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On ne s'étonnera cependant jamais assez de ce que 
tout le monde vive comme si personne «ne savait».  
 

Albert Camus (1942: 30). 
 
 
 
An anthropologist can choose to study many things, 
but it is the piercing dramas of finite lives, rather than 
the endless march of dead forms, that I have come to 
find most compelling.  

Daniel Linger (2010: 217). 
 

	 	



	 4	

	 	



	 5	

 

 

DECLARATION 

  
  

I declare that this thesis has been composed by myself and it is my own work. 

This material has not been submitted, in whole or in part, for any other degree 

or professional qualification. Except where clearly stated by reference or 

acknowledgement, the work presented is entirely my own. Part of chapter 1 

was published as “Wanderings of a Spirit: Making Sense of an Untimely Death 

in the Sinja Valley of Jumla” in the journal Studies in Nepali History and Society 

21(2) in 2016, while a shortened version of chapter 4 was published as 

“Obscure existential narratives: Predetermination and Freedom in Nepali 

Horoscopic Knowledge” in the journal HIMALAYA 38(1) in 2018. I also declare 

that all the photographs that appear throughout the thesis are mine, of which 

I hold full copyright.   

  
August 2018, 

 
  

 

  

 
	 	



	 6	

	 	



	 7	

Abstract 
 

Based upon 18 months of ethnographic fieldwork, this thesis explores how 

people in the Sinja Valley of Jumla District (western Nepal) endeavour to make 

sense of existence through their engagement with mortality. My 

epistemological approach and the argument I put forward is framed as a 

phenomenology of life in the shadows of death. This implies the exploration of 

how the phenomenon of death ‘appears’ to the consciousness of Sinjali 

people, contributing to the formation and sometimes dissolution of their 

lifeworlds—or, perhaps, I should say deathworlds. Along these lines, this 

thesis contributes to a more nuanced anthropology of death by moving our 

understanding of mortality beyond its traditional focus on mortuary rites, 

reframing it in terms of my informants’ experiences. After all, as a Sinjali 

proverb suggests, ‘like the fingers of one’s hand, people are not all the same’. 

Moreover, the distinction that Sinjali people make between timely and untimely 

deaths problematises a conception of mortality as a monolithic object of 

thought, underscoring the fact that the modality of a particular demise is 

indissolubly linked to how this is going to be experienced.  

Taking such experiences into consideration, then, demands we move 

away from all-encompassing generalisations about the nature of death, in 

order to foreground, instead, its existential aspects. Thus, resisting any 

attempt to essentialise people, my argument pivots around the lives and 

deaths of a number of characters, presenting what is at stake, each time, for 

those very people. In this fashion, each chapter of this thesis illustrates, from 

a different angle, how Sinjali people negotiate the precarious equilibrium 

between order and chaos within a dynamic intersubjective cosmos always in 

the making, and, thus, always at risk of falling apart and disappearing. 

Consequently, drawing attention on the intersubjective aspects of death 

through the lens of a distinct ethnophilosophical sensibility, this thesis attempts 

to foster a critical hermeneutics of existence that will eventually lead to 

decomposing nothing less than ‘death’ itself. 
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Lay Summary  
 

Based upon 18 months of ethnographic fieldwork, this thesis explores how 

people in the Sinja Valley of Jumla District (western Nepal) endeavour to make 

sense of their lives in the shadows of death. In other terms, starting with Sinjali 

people’s understanding of death, I present how this contributes to the 

formation and, sometimes, to the dissolution, of their everyday realities. Along 

these lines, this thesis contributes to a more nuanced anthropology of death 

by moving our understanding of mortality beyond its traditional focus on 

mortuary rites, reframing it in terms of my informants’ experiences. After all, 

as a Sinjali proverb suggests, ‘like the fingers of one’s hand, people are not all 

the same’. Moreover, the distinction that Sinjali people make between ‘timely’ 

and ‘untimely’ deaths problematises a simplistic understanding of this ‘natural’ 

phenomenon, underscoring the fact that the modality of a particular demise is 

inevitably linked to how this is going to be experienced.  

Taking such experiences into consideration, then, demands we move 

away from all-encompassing generalisations about the nature of death, in 

order to foreground, instead, its existential aspects. Thus, my argument pivots 

around the lives and deaths of a number of characters, presenting what is at 

stake, each time, for those very people. In this fashion, each chapter of this 

thesis illustrates, from a different angle, how Sinjali people negotiate the 

precarious equilibrium between order and chaos within a dynamic universe 

always in the making, and, thus, always at risk of falling apart and 

disappearing. Consequently, drawing attention on the intersubjective aspects 

of death through the lens of a distinct ethnophilosophical sensibility, this thesis 

attempts to foster a critical understanding of human mortality that, eventually, 

will challenge nothing less than our very understanding of ‘death’.  
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Transliteration	and	pronunciation		
 

Sinjali people speak for the most part a local dialect, known as Khas bhāṣā, 

from which the modern Nepali language originated. Therefore, although 

specific terms may at times differ considerably, both idioms respond to the 

formal rules of Devanagari languages. The terms featuring throughout the 

thesis have hence been translated and transliterated according to the online 

version of Ralph Lilley Turner’s A comparative and etymological dictionary of 

the Nepali language, made available by the University of Chicago’s Digital 

Dictionaries of South Asia.1 These words were not pluralised according to the 

English convention, so that muiyã, for instance, addresses both a singular and 

multiple beings, depending on the context. In such cases, plural or singular 

sense shall appear as straightforward as not to require any further 

specification. The Khas words that do not feature in the dictionary have been 

transliterated as accurately as possible according to the same spelling rules 

adopted by Turner. I refer to the general introduction of that dictionary for an 

extensive contextualisation of the Nepali language within the linguistic heritage 

of South Asia. For the scope of this thesis, listed below are the principal 

diacritics used to render an accurate spelling and transliteration of the Nepali 

and Khas terms presented. 

 

ā (आ)—long ‘a’. 
ã (अ)ँ—nasal ‘a’. 

ī (ई)—long ‘i’. 

ĩ (इँ)—nasal ‘i’. 

ū (ऊ)—long ‘u’. 

r̥ (ऋ)—short ‘ri’. 
	

ṅ (ङ)—guttural nasal ‘n’. 

ṭ (ट)—cerebral unaspirated ‘t’. 

ḍ (ड)—cerebral unaspirated ‘d’. 

ṇ (ण)—cerebral nasal ‘n’. 

ś (श)—palatal ‘sh’. 

ṣ (ष)—cerebral ‘sh’.	

	
	 	

																																																								
1 https://dsalsrv04.uchicago.edu/dictionaries/turner/  
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0. Introduction 
 

 

[…] je ne voulais pas mourir comme une bête, je voulais 
comprendre.  

Sartre (2010: 26). 
 
 
Nella lontananza, si sa, certi colori accesi, sparsi qua e 
là, si attenuano, si smorzano, si fondono nella tinta 
generale, azzurra o grigia, del paesaggio. Perché questi 
colori risaltino, riassumendo intera la loro individualità, 
bisogna che noi ci avviciniamo: riconosceremo allora 
come e quanto ci avesse ingannato la lontananza. 

 
Pirandello (2015a: 25). 

  

 
 

Life in a deathworld 
Sinja is a remote valley in north-west Nepal and, arguably, a world of death—

literally.  

According to the local cosmology, the cosmos is envisaged as 

encompassing three distinct domains: the swarga, a sort of heaven and home 

to the gods (deutā); an underground hellish land known as narka and populated 

by demons (bhut and rākṣas); and, finally, the mr̥tyu-lok, which means indeed 

‘the world of death’. The last is a kind of ‘Middle Earth’ inhabited by human 

beings, for whom death, being the only certain event of existence, is the most 

significant feature. ‘Death is unavoidable and comes along already when we 

come into the world’, as pointed out once by Tika Raj, an elderly friend of mine 

living in Ludku: the village in which I stayed during the 18 months of fieldwork 

I carried out in the region. Janma, the Nepali term for birth, is actually deemed 

to exemplify the matter. The first letter ‘ja’ stands for ‘janma’ itself, whereas the 

second one, ‘ma’, referrers to death (Khas. māru; Nep. mr̥tyu), thus 

encompassing the totality of life. Tika Raj deems the inevitability of death in 
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human life to be easily proven empirically. ‘The body is made of ashes’, he 

explained, referring to the cremation of the corpse customary amongst Hindus, 

‘which is why, when we scratch ourselves, it appears a white powder’. 

Accordingly, one may observe that if ‘[h]umans are, through and through and 

in their most essential definition, “the mortals”’ (Lingis 2009: 69), then Sinjali 

people are mortals par excellence. Consequently, this thesis explores how 

people in Sinja endeavour to make the(ir) world meaningful in ‘an 

ethnographically informed phenomenology of “death-as-being-in-the-world”’ 

(Tsintjilonis 2007: 181). 

 In Sinjali culture, the concept of death is, in some ways, similar to Martin 

Heidegger’s being-toward-death: the existential horizon of being-in-the-world 

characterised by the ambivalent certainty of extinction and the uncertainty of 

its timing (Heidegger 1996: 238; see, also, Das 2016: 788; Lingis 2009: 69). 

Actually, ‘death became the real “muse of philosophy” from its beginnings in 

Greece right through Heidegger and modern existentialism’ (Becker 2016: 12). 

