those who reveal the secrets of the sect. In 
other cultures and cosmologies, healers could be killed by fellow healers 
if they revealed their secret knowledge and its source. Perhaps there are 
similar oaths among the Aghoris? Nobody knows.  

In recent decades, some Aghoris have downplayed the rumours 
about such practices. In Varanasi today, the Aghori colony mainly work 
with another type of extreme pollution, people suffering from leprosy.170 
As Parry noted in 1985, he personally saw an Aghori drinking what was 
said to be urine of a dog and swallowed what was undoubtedly ash from 
a cremation pyre.171 However, many of the alleged practices are 
challenging to attempt: for instance, relatives are unlikely to allow an 
Aghori to take the flesh of their loved one from a burning pyre, in 
addition to which it is almost impossible to do because of the heat. Still, 
the rumours are as widespread as ever, and Aghoris thrive on the aura 
that such horrifying stories create, attaining collective fame through 
their dark powers. Fear also creates fame. 

It is not clear how many devotees belong to the Aghoris as there are 
ongoing disputes within their community as to who is a true Aghori, in 
addition to which they constantly move between different funeral 
grounds – for instance making a pilgrimage from Varanasi to 
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Pashupatinath during Shivaratri. There is however no doubt that in 2022 
the number of black-clothed Aghoris was much higher than 20 years 
earlier, when I met the famous Aghori sadhu Tyaginath during 
Shivaratri in 2001-2003. 

Tyaginath was a disciple of Ramnath. Dr Ramnath Aghori was 
highly respected and even the kings Tribhuvan and Mahendra were his 
devotees. King Tribhuvan even offered Ramnath a statue and built a 
house for him at Ram ghat, which Tyaginath inherited. Although all 
Aghoris agreed that the house was given by the king, they could not 
agree on the exact year, estimating to have been some time in the 1930s 
or 1940s (Fig. 77).  

Tyaginath, aged 82 in 2001, was the main guru of the Aghoris. He 
came to Pashupatinath several times a year, especially during Shivaratri. 
In his house, he sat next to a statue of Ramnath with his skull cup beside 
him (Fig. 78). After three years, he answered my question about the 
Aghori practices and whether it was true that Aghoris ate human flesh. 
His answer was opaque: he insisted he had never eaten human flesh, 
because he was pure and superior: true Aghoris do not need human 
flesh to transcend death and they attain enlightenment by meditation 
only. Still, he admitted, some Aghoris do eat human flesh, but they are 
charlatans and not true Aghoris. According to Tyaginath, most of the 
sadhus who call themselves Aghori are not. He complained that there 
were few real Aghoris and said many of the disciples were more 
concerned with ‘money-tation’ than with ‘meditation’, in addition to 
drinking alcohol, eating meat and smoking hash (ganja). By the turn of 
the millennium, he estimated that only 10% of all the Aghori babas were 
true Aghoris who followed the prescribed rules for worshipping, 
restrictions and taboos. He estimated that there were around 100-150 
Aghoris in Nepal and no more than 1,000 in India. 

Like Ramnath, Tyaginath had a doctor’s title and was specialized in 
ayurvedic medicines. In contrast to the grim rumours about the Aghoris, 
Tyaginath painted a very different picture of his deeds and doings. He 
said being an Aghori comes with a huge responsibility and this 
devotional path is more difficult than any other. Being a proper Aghori 
means having extra powers or access to divine forces in more efficient 
ways than others, which is why Aghoris must use their spiritual 
capacities wisely to benefit humanity. Tyaginath was a renowned healer 
and many people came to him rather than seeking medical treatments 
in hospitals. He also made his own medicines, which worked together 
with miracles and direct divine interventions.  
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Fig. 78. Tyaginath sitting next to the statue of Ramnath. 
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Fig. 79. The grave of Tyaginath in his former house which is also a shrine 
and tomb. 

