Food Symbolism in Hindu Nepal

Linda Stone

Culrural symbols that derive from food and eating pervade high
ecagte Hindu society in Nepal. 4 very similar precccupation vith food
has been moted for other Bindu areas as well., Dumont (1970: 13%) for
spgtance, wrote of India that "seychologically and linguistically,
there is considerable accent on 'the eating'.” Along with Dumont,
Stevensen (1934), Hayer (1970) and Marriot:t (1959) (31968) have dis-
cugsed Hindu distinctions in food in relation to purity, poliution and
cgete ranking. Beals {1962: 20-22) refers to an association berwveen
food and gocial control in a village of South India. Eichinger Ferro-
ldzzi (1977) has suggested that ritual food olferings in South India
are complex communicative acts that can be analyzed much like languape.
Perhaps the most exhaustive discussion of food use and its symbolic
importance in a_Eindu area comes in recent works by Fhare (19764, 1976P)
in Korth India.? -

. My material on Hindu food symbolisw in Kepal is based on my field~
work 4n the rural comwunity of Dhungagsun® located in the hills of .
Central Wepal. Bralmans and Chhetrie predeminate in Dhungagaun, al-
though there sre s mmber of other groups settled there, potebly Thalkuri,
Jaiei, Magar, and Rewar, as well as untouchable groups like Eami and
Damsi. Settled slightly above this village but in constant contact
with it are the Tsmangs — & Tibeto~Burman speaking group. All of
thess groups pracrice farming, are pgtriliﬁeal#&ifﬂacal znd, with the
exception of the Puddhist Tamsngs, follow Eindu religious practices.
“rtl

+¥!.In Dbungageun, the villagers' persistent symbolic use of food is
gpparent to even & casual visitor., The gtondard verbal greeting there
1s "bhEr khinubh¥yo?" (have you eaten boiled rice?). And any discus-
gion with elders about the old days will immedistely bring forth refe-
rences to food ms & criterion for “the good life.” Ideas about modern-
izstion sud ite sttendant smbiguities are also expregsed in an idiom
of food. For instance, one Brahman informant described himgelf to me
a6.a "2 modern man" because be would est anything he liked regardless
of his cagte-determined food prohibitions, A few days later this

pame informant commented to me that certain lower cagte groups lag
behind others in modern sdvancement becsuse "they drink liquor™ und
“est dead cow."

In Diungagaun, as in Bralman-Chhetri society generally, there sre
additional socisl, ritusl end linguistic ways in which “food and eat—
ing" emerge as potent symbolic markers. With food, gods are worshipped,
anceetors sustained, and malignant spirits pacified. Certain foods
and the act of eating may be rituslly polluting, and the denial of food
(fasting) is a form of purification, necessary before virtually amy
religious ritual. Equally notable, it is through food that caste ELatus
Rn{i'me kinghip statuses are distinguished.
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1 offer here an interprezation of food symbolsim among Bralmans
and Chhetris, based on comparisons. I have made on the use of food in
various realms of Bramman-Chhetri life — notably intercaste and intel
personal relationships, kinship, and finally, illness beliefs and
practices. 1 will attempt to show that there is a2 consistency in the
use of food symbols throughout these different cultural realms. Thes
patterus then suggest a broader interpretation of how food symbols be-
come & medium through which certain basic ideclogical principles of
Bralman—-Chhetri society are expressed. Specifically, rules of food
transfer appear to simultaneocusly mark hierarchical relationships be-
tveen people and to symbolize an interdependency among them. In addi-
tion, food use and references to food become a rhetoric not only of
the proper social order of hierarchical, interdependent relationships,
but also of conflicts and faflings in society. This latter dimension
of the symbolic role of food is most clearly expressed in local belief
about illinegs and curing. :

My information on food symbolise in Kepalese Eindu soclety is
admittedly incompete, and certainly I have attempted nothing comparabl
to. the deteailed observations by Khare (19768) in North India. The
interpretations I offer, then, are tentative and subject to modifica-
tion with new or mere detailed information.

Intercaste and Interpersonal Food

Students of Bindu India have discugsed mumerous attributes (all

f involving distinctions of purity and pollution) which serve to distin-

puish castes. These include occupations, diet, snd caste customs like
wvidow remarriage, wearing the sacred thread, etc. In his zrticle,
“interactionszl and Attributional Theories of Caste Ranking" (1959),
Marriott demonstrates that theee sttributional eriteria do not produce
2 logicel zyater of rankipe which corrslstes with real rankings of
castes on the ground. In place of the attributional model of cagte
ranking, he proposes an interactional one, whereby the basis for a
local ceste ranking iz the pattern of exchanges (in food and mervices)
which occur between cagtes, with food trensfers being “more decigive
for establighing rank" (1859: 96),

Marriott hag, for our purposes, drawn attentiom to food transfe~
rence &8 an operational criterion by which Hindu socilety defines its
locel caste hierarchy, The place of food transfers in the ideclogy
and practice of ranking in Dhungagsun geemsz to me particulsrly impor-
tant, First, Dhungageun villiagers explicitly fefer to food transfers
85 the principle means by which the caste hierarchy is operationalized
and secondly, in Dhungagaun, &s with Nepal generally, caste—determined
service relationships are fer fewer than in rural India,