Western philosophers were not the only ones spurred to reflect on the 

existential puzzle of human mortality. A similar attitude can be found in many 

ethnographic contexts throughout the world, in places as far as Nepal and 

Melanesia. Rupert Stasch, for instance, wrote about the Korowai people of 

Indonesia as perceiving mortality as humanity’s main attribute (Stasch 2009: 

208). In the same way, for the neighbouring Iqwayes of Papua New Guinea, 

death constitutes the imminent horizon of existence, informing heavily their 

everyday lives (Mimica 1996: 215-16). Nepali people also consider existence 

as nothing but a progression towards death, taking place in phases marked by 

appropriate rites of passage (see, e.g., Childs 2004: 165; Desjarlais 2003; Gray 

2009: 198). Although philosophically compelling, the universalisation of being-

towards-death requires careful deconstruction to prove valuable in 

anthropology, insofar as the reactions it generates cross-culturally being far 

from universal. Hence, Dimitri Tsintjilonis suggested that letting alternative 

ways of being-towards-death emerge ‘may give us the opportunity to shift from 
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epistemology to ontology in order to foreground the indigenous cosmologies’ 

(Tsintjilonis 2007: 177). 

Nevertheless, ‘cosmology’, like  
 
[t]erms such as society, habitus, and culture, can all too easily obscure the lifeworlds 
they are supposed to cover, and we must continually remind ourselves that social life 
is lived at the interface of self and other (Jackson 1998: 35, original emphasis).  
 

It was precisely for this reason that I turned to phenomenology. Indeed, this 

theoretical framework encourages shifting the focus from an ideal worldview 

(Weltanschauung) to its underlying lifeworld (Lebenswelt): ‘that domain of 

everyday, immediate social existence and practical activity […] from which 

conceptual understanding arises but on which it does not primarily depend’ 

(Jackson 1996: 7-8; see, also, Desjarlais and Throop 2011: 91; Edie 1964: 60). 

The point, though, is not to disprove the Sinjali cosmological worldview, but 

simply to consider it too tightly interwoven with people’s actual lives to be 

extrapolated as an independent realm. Therefore, going back to the things 

themselves, this thesis is an attempt to showcase how Sinjali people actually 

live their deathworlds, instead of approaching their lives as a means to 

extrapolate the abstract worldview they are supposed to embody and live by. 

The aim of phenomenology is actually not that of unveiling arcane secrets 

lying beyond deceiving appearances. For Edmund Husserl, the father of 

phenomenology, phenomena do not have an intrinsic meaning, for they are 

filtered, through and through, by the lens of subjective consciousness, 

appearing thus always from a certain perspective deeply dependent on the 

surrounding world.2 The paramount feature of consciousness, according to 

																																																								
2 With such a philosophical operation, Husserl tried to move beyond the Cartesian 
rationalism, envisaging an autonomous cogito, whose knowledge originates from an 
inner reason independent from outer experiences. He however simultaneously 
rejected Anglo-Saxon empiricism, which considers knowledge entirely informed by 
sensorial experiences, therefore denying any a priori cogitation. Actually, for Husserl, 
something like an autonomous self, or an unprejudiced world, cannot exist, for these 
are always mutually connected in an inextricable intertwining of subject and object. 
The epistemological bias of empiricism, however, has deeply affected the way 
phenomenology has been received in the Anglo-Saxon world, where 
phenomenological analyses by and large have privileged sensorial perceptions over 
any other mode of experiencing the world, drawing mostly upon Maurice Merleau-
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phenomenologists, is indeed its intentionality: that is, tending towards a specific 

object and, thus, being always consciousness of something (see, also, Knibbe 

and Versteeg 2008: 56). Therefore, in phenomenological terms, this research 

project explores how the phenomenon of death appears to the consciousness 

of Sinjali people, subsequently informing their deathworlds. Yet, 

consciousness—conceived as the ‘processor’ of experiences—is always a 

unique mix of personal and socio-cultural sensibilities filtered through previous 

experiences. Hence, the way ‘death’ appears to ‘consciousness’ is bound to 

differ, at least to some extent, from person to person.3 For this reason, rather 

than essentialising an experiential ‘lowest common denominator’ expressed by 

the Sinjali ethnometaphysics, I instead elevated existence over essence.  

In a nutshell, these are the foundational tenets of the existential 

anthropology that constitutes the backbone of my epistemological approach to 

ethnography, outlined below in further detail. For now, let me just point out that 

I am far from suggesting that the deathworlds I will present throughout these 

																																																								
Ponty’s seminal Phenomenology of Perception (2005; see, e.g., Csordas 1990; 2008; 
Desjarlais 2003; Ingold 2007; Jackson 1983; Tsintjilonis 2007). This is quite telling, 
because Merleau-Ponty, like most continental philosophers, happens to hold much 
closer to a rationalist rather than an empiricist position (see, also, Čargonja 2013: 24). 
Limiting the focus to the embodied and sensorial aspects of experience further 
reduces the potential that phenomenology may have to offer, as this thesis tries to 
instantiate. 
 
3 How to approach the subjectivity of consciousness marked the breaking-point 
between Husserl’s phenomenology and Heidegger’s Existenzphilosophie. Actually, 
Husserl, who was a mathematician, considered the subjectivity of consciousness 
unscientific. Therefore, he theorised the phenomenological epochè: a method 
envisaging the possibility to ‘bracket’ personal interpretations in order to access the 
universal essence (eidos) of ‘pure phenomena’ purged of any subjectivist bias, in a 
sort of “archaeology of consciousness” (Edie 1964: 61; see, also, Moore 1967: 411; 
Spiegelberg 1960: 68). Heidegger, instead, moved beyond ‘essences’, focusing on 
how they are lived by an actual being-in-the-world (Edie 1964: 62; Spiegelberg 1960: 
65). This transcendence of essences in lived existence marked the twin-birth of 
existentialism and hermeneutics, the implications of which for this research project will 
be discussed throughout this introduction. Yet, much like that of Husserl, Heidegger’s 
philosophy remained largely an abstract ‘structuralism’. This led him to express, in his 
Letter on ‘Humanism’ (Heidegger 1998), a strong opposition to Jean-Paul Sartre’s 
humanist existentialism (Sartre 2007). Actually, as Heidegger recognised too 
(Heidegger 1972: 82), neither phenomenology nor, even more, existentialism could 
ever be considered homogeneous schools of thought but rather a particular intellectual 
attitude towards the possibilities of knowing that encompasses authors whose ideas 
are quite distinct and, at times, contrasting. 
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pages are characterised by an incessant awareness of death. In effect, 

according to phenomenologists, ordinary life is usually lived pre-reflectively, in 

a ‘natural stance’ of engagement with the world that does not immediately 

summon a conceptual rendering of it (Duranti 2010: 18). Moreover, human 

existence has on many occasions been portrayed as having been granted 

precisely by removing death from consciousness (see, e.g., Becker 2016: 16; 

Morin 2014: 65-66). Still, Emmanuel Levinas suggested: ‘The object which we 

do not have actually in sight does not disappear from consciousness. It is given 

potentially as the object of a possible actual consciousness’ (Levinas 1985: 

20). This fluctuating shift between more and less aware states of 

consciousness is brilliantly captured by a Sinjali proverb: ‘when we attend a 

wedding, we are happy because we don’t think about death, but we are sad 

when attending a funeral procession, for it reminds us that we will have to die 

too’ (janta mā mārula socdainan, malāmi mā gayapachi banchula socdainan).  

Death features indeed amongst those ‘dimensions of the lifeworld not 

ordinarily brought into consciousness, but […] integrally part of empirical reality’ 

(Jackson 1996: 15, original emphasis). Consequently, besides contributing to 

the ethnographic knowledge of a rural mountainous area of Nepal still not very 

well known, this ethnography aims to make a substantial contribution to the 

anthropological understanding of death. In fact, investigating how Sinjali people 

make sense of existence according to whatever understating of death they 

might have, I explore how this contributes to the formation and, sometimes, 

dissolution, of their lifeworlds—or, I should say, their deathworlds. The 

fundamental question is whether the perception of mortality enables one to 

understand how Sinjali people make sense of existence and how this 

hermeneutic process manifests in everyday life. In other words: ‘What is death 

supposed to have in common with the ‘concrete situation’ of acting?’ 

(Heidegger 1996: 279). Based upon 18 months of ethnographic fieldwork in 

Sinja, this research project contributes to a more nuanced anthropology of 

death by moving our understanding of mortality beyond its traditional focus on 

mortuary rites and reframing it in terms of my informants’ deathworlds. In this 
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way, conceiving death to be a ‘present absence’ acting as an intentional 

horizon that shapes the trajectory of existence, this thesis explores how people 

in Sinja endeavour to make the(ir) existence meaningful through their 

engagement with mortality.  

 

The research  
Situated 2400 m above sea level in the district of Jumla, Sinja is a relatively 

open and fertile valley. Vast grassy slopes alternated by thick coniferous 

woods, reaching an altitude of about 4000 m, surround the wide river banks, 

dedicated entirely to the cultivation of rice and barley.  

 

 

Most of the population resides next to the fields, scattered in small villages of 

a few dozen households each. It was in one of these hamlets—Ludku—that I 

lived for most of my 18-month fieldwork, hosted by my research assistant 

Sandeep and his family. Sandeep is a high-caste local school teacher, whom 

I had met by chance in 2013 during a preliminary trip to Sinja. Sandeep was 

one of the few English-speaking people in the area and had earned a 

bachelor’s degree in sociology and anthropology from Kathmandu’s Tribhuvan 

The Sinja Valley. 
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University. This prompted me to ask him to become my research assistant. 