 
He used his skull cup, which had originally come from a tomb, to 

gain strength and avert weakness. The skull was of a low-caste person, 
which is seen as more auspicious in rites and devotions than skulls from 
high castes, because it enables the sadhus to gain more in-depth 
knowledge of the cosmic laws and rules. 

Tyaginath died in 2020 (Fig. 79). He was buried in his own house in 
front of the burning cremation pyres. He was succeeded by another 
Aghori who continues the Aghori life at Ram ghat. As a holy sadhu, 
Tyaginath is believed to have escaped samsara and the round of birth 
and death: his self-sacrifices secured him a divine status.  
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Nirvana and Naraharinath 
 
Another Pashupatinath sadhu who was perceived as a god when he died 
at the turn of the millennium was the famous Yogi Naraharinath who 
was buried in the compound of his own ashram at Pashupatinath on 26 
February 2003. The body was kept in his ashram until 4 PM where 
devotees, including several ministers and members of parliament, 
commemorated him (Fig. 80). Naraharinath belonged to the Nath sect 
of Aghora Pantha, which is not a classical Aghori branch, but the sadhu 
had a strong sympathy for the Aghori path. As a scholar, the renowned 
sadhu had authored several books on Nepali history and culture. 

 
Fig 80. Naraharinath before being buried. 
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The life of sadhus and the self-sacrifice by which they use the body 
as the altar for their devotion sums up the essence of sacrifice: liberation 
from the worldly boundaries and an eternal life in heaven as a divinity. 
Ordinary sacrifices among commoners are small steps towards this final 
liberation, but to truly achieve this cosmic aim, one has to sacrifice 
oneself. An Aghori once said: 
 

‘A true Tantric regards every human being (including himself) 
as already dead since the fact of birth makes death inevitable. 
For a Tantric, and even more so for an Aghori, the entire world 
is his playground and his temple... [O]riginally all sacrifice was 
of the sacrificer’s own flesh… you can offer oblations 
continually as long as you continue to breathe, using your body 
as your sacrificial altar and your life itself as your sacrifice. A 
good aghori masters the art of self-sacrifice.’172 
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9. Sacrifice: Theories, definitions, 

 and empirical studies 
 
 
 
What is sacrifice? 
 
In 1964, Evans-Pritchard wrote: ‘The literature on sacrifice is enormous, 
but the sociological and social-anthropological contributions to it have 
been few.’173 Part of the challenge has been that single rites or sacrifices 
have been analysed without a comparative perspective. This is why 
others have also written that ‘Whether sacrifice is one phenomenon or 
many could be debated a long time’,174 but, as the case studies from 
Nepal show, there are many diverse types of sacrifices, even in one 
specific place like Pashupatinath (Fig. 81).  

Obviously, although I have discussed some key sacrificial theories 
in this analysis, other scholars besides Tylor, Robertson Smith, Hubert 
& Mauss, Frazer, Hocart, Parry and Lincoln have written about sacrifice. 
I have just touched on fragments of their works and analyses in a 
schematic way; part of the gift and communion theories are relevant to 
all chapters, just as scapegoats and creation by destruction are structural 
phenomena in many sacrificial practices. In short, this is just an 
introduction to ways of engaging with sacrifice in theory and practice 
based on independent empirical studies. And while critical studies are 
fundamental in any discipline, I have by and large omitted all criticism 
in the true spirit of Indo-European sacrifices. From post-modernism 
onwards, deconstruction has become the easiest approach, but using 
destruction as a source for creation and construction is much more 
difficult. Hence, I have attempted to approach sacrifice from a 
constructive point of view with the aim of creating a different 
understanding of old theories by discussing new ethnography from 
Nepal. 

Moreover, in many academic debates about sacrifice, whether in 
archaeology, anthropology or religion, it is all too common to start an 
analysis with a definition, in this case a definition of ‘sacrifice’, and then 
see if the empirical data that form the main object of study fit into this 
already established definition or theory. The challenge is, of course, that 
any theory or definition is based on very context-specific data in time 
and space.  
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Fig. 81. The fire altar at Pashupatinath, 2022. 