An important food distinction which has bearing on the caste hier
srchy is that between raw and cooked foods.* In terms of exchangeabi-
lity, the line between raw and cooked parazllels the distinction betwee
touchable and untouchable caates (Rami and Damal in Dhungagaun). Un-
touchable groups wmay exchange raw foods with 2l)l touchable castes; but
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they may only be receivers of cooked foods from touchable groups, who
will not, in turn, accept cooked food from them. For this reason,
Marriort (1859: 97) has appropriately called raw foods “the food of
gifts" as they may be freely exchanged without threat to relative purity
and caste raomk. . ' o . :

. A pecond major food distinction that underlies caste rank is that
which divides dal bhat (boiled rice and lemtils) from all other foods.
D3l bhat, often referred to simply as bhit, is synonymous with the
concept of 'a meal'. As has been repeatedly noted for Hindu areas of
both Nepal and India, bhat is highly wulmerable to pollution. The eat-
ing of bhat is a polluting act; and among high castes (whose male mem- :
bers wear the‘sacred_thread) elaborate precautions must be made before
the serving sud consuming of bhit in the home (see Dumont, 1970: 138~
139). CFig. 1) . - === Chixrity

It is this same every day food that is crucisl to intercaste Te-
lations. The rule of bhat transfer between castes is simple and clear:
Pigh castes may publically serve bhit to lower castes and not the re-
verme. A person may receive bhaf from fellow caste members or from /f\
members of a caste which he recognizes as higher than his owo. Any
public failure to observe these restrictions results in loss of caste
(the viclator must assume the caste of the person whose bhat, he ate,
and his former caste mates will no longer accept his bhit.> Thus in

any public, multicate context where food is served (for example at
weddings) Brahlman cooks & servers are a necessity. (Fig. 2).

Fig. 1 The daily bhat meal in & high caste home. :
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rig. 2 L. H o oo Tl T e e
Bralmans serving food at s wedding feag:,

That caste standing is defined in terms of who takes what food
from whon is made explicit as an ides by 21l mwy informants in Dhunga=~
gaun. On the other hand, there is eome dissgreement on the relative
ranking of castes in the middle levels, between the universally
sccepted .pogitions of Brahnansg st the top and untouchables at the
bortowm. Rank is furtber disputed within the untouchable level.

Along with Brabmang, the Chhetri, Thakuri and Jaisi EYOUpS are
¢lassed as tapadheri (those who wesr the sacred thresd). Some members
of these castes,.while not explicitly agperting that they are “higher
than" another group, do clsim that they will only sccept bhat from
their own group ©f from Bribmans. By orthodox Rindu ideclogy, sl
tagadhari rank above snother group .of touchable Nepalese castes called
matwald i':liqﬁur-drinkin'g“-cantep;_k:anps ilike Tamang, Magar, Gurung,
etc.). In Dhungagsun,: many Temangs and other matwali will accept the
bhat of any tagadhsiri caste; but some local matwali, notably the Magars,
claim they wiil only sccept bhat from their own group aod frow Bratmans.
Finally, the untouchable Ksw{ znd Damsd sccept bhit from zny touchable
caste but do mot .accept it from aeach other,

Thus there is no detailed hierarchy of agreed rauks for all caBgtes:
and there is mo pattern of actual boiled rice transgfers by which we could
plot 2 food chain linking all castes. Altbough Brahmsns regularly gerve
rice to all other castes, and all touchable cagtes serve rice to un-
touchables, some widdle groups do not link themselves to ome another
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through rtice rransfers. This does not anount to cases of overt disputed
rank, but rather the relative ranking of these groups is simply not made
ar issue. 1In these cases the significance of boiled rice is in its
strategic absence. '

There are other "food" rules which serve to mark caste boundaries,
and these mostly involve the extreme ends of the hierarchy. For example,
in Dhungagaun cigarettes and hookha pipes (even if smoked by cupping
the hand over the mouthpiece) are not shared between Brahmans and non-
Brahmans. All other touchable castes may share them; but mo person of
touchable caste can share them with an untouchable. Also waT&T may be
given and received between all touchable castes, but these castes can-
not receive water from untouchables.

With careful atrention to these food rules, & great deal of food
sharing and exchanging between castes can and does take place. This
sugpests that food exchanges have pocial uses agide from that of arti-~
culating caste distinctions., At the game time, since all food exchanges _
muigt (and do) publically take place with careful attention to these
rules, an allusion to caste diviegions is continuslly present.

There are several contexts of intercaste food transfer which re-
flect the extra-caste uses of food and &t the same time serve as a
continugl reference to the ritual hiersrchy of caste. Between castes,
food may be used as payment for services. In cases where the caste
standing of the giver is unequivocally high and that of the receiver
low, bhEt iz given. Hence ir is customary for high castes to provide
a2 bBhit mesl for members of the untouchable service castes who come To
work for them; and Bratmans may provide bhat for any hired labourer.
In reverse, Brelman.priegts are "paid" in raw foodstuffs by non-Brahman
clients, but regularly take bhiat in the homes of their fellow Brahmans
on the day that they perform a service for them.

Food may also be used to honour or please snother = hence, in
gome contexts to influence another or put pressure on him to reciprocate
the honour by perfeorming a particular favour. In this cese; the more
deleczible "apecial focds" (foods that are fried is ghee rather than
oil or food cooked in milk) are wost appropriste. The use of these
foods to please, homour or influence another is somevhat similar to
one's attempt to please, honour or solicit help from the gods through
the ritual feeding of equally pure {chokho) and delectible foods.