Because Sandeep was a local ‘big man’ (ṭhulo mānche), his role as 

gatekeeper proved fundamental to be granted access to and, often, instant 

trust by the people with whom I spent time. Consequently, this spared me from 

the risk of being considered an undercover ‘spy’ of sorts—a risk always 

looming over anthropologists, also in Nepal (see, e.g., Childs 2004: 11). 

Additionally, at least during the initial stages of my fieldwork, Sandeep’s 

presence made it easy to practice still photography, which features heavily in 

this ethnographic project primarily due to its virtue of communicative 

immediacy and efficacy not always possible using written text.  

Even so, to access some segments of the population, Sandeep’s high 

socio-economic and caste status proved quite cumbersome—at times I had 

the impression that not everybody felt comfortable to speak their minds in front 

of him. Besides, since Sandeep worked every day except on Saturdays, the 

possibilities of exploring the surroundings with him were limited. Thus, in the 

summer of 2015, when I went back to Kathmandu for a conference, I made 

arrangements with Bishnu Saud, a local graduate student of anthropology, to 

come with me for two months to Sinja. During my time with Bishnu, whose 

young age and foreign face appeared much less intimidating, I regularly visited 

some of the local Dalit (formerly ‘untouchable’) people and Christian converts. 

Bishnu and I also spent a couple of weeks in two mountain villages, Lekhpor 

and Okharpata, to gain a sense of what life is like in Sinja’s highlands (pākho).  

The data I collected with Bishnu’s help proved paramount to enhancing 

my understanding of the area and of the various anthropological realities 

dwelling in it, as I could indeed familiarise myself with different perspectives 

from those I had been accustomed to with Sandeep.  Due to length constraints, 

however, it was not possible to accommodate this material within the present 

thesis, for it would have risked oversimplifying what are, instead, quite 

complex dynamics. Therefore, as far as this thesis is concerned, it should be 

borne in mind that the ethnographic data upon which my argument relies were 

generated and reflect, for the most part, a high-caste perspective (see below). 
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While this might draw the criticism of replicating some of the elitist distortions 

that affected the initial ethnographic projects in Nepal, it may also constitute a 

strength of this work, considering that an overwhelming majority of recent 

academic studies has preferred low castes (Dalit) or ethnic minorities 

(janajāti).4 At the same time, quite often, the lower castes display a higher 

degree of reflectivity with regard to their social position in the hierarchy, while 

the higher castes simply tend to take it at face value (Parish 1996: 43; see, 

also, Damodaran 2018). Consequently, although caste membership certainly 

contributes to shaping the network of intersubjective meaning within which 

Sinjali people operate, at least in the stories I present in this thesis, caste did 

not feature to such an extent to make it an indispensable element for the 

analysis. Moreover, Brahmins/bāhun are probably the least homogeneous 

caste group of them all (Sharma 2004b: 224). Therefore, putting the emphasis 

on the caste membership of my informants and friends in Sinja would have 

contributed to the essentialisation of existence that this thesis prefigures 

instead to resist.  

Despite my having taken Nepali-language classes for about one and a half 

months in Kathmandu while waiting for a student visa, I initially depended 

almost entirely on Sandeep for my research activities. In fact, both in terms of 

words and speech patterns, the kind of Nepali I had learned in the capital did 

not immediately fit within the Khas language spoken in Sinja. Therefore, during 

the first few months in the field, my interactions with the local population were 

mostly limited to a participant-observation of their daily activities, without much 

verbal exchange. Therefore, to fill this gap, I conducted a number of semi-

structured interviews with key and knowledgeable figures in the area, such as 

mediums/shamans (dhāmī), priests (pujāri), schoolteachers, police officers, 

and the like. Apart from constituting an initial overview of the area, the 

information I gathered in this way helped me make sense of the ritual practices 

																																																								
4 The recent entry of traditionally underrepresented minorities in the political arena of 
South Asia has indeed coincided with the raising, in academia, of an anti-elitist 
approach to the social history of Marxist inspiration, usually known as subaltern 
studies (see, e.g., Guha and Spivak 1988; also, Pfaff-Czarnecka 1997: 455). 
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I was observing, such as cremation ceremonies (citā garnu), mortuary rites 

(kr̥yā), or the remembrance of ancestors (śrāddha). After the interviews, I 

usually listened again to the records on my own, transcribing what I considered 

their most significant elements. Then, I went again through these portions with 

the help of Sandeep, to carefully translate key terms and expressions, and to 

discuss with him the questions they generated, which usually led to further 

discussions.  

Because my motive, however, was to transcend the institutionalised 

aspects of the relationship with death, I also conducted interviews with the 

local elders. Yet, to avoid tactlessly beginning with questions directly 

addressing their perception of mortality, I constructed a more elaborate set of 

questions that moved from their memories of the past to their views of the 

present, and then onto their expectations for the future, which always brought 

up, somehow spontaneously, the topic of death. Another important outcome 

of approaching death somehow ‘transversally’—looking for its significance 

more in and through its engagement by people in an everyday setting rather 

than specifically looking at the mortuary practices—was that of preventing 

gossip over an alleged obsession with death on my part (see, also, Childs 

2004: 11), which never proved to be a problem. Methodologically, in fact, my 

approach to death concretised in trying to blend, as much as possible, my 

inquiry on the topic within the very many questions I had about the manifold 

aspects of existence in Sinja. For this reason, over the course of my fieldwork, 

I revisited the same set of people who, according to me, formed a 

comprehensive representation of the various facets of Sinjali society, each 

time to talk about a different topic. These encompassed, for instance: hopes 

and aspirations, fortune and bad luck, personhood, dreams, caste, 

development, feelings and emotions, the body, or health and well-being. It was 

during these discussions that I often discovered the first traces of some of the 

episodes that, eventually, have come to constitute the backbone of this thesis, 

whereas others simply took place before me without any intentional endeavour 

on my part.  
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This more ‘structured’ aspect of my field approach turned out to be, 

anyway, rather indispensable. Actually, the communitarian nature of village life 

constituted one of the chief issues of the kind of questions I wished to ask. In 

fact, at first, I used to chat with people in open spaces, such as the flat terraces 

of their houses. This often attracted a crowd of curious onlookers, which, 

depending on the topic of the discussion, sometimes made it difficult to reach 

that degree of intimacy necessary to elicit more private affairs. For this reason, 

when I wished to have a somewhat more personal chat, rather than visiting 

people at their place, I adopted the practice of inviting them to the room 

adjacent to mine whenever possible, where we could enjoy sufficient calm and 

privacy. If this was not possible for any reason, I then chose times of the day 

and locations in which I knew the risk of interference would have been at the 

lowest, thus avoiding constant interruptions. 

Of course, since I had the benefit of having a research assistant 

throughout the length of my fieldwork, I had the advantage of being able to 

directly focus on themes that would otherwise have required a level of 

language proficiency that I might have reached only by the end of my stay, if 

at all. The drawback, however, was that despite my communication skills 

having improved significantly, I never reached a stage of complete 

independence. Thus, all the way to the very end of my stay in Sinja, I 

alternated ‘lighter’ moments of autonomously interacting with the people with 

more intensive sessions with Sandeep. With his help, I carefully translated the 

portions of dialogue featured throughout the thesis and dug deeper into the 

various questions brought up by the specific stories upon which I have decided 

to focus. My increased grasp of the language, though, turned out to be quite 

useful even in these moments. First of all, I was able to ascertain that, in 

general, Sandeep’s translations were rather accurate. At the same time, I 

could also spot that he omitted unnecessary digressions or specifications 

effectively, for the most part. A few times, however, I happened to grasp a 

detail he had glossed over that, instead, opened up a fruitful line of inquiry.       
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Nevertheless, as my field stay progressed, I was able to gain a certain 

margin of autonomy, which allowed me to engage in further depth with the 

situations in which I found myself involved. Thus, when I spotted something 

that attracted my attention—such as a funeral procession (malāmi) passing 

nearby or smoke rising from the local cremation ground (masān-ghāṭ)—I felt 

more comfortable in setting off to inquire on my own. Moreover, the more time 

I spent in the place, the more the locals and I got accustomed to one another’s 

presence, making the search for each other’s company much more 

spontaneous. Thus, when Sandeep would work at the local school from about 

10 to 4, I would follow people around or simply spend time with them casually, 

waiting for Sandeep’s return to carry out more targeted discussions. Apart 

from providing fundamental material directly relevant to my research project, 

this more casual aspect of my fieldwork offered many insights into the activities 

of everyday life in Sinja, crucial to forming the narrative texture of the stories I 

present. Actually, rather than relegating the contextualisation of my argument 

solely to this introductory overview, I resorted to a literary style by means of 

which I tried to consistently evoke the ethnographic context through these 

pages, adding ‘pinches’ of everyday flavour here and there. 

 

Once Upon a Time in the West 
Along with the districts of Kalikot, Mugu, Dolpa, and Humla, Jumla—the district 

of which Sinja is part—forms the geopolitical zone of Karnali, the north-

westernmost part of Nepal. For a long time, this area was referred to as 

Khasān, ‘the land of the Khasa’, named after the population that colonised the 

region towards the beginning of the first millennium BC.  This non-Vedic, Aryan 

pastoral people seem to have entered the Indian subcontinent around that 

time, settling eventually in the Karnali basin, where they blended with 

unspecified indigenous people (Adhikari 1997: 27; Whelpton 2005: 8-10). The 

debate on the migratory history of the region, however, remains open and 

controversial, mostly due to the almost complete absence of historical 

evidence (Zurick 1989: 233). 
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It is only after the twelfth century AD that historical events become more 

clearly discernible, in coincidence with the rise of a prominent empire, the 

summer capital of which was in Sinja. This Khasa kingdom, sometimes 

referred to as the Malla empire, is claimed to be the largest in the history of 

the Himalayas until the Middle Ages, spreading over the entire western 

Himalayas (Bista 2013: 81; Petech 1984: 1; Tucci 1956; Whelpton 2005: 22). 