 
Hence, a counterquestion is why a completely different dataset is 

expected to fit theories and definitions based on equally unique and 
culturally dependent data in other contexts and countries. As an 
example, it might be relevant to distinguish blood sacrifices and ritual 
killing from other gifts given to deities, for instance, or to differentiate 
sacrifice from offerings. However, this cannot be done before an 
empirical investigation, because not only will preconceived definitions 
determine the analysis, but also because a sacrifice is a lengthy ritual 
involving many different parts. If sacrifice is seen only as the split-
second when a sharp blade cuts off the head of an animal, one can never 
understand the ritual, because the killing is only a small component of 
a large whole, even in blood-sacrifices, as Robertson Smith writes: 
‘When the blood is offered at the altar, it is conceived to be drunk by 
the deity.’175  

As pointed out earlier, the offering of blood at the altar is quite 
different from the very killing of the animal – or eating it afterwards 
when the rites at the altar are completed. 
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Fig. 82. Small food and flower offerings in front of the Swasthani Maha 
Temple, Salinadi River, 2022. 

 
Still, Robertson Smith writes: ‘The division of sacrifices into animal 

and vegetable offerings involves the principle that sacrifices – as distinct 
from votive offerings of garments, weapons, treasure and the like – are 
drawn from edible substances, and indeed from such substances as form 
the ordinary staple of human food.’176 Again, a distinction between 
edible substance and votive offering may or may not be relevant (Fig. 
82). In both Varanasi in India and along Padma River (Ganges) in 
Bangladesh, I witnessed Hindu statues of gods and goddesses being 
given to the rivers.177 Thus, even gods may be given to divinities, and 
holy rivers may be more holy than any altars in temples.  

Any definitions or new theories should be presented in the 
conclusion of a study, instead of defining the contents before the 
analysis, for instance what sacrifice is or is not. According to Talcott 
Parsons (1964), Max 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.’178 Weber himself wrote:  
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‘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.’179 

 

From a pragmatic perspective, the question ‘What is sacrifice?’ can best 
be answered by understanding how and why is works. As seen in Nepal, 
even within the same cultural and religious belief system, there are 
many different forms and functions of sacrificial practices. Still, building 
on the above-mentioned theories and scholars, among others, there are 
some common structures. Although it is a daunting task, I may propose 
a tentative and descriptive definition of sacrifice as perceived and 
experienced through devotees’ beliefs and ritual practices: 
 

‘A sacrifice is the most active and effective way devotees may 
engage with divinities in a way that maximizes their chances of 
having their wishes fulfilled. A sacrifice always involves prayers 
and valuable gifts to the deities. The prayers express the explicit 
aims and objectives of the sacrifice. The material gifts have 
value for the gods and come at a personal cost to the devotees 
or sacrifiers. A sacrifice is always centred around the devotee 
and therefore personal penance and self-sacrifice may be 
valued more than other things. In sacrifice, there is always a 
ritual climax when the interaction with deities is most intense 
and gifts and tokens of dedication are handed over to divinities. 
From the beginning to the end of the sacrifice, all rites and 
divine interactions are regulated by rules and taboos, and all 
sacrifices are lengthy rituals including explicit entry and exit 
rites.’ 

 
This admittedly lengthy definition may also be seen as a summary of 
this book. It attempts to integrate structural aspects (universalism) with 
cultural aspects (relativism) of a given sacrifice based on observed 
empirical data from Nepal. As pointed out in Chapter 1, all theories used 
in this analysis have been developed in other cultural contexts than 
Nepal, yet the Nepali empirical reality can be interpreted from various 
perspectives and also sheds new light on older theories and sacrifice as 
a particular ritual practice and process. An empirical approach that 
engages with existing theories, definitions, and perspectives may enable 
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a hermeneutic dialogue between new data and existing knowledge. In 
other words, one may use exiting knowledge as a source for construction 
rather than merely deconstruction. Specifically, one may elaborate upon 
certain aspects of the summary or definition of sacrifice. 