One offers these "special foods" to another as z sign that he recog-
nizes the honourific status of the other, or, in some contexts, &s &
means of establishing 2 more intimate social link with the other. Here,
if the other person mccepts the offered special foods, he is agreeing
to allow this linkage, and a vefugsl would imply that he does not wish
to promote such intimacy or place himgelf in a ?ositicn where certain
later requests or favours will be asked of him.
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Another clogely related category of foods that carry clear commu-’
nicative value in Brahman-Chhetri society aré "rich" foods (generally
prepared with large quantities of milk or ghee to which substances like
sugar or honey are added) or simply any particularly sweet foods (mithai).
Significantly, as we shall see later, these foods are alsoc considered
mutriticus and strength-giving. But wost impertant here, as Bennert has
noted (1%76: 41), is that these foods serve as vehicles of affection
{maya) and concern for another. Rich, sweet foods are given to help
one vecover from iilness; they are particularly given to women who have
just given birth. Sweets are the food that husbands "sneak" to their
wives a5 a private gesture of affection and approval (Bemnett, 1976: 52).
Sweets are regularly given to children, often as & means of rewarding
them or encouraging good behaviour; and sweets are alsc often presented
to household menbers by a married daughter returning to visit her be-.

loved parentsal home.

The relation between caste, interpersonal relationships and food
is complex. Whereas rules of bhit transfer mark caste separation,
many foods are freely exchanged between castes znd eaten together by
members of different castes. And with respect to the ritually signifi-
cant bhat, Stevenson (1954: 53) made the important point that “'the
fact that most endogamous groups will eat food cooked by higher status
groups emphasizes the unity of the caple System &5 & whole, while de-
fining status gradations within it." Similar idems on food and caste
in Hindu aress hsave been presented by Dumont (1970 30). .

Food, then, comnects as much &6 it distinguishes. In the realm
of intercaste/interpersonal relationships we find that food emerges as
& symbol of interconnection as much as of hierarchy.

Finship and Feood

I.n the interceste context of Hepalese Hindu society, it is clesr
that bhat t:rsnsferc are governed by one single pr:l.nciple. high feeds
low. Bere, "to feed" is to be.ritually “more pure than". When we
move into the intercaste realm, perticularly within the endogamous group
and within clope civcles of kinsmen, we find that bhat transfers are
also used te mark status digtinctions. But in this intercaste realm,
some trensfers are governed by & reverse of the principle employed
between castes —— i.e&., low feeds high. This direction maintains in
at lesst two contexts, both of which are ovident in Dhunpsgaun sad are
known from Indim: 1) at a wedding, &nd in patterns that persisr. after
the wedding, the bride's family (low) feeds bhat to the groom's family
(high), wheress the rr.ve.rae cennot take place. e. In particular, a bride's
fnther and brothers muei not accept bhat or any other foed from their
gon-in-law's house (af least until their daughter has born a child)
whereas it is important for them to feed the son-in-lsw whenever he
visits their home, 2) A wife (lew), by duty feeds her husband (high),
and his family (high), although she may alsc be fed by them (but see
p. 53).




Food Symbolism in Hindu Nepal 53

The matter of the bride's family feeding the groom's family (and
not the reverse) appears curicus on first sight because studiies of
caste in Bindu areas hiave made ur used to the idea of higher status
groups feeding lower status groups. Dumont discusses the feeding rules
established in marriage and resolves this problem (the "problem’ re-
maining implicit in his discussion) by claiming that the transferred
food is an extension of the "gift"™ of the bride, Food is a pift that
accompanies the bride and which, like the kanyadan (gift of the virgin)
mist not be returned. Here Dumont is suggesting that we view the wed-
ding food (even the bhit)-not in relation to ritual hierarchy, but as
a simple, non-returnable gift. But then he goes on to refer to a
ceremonial "morning collation" offered to the groom, and here ritual
rank and hierarchy are suddenly back again: - :

.s. the tradition is that the birdegroom does not accept
[the morning collation] until he has been entreated at
length. Here the bridegroom's superior raok betrays itself:
to agree to eat food with sowewhat inferior people, the
bridegroom claims a present (italics wmine) (Dumont, 1%70:
138).

Here the wedding food 4is no longer & Eimple gift; rather the bridegroom
is "agreeing to eat vith somevhat inferior people" and somehow' claim-
ing & present™ to diffuse this avkward reversal of direction. In the
end it is unclesr what meaning any of the wedding food transfers have.

1 would suggest that the food transfers establighed ar marriage
can be consistently interpreted within the framework of "food marks
hierarchy” but that there may be an lwportapt difference inm the mean-
ing of food, especially bhit, vhen we move from the intercaste to the
intercaste realm of affinal kinsmen., In my view, the bride's family,
rather than saying, as it were, “take this food along with the bride
and give us nothing in return” may be saying "ss our davghter shall
stand to your son &8 feeder within the housebold (low), so shall we
stand to you as feeder within the endogamous group.' Here "to feed"
i1¢ to be subservient to. And the hievarchy that is merked by these
rules of intercaste bhat transfer appesrs to be based not on relative
purity, as in the intercaste reals, but on relations of prescribed

respect—giving and respec t~receiving.