This was a time of unprecedented cultural inclusion. In spite of the rulers’ 

apparent devotion to Tibetan Buddhism, in fact, the elevated religious 

tolerance also incentivised the flourishing of Hindu customs (Adhikari 1997: 

99, 104-07).  When the empire collapsed during the 14th and 15th centuries, its 

territories Balkanised into 22 feudal statelets collectively known as baisi, now 

of distinctively Hindu character (Whelpton 2005: 23, 30; Zurick 1989: 235). 

This situation continued into the second half of the 18th century, when king 

Prithivi Narayan Shah led a successful military campaign for the unification of 

what today is Nepal (Pfaff-Czarnecka 1997: 419). 

The century of Rana regime that followed (1846-1951) was characterised 

by a highly hegemonic project that rejected all socio-cultural differences found 

in the country, with the aim of incorporating them within a single hierarchic 

system headed by the ruling Hindu elite—a process commonly referred to as 

‘Sanskritisation’ (Gellner 1997: 3; Fisher 2001: 165; Hutt 2004: 2; Sharma 

2012: 45). The main concern of the Shah and Rana rulers, indeed, had been 

that of expanding and establishing their control through Nepal, while 

simultaneously centralising power in Kathmandu—ironically, a city inhabited 

by a people, the Newars, much closer to a Tibeto-Burmese than an Indo-Aryan 

cultural heritage (see, also, Pfaff-Czarnecka 1997: 420). For such reasons, 

until very recently and especially amongst rural elders, the term ‘Nepal’ is 

commonly used to refer exclusively to the Kathmandu Valley.  

The Sinja Valley featured prominently in this process of nation building, as 

its historical background and, especially, the local Khas language, were 

chosen to shape the national ethos (Adhikari 1997: 112; Bista 2011: 153; 

2013: 80; Fisher 2001: 55; Gellner 1997: 4).  This did not however imply a 
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reverential attitude of the new rulers towards their western ‘ancestors’. 

Actually, as Gurung pointed out, in the Karnali basin, this regime of oppression 

generated the expression ‘Gorkhali-stick’ (gorkhe-lauri), referring to the means 

by which the unification process had largely been carried out (Gurung 1997: 

506). 

Whereas certainly in a less despotic manner, the hegemonic program of 

shaping Nepal according to the vision a Hindu high-caste minority continued 

also during the Panchayat system that succeeded the Rana regime (see Pfaff-

Czarnecka 1997: 423; Whelpton 2005: 183; also, Sharma 2004b: 221). These 

new rulers, however, did not manage, or care, to significantly amend the 

extreme indigence that plagued most of the Nepali population. A widespread 

discontent thus kept simmering, culminating in a shift towards a democratic 

system, beginning in 1990. As Joanna Pfaff-Czarnecka succinctly put it: ‘After 

decades of homogenizing measures, it is now cultural diversity that orients 

cultural discourse’ (Pfaff-Czarnecka 1997: 455). Actually, reacting against the 

hegemonic discourse to which anyone had been expected to conform for a 

couple of centuries, a number of previously discriminated minorities started 

raising their voices and asserting their claims for recognition, usually guided 

by charismatic spokespersons (see, also, ibid.: 425). Therefore, since 1990, 

the Nepali state has witnessed a radical shift of discourse from similarity and 

homogeneity to the recognition of (ethnic) diversity (Ibid.: 419). 

The massive politicisation of ethnicity that took place after the 1990s is not 

an entirely new phenomenon in Nepali history. Some of these movements had 

started their counter-hegemonic activities as early as the 1950s (see Gurung 

1997: 526). Despite the recent shift towards democracy, however, the 

neuralgic levers of power remained largely in the hands of historically 

privileged elites, who continued the traditional patronal regime under a slightly 

different guise (see, also, Zurick 1989: 250). Therefore, rather than favouring 

a peaceful coexistence, this altered political scenario deteriorated rather 

quickly into mutual hostility. Each distinctive socio-cultural group, in fact, 

began using ethnic diversity as an instrument to frame their political claims, 
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making ‘ethnicity’ and ‘culture’ fertile grounds for contestation, exacerbated in 

particular by Maoist groups (Cowan et al. 2001: 2-3, 9; Gellner 2007: 1823; 

Hangen 2005: 59; Lawoti 2007; Maskey and Deschene 2008: 10).5 

This climate of tension exploded eventually in a decade-long civil war, 

which bloodied the country between 1996 and 2006 (see Lecomte-Tilouine 

2006: 51; Mishra 2004: 627; Shah and Pettigrew 2009: 225). Obviously, 

different areas of Nepal were affected differently by the Maoist insurgency. 

More importantly still, even in the strongholds of the Maoist rebellion (Rolpa 

and Rukum), Anne de Sales elucidated how the narratives on this tense period 

of the recent Nepali history are far from homogeneous (de Sales 2009).6 The 

war affected Jumla too, with some violent escalations, especially in Khalanga: 

the district’s headquarters (see, also, Shrestha-Schipper 2013: 258). What 

came as highly surprising to the Maoists was that the local population did not 

respond to their progressive agenda with the expected enthusiasm. This made 

their approach progressively more aggressive and intimidating. Part of this 

tactic had been plundering the houses of prominent and supposedly ‘rich’ 

figures (see, also, ibid.: 258, 272). Sandeep’s father was also one of these 

people; his house was plundered soon after he had fled south, as briefly 

mentioned in chapter 4. Maoists from the nearby districts found local 

supporters even in Ludku. Still, over the course of my fieldwork, I did not come 

across any instance of the door-to-door recruitment technique mentioned by 

Shrestha-Schipper (2008-2009: 107). Despite the Sinja Valley being under 

direct Maoist control between 2001 and 2006 (Shrestha-Schipper 2013: 273-

74), there were only a few sporadic rises in tension, and only rarely did these 

culminate in bloodshed. It must be borne in mind that due to the rough features 

																																																								
5 However, the actual parameters for being considered an ‘ethnic minority’ are not 
always incontrovertible, further complicating the matter (see, e.g., Gellner 1997: 22). 
Actually, the very concept of ethnicity itself is far from univocal and uncontroversial 
(see Eriksen 1992; also, Jenkins 1996; Fisher 2007). 
 
6 The reasons that triggered the Insurgency were much more complex than poverty 
and inequality (Shrestha-Schipper 2013: 258). For a brief history of Maoist presence 
in western Nepal since the 1950s, see de Sales (2009: 367).  
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of the vast terrain in which Maoists operated, their actual ‘occupation’ 

consisted, for the most part, of sporadic appearances rather than a persistent 

presence. 

The Maoist party won the first free elections in Jumla after the civil war, 

but in reality, the Sinja Valley presents a much more variegated political 

scenario (see, also, ibid.: 259).7 The political atmosphere prevailing 

throughout the country reverberates in Sinja too, where the local feelings 

appear to be divided between the rather conservative positions of the Nepali 

Congress—interestingly not limited to only the traditionally privileged 

lineages8—and the more progressive views put forward by a plethora of far-

leftist parties.  Even though more than a decade has passed since the end of 

the war, the political climate is still quite heated. Inequality and discrimination 

remain prominent issues, fuelling socio-cultural and political tensions (see 

Gellner 2007; Lawoti 2007: 25).9  

The civil war brought some long-lasting changes throughout Nepal, to an 

extent weakening the discriminatory practices towards underprivileged 

segments of the population, such as lower castes, ethnic minorities, and 

women (see, e.g., Leve 2007: 162; Pant and Standing 2011: 410; Shah 2008). 

In Sinja, the Maoists opposed discrimination against Dalit, punishing anyone 

who was caught perpetrating this customary practice (Shrestha-Schipper 

2013: 278). Furthermore, they raised awareness on the importance of 

education for both boys and girls. They were also against arranged and 

underage marriage practices and somewhat weakened the practice of 

																																																								
7 For a detailed description of the last couple of centuries of political history of the Sinja 
Valley, see Shrestha-Schipper (2013). 
 
8 As von Fürer-Haimendorf suggested (1981a: ix), the relative state of isolation of 
mountain communities tends to make them slightly more conservative than their 
counterparts in the plains. For instance, the firm opposition to Christian evangelism I 
witnessed amongst the local low castes surprised me, insofar as Christianity could 
provide a political tool to contest the traditional norms that relegate them to the bottom 
of the social order. 
 
9 This brief outline of Nepali history is far from being exhaustive, and does not pretend 
to be a thorough historical account (for that, see Whelpton 2005; Gellner 1999; also, 
Bahadur 1953). 
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chāupadi: the segregation of menstruating women, still practised on a large 

scale (see, also, Shrestha-Schipper 2008-2009: 111).10 The socio-cultural 

repercussions of the Maoist occupation cannot be exaggerated, however, 

insofar as many traditional customs that were temporally banned by the 

Maoists were restored as soon as the war ended. For instance, the ban on 

performing mortuary practices during the Maoist occupation mentioned by 

Satya Shrestha-Schipper did not last long enough to alter these practices by 

any means, which continued to be performed secretly even during the conflict 

(see Shrestha-Schipper 2013: 278). However, I would not go as far as 

Shrestha-Schipper in suggesting that ‘nothing has changed in villages, at least 

in the Sinja Valley’ (2008-2009: 120).11 In fact, nowadays, underage marriages 

have significantly dropped in number, whereas arranged marriages, though 

somewhat loosely, remain quite popular. More in general, I think that the major 

outcome of that period has been that of raising awareness about others and 

their conditions. To comment on the long-term outcomes of these heightened 

sensibilities, however, it is still far too early to state any reliable forecast. 