A sacrifice is the most active and effective way devotees may engage 
with divinities in a way that maximizes their chances of having their 
wishes fulfilled. There is always a reason for performing a sacrifice. The 
act is seen as a rational solution to pressing problems, or also, to pre-
empt any problems, for example to prevent misfortune and appeal to 
the gods for a prosperous future. 

A sacrifice always involves prayers and valuable gifts to the deities. 
The prayers express the explicit aims and objectives of the sacrifice. A 
sacrifice is fundamentally a functional approach to this and the 
otherworld, but it combines the two dominant explanations and 
religious theories, because without gods and goddesses (the substantive 
approach), the sacrifice would not work. Also, all sacrifices involve 
prayers as communications and dialogues with the divinities, because 
without knowing the devotees’ troubles, the gods cannot solve their 
problems. A gift without a message cannot be reciprocated by the gods. 

The material gifts have value for the gods and come at a personal cost 
to the devotees or sacrifiers. These may include whatever the devotee 
feels necessary and appropriate – rice, a coconut or a buffalo or anything 
else. The offer could be food, an animal for blood sacrifice, physical 
objects or natural elements like modified fires. Material objects may also 
be crushed and destroyed in the sacrifice or presented in a pristine 
condition to the divinities. 

A sacrifice is always centred around the devotee and therefore 
personal penance and self-sacrifice may be valued more than other things. 
Although gods like goods and fluids of life, like blood in tantric rituals, 
more than anything else they reward faithful devotees, and personal 
sacrifices have often a much higher individual cost than any material 
objects or food items. Personal commitment and dedication may be the 
closest a devotee comes to a god. 

In sacrifice, there is always a ritual climax when the interaction with 
deities is most intense and gifts and tokens of dedication are handed over 
to divinities. Even in blood sacrifices, the killing of animals is important, 
but not the main or sole part of the interaction with the divinities. Like 
any other material gifts or votive offerings, the blood is presented 
directly to the god on alters or in rivers, for instance. Also, the 
relationship between the sacrifier and sacrificer has different climaxes – 
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the sponsor or beneficiary of the sacrifice, for instance, having a 
communal meal, and the priest cutting the throat of an animal.  

From the beginning to the end of the sacrifice, all rites and divine 
interactions are regulated by rules and taboos, and all sacrifices are 
lengthy rituals including explicit entry and exit rites. Engaging directly 
with the most powerful deities is not only a source of beneficial powers, 
but it also represents great dangers. Hence, all rituals – particularly 
sacrifices – are strictly regulated, and the enforcement of the religious 
rules is necessary for a successful outcome. Lastly, while studies of 
sacrifice have often emphasized the killing, gift or communion, the 
entry and exit rituals are also important as they define the whole 
sacrificial ritual. A sacrifice is a lengthy ritual and needs to be treated 
and understood in its full complexity. 

By approaching sacrifice as a particular ritual phenomenon, one can 
combine structural aspects with empirical analyses, in order to 
understand cultural and religious variation. This also includes 
deepening the understanding of cosmogony as an interpretative and 
ideological frame. From a broad cosmic perspective, the universe is 
upheld by sacrifices, but the devotees have more direct and practical 
objectives. All ritual practices have social consequences, whether 
intentional or not; sacrifices are also sociogonic. Thus, if one is going to 
sum up the importance of sacrifice, one may conclude with the words 
of John N. Gray: 
 

‘In those ritual systems in which it occurs, sacrifice is the most 
powerful and meaningful rite… For the Hindus, sacrifice is the 
fundamental process of existence by whose power the gods 
created the universe and humans sustain it.’180 
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