Within the Bralman-Chiaetr{ kinship hiersrchy, the feeding of

bhat would speem to be associmred with the duty to nourish. There is

2 ptress on the fesder "being pure enough” {for example a man caonot
publically mccept bhit cooked by & lower caste wife and a menstruating
woman cannot cook or serve bhit to anyonme} but clearly it is mot Impor~
tant for tbe feeder to be “more pure than" the persov fed, as is the
rule of intercaste feeding.® 1In famet, bhit feeding amopg kin of one
caste is at least in some contexts more comparable to ths giving of &

service ip the intercaste realm. e
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This link between kinship and sustenance or duty to nourish also
extends beyond this life and inte the afterworld; for it is a profound
religious duty for & son to ritvally feed his parents, ag in the annual
sraddha ceremony. And here again a substance somewhat comparable to
bhat is used. In sraddha, descendants offer a pinda (rice ball) to
their deceased kingmen. Although the pinda is certainly not the same
as the bhiat served in everyday meals, it ie made with boiled rice (to
which, albeit, "pure" gubstances 1ike milk and yoghurt are added).

More important than the boiled rice component, however, is that infor-
mants say the pinda is "like bhat" or that it is their (the ancestors')
bhat. As one Dhungagaun priest explained to me, one earth~year is

equivalent to one day in the pitrilek (abode of the dead). Thus as the
living feed their ancestors once every earth-year, the sraddha consti-

tutes a daily bhat meal to the deceased.

Significantly, this extension into death of the duty to nourish
close kinsmen reverses the actors: in i1ife, parents sustain children;
in death, children (more accurately, sons) sugtain parents. Actually
this parent-son reversal in “duty to feed" is more often a gradual
Process that beging before the death of the pareats. It way start with
the partition of &n older man's estate, when his sons divide their in-
heritance and separate their households. Here the etlderly parents will
be maintained in the hougehold of ome of the gons, whose duty it will
be to care for them, Villagers copsistently express this eventual re-
liapce on eons as @ nutritive dependency: "Who shall feed us when we
&re old if not ocur mons?" :

Thus, in some contexts, the feeding of bhiat shows contrasts in
both direction and in meaning when we compare the intercaste with the
intracagte reslm. There is, however, one food transfer smong close
kin which is dirvectly comparable to the transfer of bhit between cagtes:
the trangfer pf juths food (polluted food, i.e., food that has been
partielly eaten and so contaminsted by one's saliva, the pollution ex-
tending to gny plates, cupg, etc., used by the eater), To recejve

er's jutho food {2 a very clear mark of ome's infericrity. Pere
ﬁgﬁjhEEE“EIEE?ng'EEE?Essicn of this is in =man's worshipping of the
gods, where the offered foods become the jutho of the pods and are then
consumed (ag prasad) by the devotees.

4mong close sgnstic male kinsmen, jutho food can only be transferred
from high to low, following the agnatic hiersrchy which is based on age.
For instance a gom can take the jutho food of his father, and not the
reverse; and a younger brother can teke the jutho food of the elder
brother, and mot the reverse. In fact, jutho exchsnges only take pleace
amotg very tloge kingmen, &nd this does not vecesearily persist far into
adulthood, But in the case of husband and wvife, the jutho transfers are
persistent and more revealing. A womasn may eat the jutho food of her
husband, and not the reverse. And not only B2y a woman partake of her
husband's jutho food, she must do so. After her hugband has eaten, 2
Erahman or Chhetri womsn does not. take a clean plate for herself but
wmist -eat off her husband's jutho plate.
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The inferiority of a woman to her husband, as expressed in jutho
transference, is first established in the wedding ceremony. After the
nain wedding rituals have been performed, the bride and groom carry out
a special rite called jutho khane (eating the jutho)}, Here the groom
eats a bit of kasar (a sweetmeat) and gives the remains to his bride.
This is a ritual acknowledgement of the bride's inferior statug gnd
marks the beginning of her duty to eat only from her husband's jutho
plate in the home.

Taking some of these food Tules together, a set of equivalences
emerges: man ie to god as wife is to husband as low caste is to high. 1§?
In terms of the foods used, prasad between men and gods is l1ike jutho

food between husband and wife iz like bhat between castes.

Circles of Food: Interdependency Amid Hierarchy

These observations bring us closer to understanding the ways in
vhich foods serve to define varisus buman interactions and to specify
vhat kinds of relationships individuals and groups bear to one gnother,
Amid the variety of foods used and the different meanings of particular
food transfers, there is one theme discernible throughout mogt food
exchanges in Dhungagaum: in marking hierarchical distinctions, the
rules of food transfer simultaneously reflect interdependency. 'A’
depends on 'B' for food, and by tracing through the comnection, we
find that 'B' is linked back again to 'A'. In effect there are “circles"
by which people are linked together and the linkage is symbolically ex-
pressed ip an idiom of foed. '