Like the rest of Nepal, nowadays the Sinja Valley is undergoing significant 

changes at an unprecedented speed. During the war, the prompt mobilisation 

of troops was made difficult by the absence, is many rural parts of Nepal, of a 

proper road network. To solve this problem, in 2011, the Nepali Army started 

digging a road through the valley, which now connects the southern planes 

with the District of Mugu, aiming someday to reach the Chinese border. As a 

consequence, the mobility of goods and people has significantly increased, 

making Sinja a little more connected to the rest of the world. As will be 

discussed further in chapter 4, a large number of adult males from the western 

																																																								
10 Shrestha-Schipper offered an insightful and very detailed account of the traditional 
practices concerning female life in Sinja in relation to the Maoist insurgency (see 
Shrestha-Schipper 2008-2009). 
 
11 Worth mentioning has been the apparently complete disappearance, after the 
Maoist ban on it, of the traditional practice of choṭṭi basne: ‘singing parties’ held in a 
cowshed in which boys and girls got to know each other (see Campbell 1978: 158-65; 
Shrestha-Schipper 2008-2009: 111). 
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districts migrate to India over the winter months, when less agricultural 

workforce is required in the villages. Whereas in the past this was done more 

to avoid excessive consumption of the exiguous harvest than to actually earn 

money (Gurung 1997: 528), these days, the income earned during these 

months plays an important role in the local economy. Notwithstanding the 

increase in travel amongst people compared to the past, the area does not 

seem at risk of an impending depopulation. In fact, despite many young people 

going away to complete their studies and some even migrating to the Middle 

East, the vast majority of those I spoke with tend to express the intention of 

returning to their hometowns after spending some time abroad.  

Whereas during my fieldwork there was still no access whatsoever to the 

Internet in the valley, now this technology seems to have been made 

sporadically available. As can be expected, these changes are having an 

impact on the local context, both materially and at more subtle levels. In 

general, many of the people I spent time with seemed to have mixed feelings 

about technological development. On the one hand, innovations are welcomed 

positively. As an elderly friend of mine put it: ‘now it is better than in the past: 

people can go to school, there are hospitals and financial help for elderly or 

handicapped people, and the roads are much better’. Nevertheless, there are 

also concerns for the future. For instance, some fear that an increase in 

mobility would help criminal activities, extending the plague of child trafficking 

further north. Others, instead, worry that newly available technologies and the 

periodic arrival of Christian evangelists will erode the local traditions, resulting 

in the cultural heritage of the area seeing a decline.  

Elsewhere in Nepal, Sinja evokes ambivalent perceptions. In the collective 

imagination of educated urban Hindus, the valley features as a mythical 

ancestral place (for the reasons mentioned above). Yet, when the focus of 

conversation shifts towards the region, it is usually viewed as exceptionally 

backward and undeveloped—stereotypes of which Sinjali people are definitely 

aware. For decades now, in Nepal, social relations have indeed been framed 

in terms of development (bikāś—see Pigg 1992). This has also come to shape 
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interpersonal relations, to the point of informing, in Sinja, a sort of ‘metaphysics 

of bikāś’. Actually, quite often, I was told that heaven (swarga) and hell (narka) 

are not metaphysical places but denote the existential conditions of one’s life; 

for instance, ‘hell is having flies in the toilet’, as a priest once explained. 

Furthermore, in combination with the remnants of the feudal mindset 

inculcated over centuries by the recently ended monarchy, this pervasive 

discourse on development often generates rather naïve expectations towards 

the government and international organisations.  

Still, although the margin of improvement remains huge, thanks to the 

increasing availability of health posts, education, and awareness campaigns 

on risky or unhealthy behaviours, the living conditions of a significant portion 

of the population have improved considerably.  Although the rate of literacy, 

especially amongst women, remains rather low, the state of health described 

by Shrestha-Schipper only a few years ago seem now to be mostly memories 

of the past (see Shrestha-Schipper 2008-2009: 107n9, 108n12). Many houses 

now have an iron stove with a chimney, which prevents a number of the 

pathologies by which Jumli people used to be affected. One of the most 

prominent health issues I came across is the so-called gyāstrik—an emic 

rearrangement of the term ‘gastritis’ that has come to encompass a number of 

gastric problems (see, also, Harper and Kohrt 2008: 474). Infant mortality has 

also dropped significantly, and life expectancy has improved steadily. Life-

threatening injuries still quite often result in death due to the absence of 

accessible emergency units (the closest is located at the district headquarters, 

some 5 hours from the upper Sinja Valley by jeep). Untimely deaths, although 

not statistically significant, deeply upset their communities, as featured 

extensively in this thesis (see, also, Macfarlane 1981: 94). 

 

Existence precedes essence   
Except for the district headquarters of Khalanga, where the local population 

has blended with an increasingly large Buddhist community migrating from the 

adjacent districts of Mugu and Dolpa, Jumli people could otherwise be 
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considered largely Hindu. Even so, the term is far too vague to be exhaustive; 

effectively, it is a Western construct used to refer to all the socio-cultural 

realities lying beyond the river Indus, therefore encompassing immense 

diversities (see Lipner 2004: 9-10, 13, 18; also, Bose and Jalal 2003: 2; van 

der Veer 2002: 175). In other terms, notwithstanding a range of common 

features, different peoples (and people!) can be ‘Hindu’ in different ways, 

making ‘Hinduism’ a vague label for an ongoing compromise (Lipner 2004: 12-

13). 

More specific would be the term parbatiyā, literally meaning ‘people of the 

mountains’, to which the majority of Jumla’s population is said to belong (see, 

e.g., Bishop 1978: 537).12 Notwithstanding minor local peculiarities, a certain 

continuity of customs allows considering the anthropological realities dwelling 

the southern foothills of the Himalayas, from Kashmir to Nepal, as a rather 

homogeneous ‘cultural area’ (Berreman 1963: 334). Such a view is reflected 

by the rather schematic geo-cultural model often employed to present Nepal, 

differentiating between the southern plains, culturally comparable to the rest 

of northern India; the northern Himalayan range, largely influenced by Tibetan 

culture; and a hilly middle ground, associable with Gerald Berreman’s 

definition of Hindus of the Himalaya (1963).  

Nevertheless, William Fisher argues that this misleading distinction results 

in a dangerous oversimplification of Nepal’s incredible diversity, which 

scholars ought not to reiterate, ‘making their conceptual boundaries more rigid 

than those of the people they study’ (Fisher 2001: 195; see, also, Toffin 2009: 

290). Actually, whereas these mountainous communities might seem rather 

isolated from the outside world (Berreman 1963: 351-52), it is worth noticing 

that Sinja, like the rest of Nepal, has been for thousands of years a point of 

contact between the Indian Subcontinent and Central Asia.13 Tibeto-Burman 

																																																								
12 Parbatiyā constitute about 40% of the entire population of Nepal, with the higher 
castes outnumbering the lower ones by a ratio of roughly 4 to 1 (Gurung 1997: 522).  
 
13 These exchanges, traditionally granted by a trans-Himalayan caravan route (see 
Fisher 1987; also, von Fürer-Haimendorf 1981a: x-xi; 1981b: 15), continue now, under 
a much different guise, thanks to the above-mentioned road built by the Army. 



	 40	

and Indo-Aryan elements have thus layered onto an indigenous substrate, 

breeding the incredibly multifaceted anthroposcape of these ‘fascinating 

margins’ (Toffin 2009: 273; see, also, Childs 2004: 98; Macfarlane 1981: 79; 

Regmi 2003: 8). 

To exacerbate matters, in the current political climate, parbatiyā has 

acquired a distinctively ethnic, and hence, political connotation. Certainly, the 

rather homogeneous ethnic pattern of the Sinja Valley does not give rise to 

the same political tensions, framed in terms of ethnicity, heating other parts of 

the country. The term is nevertheless far from being a neutral term. Using this 

label to refer to ethnographic ideas is therefore controversial; doing so would 

invite almost inevitably a marked ethnic and, thus, political claim. At the same 

time, politically, the parbatiyā are far from constituting a homogeneous front, 

and can be found across the ideological spectrum. More problematic still, with 

the politicisation of difference, is that in order to work as a valuable political 

tool, the differences within specific ethnic and cultural entities are 

systematically neglected (Pfaff-Czarnecka 1997: 461). Nonetheless, in the 

case of the parbatiyā, as with many other groups, the label does not address 

a singular entity. In fact, the social order is structured according to the 

endogamic caste model spread throughout the Hindu world (Dumont 1998). 

This hegemonic system, codified in the Nepali civil code (Muluki Ain) in 1854 

and formally abolished in 1963, is still prominent in shaping both personal and 

collective ideological identities in Nepal (Fisher 2007: 158; Gellner 1997: 3; 

Shah 2007).  