Three such "circles™ are evident from the material presented here.
First, in a real and obvious mense, a son depends on his parenrs for
food. But "food" in this link ssmmes a new significance when in old
age and in death it is reversed amd the parents become dependent on
their sons for food. A circle is formed; parents feed sons who then
feed parents. Secondly, s mutual dependence ig evident in the inter-
caste realm vhere bhir ig used ag payment for services, For services,
high castes depend on low castes who then depend on high castes for
their food. Finally, with the rule of jutho food transfer between
husband and wife, it follows that if 'A' cen take the jutho food of
'B' and mot the reverse, then ‘B’ can determine how much of a certain
food 'A' receives (or even if 'A' receives any). As Benpett {personal
communication) reports, husbands may consume the better quality foods
at meals, leaving little for their wives; or, as & special token of
affection, the hugband may thoughtfully leave some better gquality
food on his plate for his wife to eat. Thus the hueband and wife are
locked inte a kind of cirecle similar to that between high castes and
low castes and to that between parents and children. The husband
‘depends on the wife to cook and serve his bhiit. And the wife depends
on the husband for the quantity and quality of her portion of the food

che has just served to him.
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In these realms of caste and kinship, food symbolically separates
Statuses and then linkg people back together again. Hierarchy and
mterdependency are expressed at omce and this is consistent with the
equally hierarchical gnd interdependent socio-economic links betwveen
people in Dhungagaun, Sons, for instance, depend on their parents rot
Just for their food but for their portion of the family lamd. In turn,
older people depend on their sons to care for them in thedir old age;
avd this exchange between land and care-taking is made quite explicic
by Eralman~Chhetri informants, In innumerable other ways, membarg of
various kinghip Broups gre gocially locked together so that the beha-
viour of one reflecte on sll. And econcmically the pariwar (bougehold
Eroup of relatives) 45 a unit within which the members must both co-
operate to gurvive, and compete with one another for sccess to the
linited family resources. In rural Bralmapn-Chhetri villages, similar
interlinkages and interdependencies are formed that cut aecross caste
&nd kinghip lines. It is clear that in communit{es like Dhungagaun,
one must rely not only on individual achievement and effort but mst
&lso work through his multiple links with others for access to the
eoclal and economizc “goods" available.,

But just as food trancfers are symbols of linkage and interdepen-
dency, so the denfsl of food can symbolize gocisl comflict. A sudden
refusal to offer or receive food can serve as aw immediste expressgion
of anger. With the cessstion of food exchanses, social relations can
be effectively broken off. In Dhungagaun, intrabousehold quarrels
girvace and become public when members of a joint fexily separate
their kitchens and are said to be "refusing to eat together.® In turm,
resumption of normal esting patterns gignals thet the household mem-
bers have patched up their differenceg,

Food in Illness Ideolopy

So far I have largely emphsgized the "proper" order of society
thet & cultural ephasic on food reveals: people should feed one
another by the rules of ceste and kinship tranefers. The "circleg"
linking people should be maintsicned, as becked by both eocisl gnd
religious prescriptioms. To feed and be fed, up and down hierarchies
and seross lines of life snd death, sre positive processes and Bug=
- Eestive of the intepration of society and of individusle® prescribed
place within s socisl order. What I have beex maintaining is that
Bralman-Chhetrd scclety is founded on the ides of a hierarchical inter~
dependency among its members, within which fmnumerable "goods™ are
distributed and exchanged, and that this ordered interlocking is
symbolized by prescribed food transfers.

At the game time, I guggest that the workability of buman exchanges
is meen as imperfect by Erglmans and Chhetris of Dhumgagauvn and that one
bagis for thig notion of Yimperfection” in the gyrtem is the real #nd
Bharply perceived scarcity of materisl goods amoug them. Obviouely gl}
Bocieties mugt cope with a scarcity of certain commodities., But what con-
cerns me here is not mo much the fsets of scarcity, but the ideology of
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scarcity. The villagers of Dhungagaun are poor by world standards and,
in particular, they face a severe and increasing land shortage. But re-

- gardless of how one might evaluate theilr poverty, vhat remaing signifi-

cant is that many of them perceive thempelves as poor, as getting poorer,
and as constrained to struggle within a world of uncertain and un-
stable material welfare. In many ways Foster's (1967) notion of “the
image of the limited good" in peasant societies applies to rural Nepalese
communities like Dhungagaun, or as one informant expressed it (in Te-
ference to conflict in his own extended family): "The problem is that

we all want the same things and there isn't enough for everyone.” 1Im
other words, along with the culturally pervasive notions of hierarchy
and interdependence is the notion that the integrated "whole" (the
caste, the community, the lineage, the family etc.) can never perfectly
satisfy the needs of all the parts. Someone or some group will be left
out, left in need, and this constitutes a source of danger.

It is here that ideas about {llness become pignificant and re-
vealing, for illness is & negative physical and social state, perbaps
even more so when it is surrounded by speculations of witcheraft or
diagnoses of wmalignant gpirits, as is common in Dhungagaun and other
areas of Kepal. In illness ideology we can pee & negative extension
of some of the cultural themes alresdy discusged; znd again, 1t is the
use of food and food transfers that serve s a symbolic rhetoric through
which these ideas sre expressed. )

There are inmmerable ways in which food symbols penetrate the
realm of iliness and curing.? Most obvious, perhaps, is that moto
{(fatness or plumpness) is considered the very epitome of good heslth,
while thinness (dublo) is sssociated with & veak and vulnerable state.
Already this suggests a comectiom: to be moto is to be fed, and what
ig more, it suggests that oné iz being regulsriy fed. By extension,
the ideap about moto and good health are suggestive of the positive
aspects of sociel feeding, of meintaining interdependency in a proper
way. In the abstiact, a person’s attribute of moto is a clue that he
or she ie an integrated member of the community and assumes proper,
food-recelving positions vis 2 vie others. Vhat iz more, a mOto per-
son is likely & frequent recipient of rich or sweet foods that serve
as vehicles for sffection. As Bemnett has noted of Bralman-Chherrd
children: “A fat child - like a plusp woman ~ is not only considered

healthy and sttractive, but beloved." (1976: &1).