In Karnali, these hereditary social categories—known as jāt and 

intrinsically related to a traditional occupation—feature in a simplified fashion 

compared to the southern plains. The local caste system comprises several 

‘twice born’ (tāgādhāri) upper castes: bāhun (priests and scholars) and ṭhakuri 

(administrators), further subdivided into clans. On the opposite side of the 

spectrum are a number of occupational lower castes: sunār (goldsmiths), kāmi 

(blacksmiths), damāi (tailors and musicians), sārki (cobblers and tanners), and 

several other still, collectively addressed as Dalit, but often still derogatorily 
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called ḍum (i.e., ‘untouchable’).14 However, for the reasons that I have already 

mentioned, I avoided framing my discussion in such a way that it emphasises 

caste membership. More to the point, Sharma suggested with regard to the 

bāhun that the instrumentalisation of caste as a category in the political 

discourse ought to be differentiated from how actual people are perceived in 

everyday life (Sharma 2004b: 219). 

 

 

The macro distinction that Berreman made between ‘people of the plains’ and 

‘people of the mountains’ in Sinja can also be found on a micro scale. 

According to the locals, in fact, the most noticeable difference is that of 

contrasting ‘lowlanders’—paradoxically conceived to be more homogeneous 

despite their caste distinctions—to ‘highlanders’. The latter, technically 

																																																								
14 One of the most significant features of Karnali is the neat separation of these social 
entities into rather homogeneous villages. Ludku, for instance, is prevalently a bāhun 
hamlet, with just a couple of chetri households. However, notwithstanding their 
supposed traditional occupations, practically most people of all castes live off 
subsistence agriculture, and thus their livelihood does not actually differ to a large 
extent. Upper and lower castes still interact in a feudalistic patron-client relation, locally 
called lagi-lagitya, and known elsewhere in South Asia as jajmāni (see Gurung 2003: 
12; also, Beidelman 1959; Bishop 1978: 539n1; Dumont 1998: 106; Fisher 1987: 58; 
Fuller 1989).  

The village of Ludku (seen in the centre of the image). 
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belonging to a high caste (chetri), are informally addressed with the vaguely 

pejorative label of ‘mountain dwellers’ (pawai). These people are indeed quite 

independent from the economic and religious feudalism relegating the 

lowlanders to the bāhun elite, although they hold regular exchanges with the 

people dwelling at the bottom of the valley. This independence, mixed with a 

set of ecological constraints, has generated somewhat singular habits, 

epitomised by their traditionally recognised status of alcohol-drinkers (matwāli) 

otherwise supposedly forbidden to the higher castes, which gives these 

matwāli chetri an ambiguous position within the social hierarchy (Adhikari 

1997: 23; Gaborieu 1976: 219; Luintel 2014). 

Notwithstanding their geographical and social positions, arguably the 

people of Sinja share the same roster of religious symbols and practices 

revolving around the worship of several ‘incarnating deities’ (autine deutā), 

regularly embodied by oracular mediums (dhāmī).15 This syncretic mixture of 

classic Hindu and local shamanic elements has been sometimes referred to 

as a ‘nameless religion’ (Macdonald 1987: xiii; see, also, Shrestha-Schipper 

2009: 68). Nonetheless, religious life in Sinja is far from being free of internal 

tensions. As Gabriel Campbell elucidated at length, in fact, the egalitarian cult 

of the local deities challenges the hierarchical structures of Brahmanism (see 

Campbell 1978; also, Whelpton 2005: 30). However, de Sales pointed out: 

‘Anthropologists have put a great deal of effort into showing that in Nepal, 

religion is not a separate domain of social life’ (de Sales 2009: 378). The 

foremost reason behind such concern lies in the impossibility to apply, in the 

local context, a clear distinction between religion and secularism that 

characterises modern Western societies. At times, the Western category of 

‘religion’ is paired with the emic concept of dharma, which designates the order 

upholding the universe that forms part of the background of my argument, 

especially in chapter 2. At the same time, though, the notion of dharma 

exceeds the notion of the ‘religious’ constructed and regulated in opposition to 

																																																								
15 Even the local Christian converts, in fact, negotiate their religious worldview against 
the broader socio-cultural context from which they have partially disengaged.  
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the ‘secular’ (Letizia 2012: 70). This, along with the increasing presence of 

Christian converts in the valley, makes ‘religion’ just as inadequate as ‘Hindu’, 

‘parbatiyā’, ‘ethnicity’, or ‘caste’ to essentialise the people dwelling in the Sinja 

Valley, who appear indeed rather difficult to classify within firm, distinctive 

categories.  

Perhaps, however, the underlying issue lies in this labelling obsession, 

which in Nepal, like elsewhere, has permeated both academic and political 

milieus (see, also, Fisher 2007; Gellner 1997; Hangen 2005). As James Fisher 

has pointed out, Nepali society is undergoing tremendous changes, especially 

since the beginning of the new millennium (Fisher 2011). As a result, pigeon-

holing people into the labels that they are supposed to embody would 

exacerbate the risk of projecting older frameworks onto new dynamics. This 

does not obviously mean that these analytical categories have no value or 

have ceased to exist. Simply, and especially in light of the current political 

situation in Nepal described above, it is particularly important—perhaps now 

more than ever—to bring to the fore the distinctive voices and the lived realities 

of actual people, thus generating a debate that does not reiterate essence over 

existence. Besides, the obsession with inventories and classifications may 

arguably be seen as a colonial leftover of the epistemology of the discipline, 

and it is probably time to challenge it. Indeed, debates on ‘the decolonisation 

of the academy’ are likely to remain smoke and mirrors until the very mindset 

that propelled the colonial enterprise can be dismantled. This, along with the 

political significance that every definition immediately acquires, strengthens by 

conviction, not least in light of the widespread wish expressed by a large 

portion of Nepal’s population, to be treated, first and foremost, as persons 

(see, also, Parish 1996: 45). 

The above realisation led me to embrace an existential approach, guided 

by the assumption that ‘existence precedes essence; or, if you prefer, that 

subjectivity must be our point of departure’ (Sartre 2007: 20). In other terms, 

what needs to be brought to the fore is the following: 
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While individual acting, thinking, and feeling are always situated historically, socially, 
and environmentally, every person’s existence is characterized by projects, intentions, 
desires, and outcomes that outstrip and, in some sense, transform these prior 
conditions (Jackson and Piette 2015: 3). 

 

It should be noted that this does not, however, mean reducing ‘culture’, ‘caste’, 

‘ethnicity’, ‘religion’, or any other such concept simply as a matter of personal 

choice. Rather, the epistemological challenge entails striking a balance 

between structure and agency, resorting to what Jean-Paul Sartre defined as 

the progressive-regressive method. Through this conceptual framework, the 

French philosopher addressed ‘existence’ as a constant interplay between the 

preconditions by which it came into being and their transcendence into lived 

experience, as ‘man is characterized above all by his going beyond a situation, 

and by what he succeeds in making of what he has been made’ (Sartre 1963: 

91). More recently, this struggle to carve out a certain degree of agency to act 

upon a world largely beyond one’s control has served as the building block of 

Michael Jackson’s existential anthropology (see, e.g., 2013: 83). Even so, one 

may ask: ‘Is existential anthropology seeking something particular and 

unique? Or is it after something general to all forms of anthropological 

knowledge?’ (Lambek 2015: 71). 

Within academic circles, in fact, it is common practice to explore the world 

with suspicion by default, always on the lookout for the hidden truths lying 

beyond misleading appearances.  This attitude, which can somehow be traced 

all the way back to Plato, has become the only ‘serious’ stance of a scholar 

exploring reality, precluding possible alternatives such as enchantment or 

wonder. Nevertheless, since life-as-lived rarely resembles life-as-it-is-thought-

about, in the attempt to make the latter intelligible, most theoretical frameworks 

compose and hide the former—‘two things humour can’t stand’ (Pirandello 

2015a: 222). Italian playwright Luigi Pirandello defined ‘humour’ precisely as 

the reflection that decomposes: a kind of deconstruction that breaks down an 

ensemble that thinks of itself to be homogeneous, exposing thus the humorous 

contradictions between human ideals and ‘naked life’. What follows is hence 



	 45	

a deeply humoristic ethnography, but not in the sense that it pretends to be 

comical.  

Simply put, as stated by Pirandello: 
 
After having considered the sky, the climate, the sun, society, customs, prejudices, 
etc., should not we perhaps direct our gaze now to singular individuals, and ask 
ourselves what these elements have become in each one of them, according to the 
special psychic arrangement, the original combination, unique, that constitutes this or 
that individual? Where one surrenders, the other revolts; where one weeps, the other 
laughs; and there may always be someone who laughs and weeps at the same time 
(Ibid.: 26-27, emphasis added). 

 

The existential approach that this thesis is based on humorously debunks, 

then, any attempt to essentialise people, bringing to the fore, instead, the 

existence of a number of characters and letting the unfolding of their stories 

describe which of the above-mentioned categories appears to be relevant (or 

less) for the framing of their deathworlds. In other words, existence precedes 

essence.  

Such a change, then, might well be the distinctive feature that will 

characterise the ‘second phase’ of anthropological research in Nepal predicted 

by Gérard Toffin (2009: 284), which, following from an initial stage dedicated 

to cataloguing people and practices, now devotes itself to a deeper 

hermeneutic endeavour. For instance, de Sales explored this rather uncharted 

direction in a recent work of hers (2015). Indeed, she argued, to understand 

the engagement of Kham-Magar women with shamanic practices, it is actually 

important to inject a classic socio-cultural focus with a more intimate existential 

sensibility, better suited to tackling the fast-changing context of post-

revolutionary Nepal (Ibid.: 21). In agreement with de Sales’s line of thought, 

this thesis attempts to dovetail with this recent turn in the ethnography of Nepal 

(see, e.g., Craig 2011; de Sales 2015; Desjarlais 2013; 2016; McHugh 2004; 

Parish 2014; Pettigrew and Adhikari 2009; Poletti 2016; 2018)—a turn towards 

the existential that can also be found more broadly within the discipline of 

anthropology (see, e.g., Mattingly and Wentzer 2018; Jackson 2008; 2017; 
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Parish 2008; Piette 2009; 2014; 2015a; Rapport 2002; van de Port 2015; 

Wentzer 2018).  

Consequently, this thesis is an attempt to transcend the more structuralist 

model that characterises the majority of the anthropological works carried out 

so far in Jumla, most of which focused on the local shamanic practices (see 

chapter 1). Instead, I set off to explore the ways in which concrete people 

navigate and attempt to make sense of their lives through the vantage point 

accorded by the optic of death. In fact, as de Sales suggested, the contestation 

of collective identities in Nepal is contributing to a transformation of selfhood 

itself (2011: 124-25). It is hence paramount to decompose any essentialised 

collective identity to instead bring to the fore the hermeneutic processes 

inherent to self-fashioning. I will however argue that ‘the self’, too, is far from 

an essence. Consequently, moving back and forth between a relatively 

bounded sphere of subjectivity and a more open-ended intersubjective 

dimension will shield the analysis from the risk of portraying solipsistic 

individualities. In effect, throughout the thesis, I will highlight how distinctive 

subjectivities come to emerge within distinctive networks of intersubjective 

meaning, making thus ‘the subject’ an ongoing intersubjective effect. Even so, 

these networks of intersubjective meaning are not pre-established and 

supposedly fixed entities such as ‘society’, ‘culture’, or ‘ethnicity’, but open-

ended realities grounded in lived experience. 

 

Towards an existential anthropology 
Like any other student of anthropology, in fact, I had been introduced to those 

mythical entities called ‘society’ and ‘culture’, and I was taught the proper 

methods to look for them in the world awaiting outside the classroom. This was 

exactly the path I took almost by default when I arrived in Sinja, and a 

somewhat general picture had indeed started emerging. Then, in the spring of 

2015, some 5 months since the beginning of my fieldwork, I collated the 

preliminary data to write a paper I had committed to present at my very first 

conference, held that summer in Kathmandu. That was when I started sensing 
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something wrong with my approach. The more I wrote about ‘them’ and ‘their 

culture’, the more I grew unconvinced by my generalist argument. 

There is always someone who laughs and weeps at the same time… 

After about a day or two of working on it, one morning, as usual, Sandeep 

called me for lunch. I walked downstairs into the little kitchen, where I sat 

cross-legged, amongst my hosts, in front of the central stove. While eating, I 

kept ruminating on my discomfort towards my paper, accentuated by that 

familiar scene. In fact, observing the people around me—now that I had begun 

to know them better—increased my frustration, as nothing of what I was 

writing, holed up in my little room upstairs, seemed capable of accounting for 

their different personalities and what was actually going on in their lives. A 

Sinjali proverb sums up the issue at hand: ‘like the fingers of one’s hand, 

people are not all the same’. 

For some strange reason, however, ‘[t]he individual has always been 

something of an embarrassment in anthropology’ (Crapanzano 2004: 1).  In 

fact, it can be seen that from Durkheim’s ‘collective consciousness’ up to the 

ontological turn, subjective experiences have been systematically sacrificed 

on the altar of ‘society’, ‘culture’, ‘ontology’, or ‘cosmology’. As a result, 

personal consciousness has been conceived as little more than a reflection of 

the collective assumptions orienting the group. In other words: ‘If I am a Nuer, 

then I must think like a Nuer’ (Cohen and Rapport 1995: 1). The problem, 

continued Anthony Cohen and Nigel Rapport, is still that an exclusive focus 

on collective trends fails to encompass the ways in which actual people relate 

to the tenets they are supposed to embody, which happens frequently in 

critical terms. Limiting the inquiry to socio-cultural aspects at the expense of 

existential ones is indeed quite problematic, as it generates essentialist 

portraits of cultural worlds, nailing people to preconfigured stereotypes they 

are never allowed to disprove. Notwithstanding what might have been the 

original intentions, this, unfortunately, promotes a static, or worse still, ‘pure’ 

image of what are instead incredibly dynamic realities (see, also, Fisher 2001: 

12-13). This is particularly problematic in light of the political 
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instrumentalisation of oversimplified identities fuelling heated debates in South 

Asia and elsewhere, to which anthropologists should avoid providing 

intellectual justifications, even though unintentionally (van der Veer 2002: 

184). 

Robert Hertz’s analysis of death (1960), universally recognised as the 

cornerstone of anthropological research on the topic, epitomises the problem. 

In simple terms, the argument posits that death is the supreme threat to social 

order, which, incapable of guaranteeing the survival of the units by which it is 

composed, risks collapsing it each time a demise occurs. Consequently, it is 

before death that society needs to affirm its power more strongly. According 

to the French scholar, a transitional period allows society to recover from the 

shock of losing one of its members, thanks to a set of practices aiming at 

recreating a society of ancestors beyond death, in what he called ‘the realm of 

the ideal’ (Ibid.: 79).16 Hertz’s argument is undeniably imaginative. His 

sociocentric approach, however, generated an excessively mechanical model 

that completely overlooks the personal vicissitudes it should account for. To 

this, I argue the necessity of finding ways to avoid presenting peoples—

especially ‘rural exotic ones’—as if one person could be traded for another in 

some sort of embarrassing simplicity, thus putting an end to the seemingly 

endless Victorian age of anthropology.  

Taking personal vicissitudes into consideration thus requires a change of 

approach, leading me towards an existential approach: 
 
Whereas social and cultural sociology or anthropology studies the socio-cultural 
dimension of individuals in their belonging to societies and cultures according to 
various theories and paradigms, existential anthropology would study the existentiality 
of beings. It would describe and conceptualise beings who are in the process of 

																																																								
16 For instance, Antonius Robben presented mortuary rites as a culturally universal 
manifestation of the “desire to prolong the departure from the dead through a process 
of phased transitions” (Robben 2004: 9). However, this sociocentric approach did not 
convince everyone. Indeed, focusing on good and bad deaths amongst Hindus, 
Maurice Bloch and Jonathan Parry proposed to explore instead how these are 
perceived by actual people (Bloch and Parry 1982: 16). Bloch further emphasised the 
need to move beyond Hertz’s sociocentric ethnocentrism, to highlight the reactions 
that death evokes in distinctive socio-cultural settings, avoiding replicating the same 
set of assumptions attached to death in modern Western societies (Bloch 1988: 15; 
see, also, Huntington and Metcalf 1991: 97).  
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existing, that is to say, continuing, and therefore continuing towards death (Piette 
2014: 232). 
 

Existential anthropology thus showcases aspects often disregarded in 

mainstream anthropology, trying to avoid what Vincent Crapanzano defined 

as the contradictory nature of a discipline that systematically repudiates the 

unique intimacy of every ethnographic encounter in its predilection for 

generalisations (Crapanzano 2010: 57). Abandoning systemic inspections in 

favour of exploring personal journeys with a world in the background, this 

ethnographic existentialism tackles ‘the paradox that the presence of the 

singular “I” is never completely eclipsed in any collective activity, and the 

collective has no reality apart from the persons who comprise it’ (Jackson and 

Piette 2015: 2). In fact, emphasising the existential does not mean losing sight 

of the general, privileging the idiosyncratic at the expense of the shared. 

Actually, this would corroborate a weakness usually attributed to 

phenomenology, namely to offer a mere psychologism incapable of 

addressing broader social dynamics (Čargonja 2013: 44). Even so, 

considering existentialism as psychologism would be reductive, since its 

claims always extend beyond personal idiosyncrasies. What emerges is 

indeed a kaleidoscopic reality where personal and socio-cultural perspectives 

cannot be clearly distinct, since the one immediately summons the other, in a 

perpetual ‘dialectic between the psychological and the sociological’ (Valeri 

2013: 369). Existential anthropology thus offers a third approach between 

socio-cultural and psychological anthropology ‘to understand the dynamics of 

individual lives in cultural contexts’ (McHugh 2004: 25).  

In fact, let me clarify that this emphasis on subjectivity does not reflect the 

apotheosis of individualism that Jarrett Zigon (2018) ascribed to metaphysical 

humanism. In fact, as Michael Lambek (2015) pointed out, the unproblematic 

emphasis on experience reflects an individualist view inexistent in so-called 

non-modern societies. Moreover, he continued, it is unclear whether the 

concept refers to an immediate insight on something or a cumulative wisdom 

on it, further indicating the latter as possibly bearing more significance for 
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anthropological purposes (Ibid.: 64). Precisely the same distinction was made 

by the French existential anthropologist Albert Piette, juxtaposing the 

extemporary insights of experiences with ‘existence’, which he defined as a 

cumulative ‘volume of being’ (Piette 2014: 239). I will clarify in detail what I 

mean by both ‘existence’ and ‘experience’ in a while. For now, however, let 

me simply point out that these scholars tacitly refer to a society of individuals, 

glossing over how this may be humorously decomposed.  