A thin (dublo) person is considered unattractive as well as
vulpersble to illoess, snd I would suggest that this might be because,
{in direct opposition to moto, dublc poseibly ecarries cultural asso—
ciations of detachment and severance from others. To be thin ie to

be unfed or irregulerly fed, to lack proper linkages with others.

Obviously, there are plenty of cases of real people in Bralman-
Chhetri villages who are thin but nevertheless well fed, who are sur-~
rounded by food-giving kinsmen, and who enjoy 2 host of proper food-
receiving positions. ALl I am suggesting is that one underlying rea-
son why moto is &0 highly prajsed and dublo seen ms unsttractive is
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that these attributes have symbolic associations with ome's position
in society, where food exchanges (feeding and being fed) become an
idiom for both proper and “improper" (unlucky, inauspicious) social
states. :

AL even more pertinent way in which food symbols enter beliefs
about health and illness, and a way that lends support to the above
interpretation of moto and dublo, concerns the illness-—causing malig-
nant spirite that plague residents of Dhungagaun. Some of these spirits
are listed below, along with certain higher spiritual forces:

Lowly Spirits

Hicher Spiritual Forces
1

1
1
(fed to pacify) ' (fed to sustain (Fed to please)
' and keep safe) ' :
i L]
bhiit ) I | High gods (Shiva, etc.)
p , g Craha (planets) -
ret ; pitrdi (ances:ors' "
Magan ! Kuldevata (lineage gods)
? .
Picag t

Lri:ual Yeeding and ritual Transformation

fm the left are the illness=csusing malignent spirits. The bhut,
pret, mnean and picas are all gpirits formed from the souls of humans
who have died inasuspiciously {e.g. by fire, by water, or by accident)
or for whom proper funeral ritusle were not performed. Significantly,
the ‘peaple who will imevitably and without question become one of Chese
"ghogts" are those who died without any kinswen to perform their funeral
rituals at sll. A clesr mzjority of the people of Dhungampaun profess
& belief in these evil spirits. But there is varistion in belief, and
2t obe extreme some villagers claim that the spirits are only “super-
stitions."” In any event, in discussing these spirits &nd their connec-
tion with food symbolism, I am referring to general cultursal concepts—
i.e, categories that all villagers recognize &s elements of their own
tradition, regardless of the extent to which they perzonslly may have

broken from this traditiom. .

“hese walginant spirits are considered apart from and decidedly
lower than the disties to the right in the above chart. Significantly
their lower status is marked by food, &s they are often given highly
impure substances like human bair and fingernail. These malignant
spirits are collectively called lagu.ll They cause any variety of
illnesses by directly and malicously striking individuals. Although
the higher sgpiritual forces do not malicously strike individuals in
order to csuse illness, they can.become angry~-if, for instance, they
are neglected in worship or are otherwise offended by the sins of pen.
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Hence, as with the lagu, one can have troubled relationships with thes
and suffer misfortune {(evern illness) ag a rTesult.

Bur a more significant contrast between these spiritual forces
concerns their state of food-dependency on man and hence theilr motives
for influencing human life. Here the lapu represent an extreme. They
attack man because they are constantly and desperately hungry; and
their attack is directly designed to elicit a food offering from their
victimg, Man feeds the lagu to temporarily pacify them. With the
other spiritual forces, hunger and a dependency on man for food become
less gignificant as we move from left to right on the chart. The pitri
{ancestors who-died properly), the biyu (a transformed ancestral ghost,
discussed below)-and the lkildevata (lineage gods) are also dependent on
man for their food. . But in contrast to the lapu, who are only fed when
they have caused illness, these other spiritual entities are regularly
fed in special worship ceremonies. . Man feeds ther in order to sustain
them, and by so doing to fulfill a religious obligation. People may fear
that they have failed to feéed these spirits properly, and hence these
spirits are considered potentially dangerous. Nevertheless, there is the
idea that these spiritual forces can be kept safe asi long as they are
properly and regularly sustained with food. If these spirits hare an
individual, it is not with malicious intent but ocut of anger that some-
one has failed in his obligations to them. They are in any case in a
much better position than the lagu, who are forced to wander in painful
hunger from the moment of their insuspicious crestion. Whatever food
the lagy wrangle from man is only & temporary relief, and hence the
lage are perpetuslly dangerous.

On the far right of the chart are the high Hindu gods (e.g. Shiva)

.and the planet gods (graha). These gods are not only raegularly wor-
" shipped, and hence regularly fed, but they are not so desperate for

food. Food is given more a5 & means to please them than to either
sustain or pacify thenm.

With the lagu then, we find the most direct link between human
illness and the danger of an unfed force, as well ss a link between
the concepts of feeding and therapy. But there are two other local
ideas that reinforce and extend the connection between fllness and
the importsnce of food &nd feeding. One is the notion that mot omly
can these spirits strike on their owm but any of them might also be
sent by & female witch (bokshi). Thus when villagers fear thege spi-
rits they also are expressing a fear of one another. Interestingly,
the way that & witch induces a lowly spirit to do her bidding is to
feed the spirit herself, especially if she agrees to do so on & more
or less regular basis. Her control rests on her agreement to feed.

A second local notion is that in s state of Lllness caused by a
malignaut spirit one is being fed upon.t?2 The gpirit, in effect, is

"eating" the victims' body and must be pacified with some substitute
food, such as pieces of hair and.fingernail from the victim. This
notion that food given to pacify spirits is considered a substitute
for the victim's own body has also been reported elsevhere in Nepal

(see Blustain, 1974: 93}.
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We can see in these ideas about the afterworld a reflection of cul-
tural notions about the world of the living as well. The ghosts are
unfed or irregularly fed. They are ae helpless people would be and as
beggars are {vhether religious mendicants or simply poor): they are
outside the proper order of this—wworldly soclety, which entails a proper
gystex of feeding and being fed.

In & milieu of perceived material scarcity, the imsufficiency of
materinl goode and the demands made on one by thoge in need become a
specific problem of everyday life in Dhungagaun. But it 1s in concep—
tions of spirit—caused illnesses that recognition and fear of this is
expressed as & general cultural theme. Thus the harm—giving spirits
represent the ultimate fgilure of the existing social order. They are
a symbolic realization of the potential for disharmony in humsn ex-
changee. These spirits are the ultimate losers, as marked in the first
place by thejr insugpicious creation, or by the fact that they died
without dependants, and as expressed symbolically in their attributes
of munger and being but irregularly fed. Yet by virtue of having died
improperly they scquire power (the ability to cause i1llness) by which
to press their clsims for food back on to the mman community,

These ways in which the world of the spirits mirrors that of map
can be mosgt clearly seen in beliefs about one very particular spirit,
the bayu.l3 The biyu begins as an ordinary ghost — & bhut, pret,
masan oOr picis — and ms one of thege it wanders in hunger. But this
ghost, vather than attacking just snyone, mey elect, as it were, to
sttack its own surviving agpatic kinsmen, members of its forwer kal
(lineage). Thus a male ghost attacks the bouse of its agnativc bl
en ummerried female ghogt attacks her fathers' kul and & femsle ghost
who married befaore dying should sttack members of her husband's kul
(C.F. Boffayr snd Shresths, 1§73), A medical specislisr (dhami-fjhankri)
might disgnose thet ilinesses in a family or kil sre being caused by
#uch an ancestral ghost. The cure, then, is to ritually transform this
gpirit into & bayu. This occurs in a special ceremony where the bayu
is invoked and the gathered kil members agree to feed the spirit om a
regular bazis from now on (st a minimum this is & ouce-z—yesr feedimg).
Most significant is that the creation of a b&yu raises the bayu's
spiritusl status. The bayu literslly moves up in the spiritusal hier-
archy &g represented in the charc above. A bivu is no longer a lowly,
illpege-inflicting legu. It is no ordinsry wvendering ghost but a
ghost that hes come home To &at. '

Once a bsyu is created, it not only ceases its harm, but may be-
come positively helpful. The bayu way be invoked &t any time to give
advice to kul members on their problems, and generally this invocation
is carried out at least once s year during the ritusl bayu~feeding
ceremony. Thus the bayu represents & regular snd institutionalized
means whereby & spirit of the lower realm is moved upward; and the
elevation of the bayu's rank parallels the movement from illness to
health, from harm to belp, for the kinsmen involved.
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Conclusion

This study of food symbolism in Bralmap-Chhetri culture has
attempted to reveal a consistency in the symbolic uses of food in
various realms of Bramman-Chhetri life. Notions about food in illiness
beliefs, particularly beliefs about evil spirits, reflect the same
concern with hierarchy, interdependence and scarcity that maintain in
Brafman-Chhet £1 kinship, Intercaste and interpersonal relationships.
For one thing, the very existence of the harmful spirits rests on the
idea of an interdependency among men that persists after death. The
comaunity, in effect, cannot ignore its spiritual "losers"; where
it fails to feed, ir faces being fed upon.

The bivu more specifically represents the persistence of patri-
lineal responsibilities after death. The kul cannot ignore a departed
member who is suffering the plight of a miserable ghost. For this
spirit has the powver to strike its own kul and press its clzim to a
permanent readmittance into the more harmonious realm of regular
feeding. In the beliefs about the bayu, we can aleo mee the notions
of social ordering and hierarchy. The bayu begins as 2 hungry, wander-
ing ghogt, but onre its agnatic survivere agree to feed it on a regular
basis, the bivu's status is elevated and fixed 80 that it will become

safe and helpful.

In wy view, the concern with apd fear of malignant spirits in
Dhungagaun is an extension of a culturally recogrnized imperfection in
the gocial order. What villagers appear to recognize is that gince
all degired things in life are scarce, &ll the ordered interdependency,
all the ordered give-~and-take in the world, cannot possibly ensure
sufficiency to all. Someone, some force, will always be in need, How-
ever wels one succeeds in the earthly game of give aod take, he camnot,
by the principle of interdependency itgelf, €ntirely separate himself
from the fact that there are losers. At all tizmes those in need may
make demands on him; at amy point they may acquire the power to force
their claims. The only recourse iz to recognize this inevitsble prob-
lem in 1ife and to keep up the system of giving and taking (feeding
and being fed) is an ordersd way.

I have attempted to show that food in Bralman-Chhetri culture is
a code through which.this principle is established and expressed. In
brief, the notions of "fed" "unfed" and "fed upon" serve as a kind of
progressive cultural metaphore through which man's physical, social
and spiritus) relationships are articulated. My conclusion on how
Brahman-Chhetti food eymbols can be intrepreted to reveal a broader
culturel ideclogy is summarized below:
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The Fed The Unfed The fed upon
relations lineage gods, ghosts,
between high gods, disgatisfied
spirits and ancestors, ancestors, man
wan bayu erc.
Safe Harmful Harmed
social proper place precericus a receiver of
state of in the himan place in socio-~economic
man community the luman demands or claims
(receiver of community
affection)
Physical plump, healthy Thin, -vulnerable 111

to illness (dublo)

state of man (moto)

Here “the fed" marks positive categories of things "made safe.”
On the spiritual plane are the higher dieties {pleased at beinp fed
by man) the digarmed b'a’E and the pustained lineape gods end ancestors.
On the social plane, "to be fed" marks integrated menbership in the
humen cowmunity., The "unfed" by contrast, &re dangerous categories:
in 1ife and in death the “unfed" are left outside the proper order of

society, are in need, &nd so become & source of : Finally, the
“fad upsn' mark the negative results of the inevitableN\failings in a

socisl order based on hiersrchy and interdependence amid scarcity.
Footnotes

1. I would like to thenk Lyve Bemnett, CébrirT Usfipbell” and rraysg
Raj Sharma for their comments on &ii erziler draft of ti-i. paper.

2. For Nepal, Sherry Ortner (1970) has snalyzed £oad symbols ar ng
the Buddhist Sherpa. Unfortunately, I have not yet had an oppor-
tunity te compare this work with my material on food symbols among

Bindu groups.

3. Dhungagsun is s pseudonym for the community in vhich I conducted
field~work from 1973-1975 under a fellowship from the Social
Science Resesrch Council. However, the conclusions drawn are
those of the author aloze.
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My use of food distinctrions in Dhungagaun (especially raw vs,
cooked) obviously draws from the fundamental inspiration provided
by Levi - Strauss (1965, 1969). HMore recently, Khare (1976b: 1le3)
has suggested that for Hindu India a distinction between “cooked"
and "uncooked" is more precise eince foods assume & new importance
once they have been “prepared" by means other than cooking with
heat, e.g. by being washed or peeled. I would suspect that
Khare's distinction is more precise for Hindu Repal as well.

In some private contexts & person may consume bhat copked by a

lower—caste person without risk to caste standing, For example
viliagers say that a map who has eloped with a lower caste woman
will likely eat bhat cooked by her in the privecy of their home.

I do not know to what extent water and cigarettes are actually '
classed as "food" by Dhungagaun villagers. However, an act of
drinking water or smoking cigarettes is normally expressed with

- the verb khimu (zo eat) that iz used with all other foeds. It

is also interesting to mote that the names of certain caste cate-
gories refer to liquids —~ for exzmple, the untouchable groups
are sometimer called pani na chalve (people from whom water is
not acceptable) and a2 number of castes are called matwald (liguer-
drinking),

TR
Ortner (1978): €1-90) bas discuased siniler gocial uses of food in
the context of Sherpa "hospitality.”

Here, individual orthodoxy varies. Some Bralmang, for example,
will refuse some foode or even all food from other members of their
own caste on the grounds that this would undermine their own indi-

vidual purity.

In sr8ddha, parental ancestors up to three generations mugt be fed
- i.e. a man's F,H, FF, FFW, FFF, and FPFV.

Space does not permit an examinstion here of all of the links de-
twveen iliness and food. Among the more important ones not dise
cussed here are ideas about maintaining & "hot" and “ecold" balance
in food intake along with other dietary rules that are relared to
health & {llness. In addition, one of the most cowmmon ways that
witches (boksi) cause fllness is through “poisoning" their victims

food.

This chart does not list all the malignant forces in Phungagaun
but only those that sre formed from human souls. 3In addition to
these are the bir {(demons) ther "simply exise."



64 CHAS Jouroal

12, Although the notion of ome's literally being eaten is restricted
to illnesses caused by malignant spirits, the imagery of iliness
as being "fed upon" carries over inte general concepts of iliness,
regardless of casuse, ¥For exsmple, one word for heart attack,
heart trouble or sharp chest pain is mutu khane (“heart devouring™)
Similarly, a food-eating image surrounds the word dhawki (asthma).
In times of quarrel, one may insult another person by calling him
dhamki ko ahar, "the [mere] food (prey) of the astima disease."
Viilagers say that because of the associstion between the word
dhamki and this insulting expression, the word dhamki should be
avoided when one is speaking to or about a Teal astima sufferer
vhom one does not wish to insult. In these contexts, expregsions
meaning “breathlessness" are used instead. An insult phrase
paralle]l to dhamki ko ahar can also be formed with the i{llnees

terp bhiringi (syphilis).

13. For an excellent discugsion of the crestion and ritual .t:rear.mznt
of the bayu in Central Nepal, see Sharma (1970).
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