More to the point, drawing on the work of Heidegger, Piette suggested 

moving away from a bounded cogito by considering selfhood always ahead of 

itself, in constant tension towards its becoming, acknowledging subjectivity, 

then, as intrinsically transcendental, that is to say, always open towards 

something other than itself. The problem with this ‘post-subjectivity’ is, 

however, that in its transcendental motion, it cannot, paradoxically, break free 

of its individualist cage, epitomised by Piette’s definition of human beings as 

‘existing, continuing solitudes’ (Ibid.: 243). Consequently, proposing to 

extrapolate individuals from the network that connects them in order to analyse 

each in their own terms, Piette implicitly postulates ‘the subject’ as a pre-

existing entity, connected with others but from whom one can be severed 

anytime to be considered ‘as an island unto itself’ (Barth 1969: 11). This 

reveals a particular ontological reading of the existential transcendence of 

essences, envisaging a world of singularities that, albeit connected to one 

another, cannot be reduced to their relation, since ‘existence’ is ‘intrinsically 

separate and not shareable’ (Piette 2014: 242). 

Piette’s radical individualism is, however, rather strange, given his 

theoretical standpoint. In fact, the endless exchange between the self and the 

world postulated already by Husserl made this theoretical framework firmly 

intersubjective (see, also, Duranti 2010). Existentialism pushed this even 

further, envisaging selfhood constantly immersed in a world of others, and so 

never conceivable as a ‘solitude’, since ‘being-with is an existential constituent 
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of being-in-the-world’ (Heidegger 1996: 117).17 In other words: ‘persons are 

only persons in the context of and in relation to other persons’ (Lambek 2013: 

838; see, also, Ingold 2015: 139; Toren 2009: 136). Actually, Jackson 

suggested, the structures of reality are not to be found hidden behind it, but 

they emerge in the ongoing exchange between people (Jackson 1998: 207). 

Consequently, it is fundamental to envisage: 
 
alternative ontological starting point—that is, an ontological starting point that begins 
not with an a priori assumption of a particular kind of sovereign human subject standing 
over and against a world that it seeks to secure, control, and know, but rather begins 
with the intertwining of diverse human and nonhuman existents and situations that 
constitute our shared worlds (Zigon 2018: 71). 

 

In Zigon’s view, this is achieved by conceiving an aggregating force 

encompassing and linking together all kinds of beings in a relational 

existence—a process he defined as ‘attunement’ (Ibid.: 146). This appears to 

correspond to what I instead call ‘intersubjectivity’. 

By intersubjectivity, I mean indeed the process by which a personal self 

comes to exist. Heidegger defined existence through the Greek word aletheia, 

addressing the self-manifestation of a phenomenon to consciousness 

(Heidegger 1972: 79). I however use the term in its Latin etymological sense 

of ex-sistere: to stand out. Accordingly, this concept envisages a primaeval 

network of meaning and relations (i.e., intersubjectivity) composed by a myriad 

of intersubjective beings, who subsequently come to ‘stand out’—namely, to 

exist—with a certain degree of self-conscious autonomy as an effect of such 

primaeval engagement, not as a pre-existing attribute. In other words, ‘inter-

existence is given precedence over individual essence’ (Jackson 1998: 3). In 

light of this, while human beings may well all share some general features, 

their existence cannot be pinned to any fixed essence, emerging each time 

under different conditions within distinctive networks of intersubjective 

meaning. Intersubjectivity thus offers a multidimensional epistemology in 

																																																								
17 Phenomenology, instead, appears more suitable for introspective purposes, not 
least in light of the obvious challenges posed by the attempt of accessing someone 
else’s consciousness, as particularly emphasised in chapter 5. 
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which psychological and socio-cultural elements cooperate rather than 

competing for attention, since the worldview people embody is a constant 

(re)negotiation of intertwined existences rather than a fixed superstructure 

imposed onto the lifeworld.  

Shifting from the subjective domain of me to the intersubjective domain of 

me-in-the-midst-of-others, therefore, allows one to move away from a 

cognitive solipsism positing a private self firmly distinct from its surroundings, 

which in turn destroys the dichotomy between ‘inner psyche’ and ‘outer world’ 

made common by Western psychology. The stories presented in this thesis 

do all instantiate, from different angles, that a distinctive existence standing 

out from its intersubjective background is not—indeed, cannot—be considered 

a coherent monolithic entity. In fact, taking place amidst an ongoing stream of 

relations, personhood is not defined once and forever, but is constantly 

dependant from a mutable environment. This situational quality of personhood 

will progressively emphasise what I will label an Intersubjective-I: a situational 

self, endlessly readjusting its ontological structures in mutual recalibration with 

a world of others. ‘Existence’ may thus provide quite different results according 

to the circumstances from which it arises, being always, so to speak, the 

existence of something.  

To some extent, existential anthropology has, therefore, in line with the 

ontological turn, made the attempt of moving beyond the epistemological 

paradigm of knowing different cultures characterising socio-cultural 

anthropology to instead ponder ontological issues regarding what it means to 

be part of a specific reality. As Zigon suggested, in fact, the very notion of 

‘culture’ has reason to exist only within the ideological framework of a 

metaphysical individualism, of which ‘boundaries’ and ‘properties’ are 

paramount tenets (Zigon 2018: 10-11). Conversely, if ‘reality’ is conceived in 

terms of ‘attunement’—or, for that matter, intersubjectivity—then ‘culture’, too, 

becomes a cumbersome concept that must be transcended. Ontology, 

according to Zigon, therefore provides a more viable alternative, appearing as 

the distinctive feature of human beings: ‘a speculative theory of being, which 
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through its enactment is able to partially shape existence’ (Ibid.: 6). Therefore, 

more than a comparison of different cultural attitudes towards death, this 

research project is framed as an ontological debate on the processes of sense-

making of an existence in the shadows of death.  

However, the intrinsic risk of ontologising realities in anthropology is that 

of merely substituting cultural boundaries with ontological ones, depriving 

people of their agency by reducing them, now and again, to the specific 

ontology they are deemed to embody. Nothing really exists within the 

ontological walls encapsulating the worlds described by the proponents of the 

ontological turn, which: 
 
flattens and bounds social reality in a manner that obscures the doubt, ambiguity and 
contestation of the articulations of truth and impositions of being that it evokes, and 
this is both methodologically and politically problematic (Vigh and Sausdal 2014: 69). 
 

Paradoxically, in fact, the ontological turn falls short of its opening claim, 

namely that of letting people express themselves (Ibid.: 65). 

Certainly, as Martin Holbraad would rebut, this is because ‘Otherness’, 

when it is really applicable, causes the failure not only of critical hermeneutics 

but, crucially, of the possibility to be represented altogether (Holbraad 2012: 

xvi). However, as it will be debated throughout this thesis, the sublimation of 

alterity results precisely in its denial, since actual differences vanish in a sort 

of cohesive ‘object’, which, albeit unattainable, becomes rationally 

approachable. According to Pirandello, this is precisely the problem of rhetoric 

and art, which, like all ideal constructions, condense and essentialise their 

subject matter, fixing the otherwise continuous flux of life into immutable 

representations (Pirandello 2015a: 210). All things considered, indeed, despite 

the fact that the ontological turn envisaged the irreconcilability of radical alterity 

as an attempt to break free from representative bias, eventually, ‘radical 

alterity’ too appears as just another form of representation.18 Radical alterity 

																																																								
18 The problem of representation in anthropology will be tackled in the last section of 
this general introduction. For now, suffice it to say that in a thorough critique of the 
ontological turn, David Graeber indeed showed how this theoretical program fails to 
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might, therefore, be little more than a post-modern chimaera (Jackson and 

Piette 2015: 19-25).  

It is essential that any anthropological study considers human beings as 

having something in common; without the Anthropos, indeed, it is unclear what 

kind of logos anthropology would constitute. Moreover, apart from anything 

else, military and genocidal plans rest precisely upon the dehumanisation of 

the Other. Nonetheless, Zigon pointed out the following in a book-length 

critique of metaphysical humanism: 
 

The problem of metaphysical humanism, I argue, is that it assumes an a priori, 
predefined human with very specific and limited characteristics and capacities—such 
as reason, morality, dignity, rights, and autonomy—that are held to be the case prior 
to any actual intertwining with any particular world (Zigon 2018: 121). 

 

Thus, universalising an arbitrary view developed within the intellectual tradition 

of the West, ‘humanism’ has become a hegemonic ontology, which, 

constraining ‘the human’ to a set of primaeval categories, automatically 

excludes all its possible alternatives. In fact, although every people, somehow, 

could be accused of universalising its condition,19 only metaphysical 

humanism instead strives to encompass the whole of Humanity, emphasised 

with a capital H. As introduced above, this existential anthropology does not 

reject anything like a universal human essence but conceives of it precisely 

what sets the basis for its transcendence in existence. Namely, people 

everywhere are characterised by a compulsion of sense-making, appearing 

thus the only beings capable of transcending the present moment towards an 

open future, though limited by the awareness of its finiteness (see, also, Piette 

2014: 236; Zigon 2018: 130).  

 

 

																																																								
achieve what it promises, namely, the non-representational “experiences and 
understandings of the nature of being itself” (see Graeber 2015: 19). 
 
19 Typical examples can already be found in the very names of peoples as different as 
‘Inuit’ or ‘Nuer’, both of which simply mean ‘people’.  
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A critical hermeneutics of lived experience 
Saying that experience-of-the-world is necessarily meaningful, though, does 

not imply that people are conceived to rationally ascribe all the events of their 

life an abstract meaning that goes beyond the immediate phenomenal reality 

(see, also, Jackson 1983: 332). Existential anthropology, in fact, is not to be 

mistaken for interpretive anthropology, such as that of Clifford Geertz.20 

Simply, this theoretical framework stems from the conviction that existence is 

intrinsically hermeneutic (see, also, Zigon 2018: 161). This has both 

epistemological and ontological consequences on the argument put forward 

in this thesis.  

As Heidegger put it: 
 
Interpretation does not, so to speak, throw a ‘significance’ over what is nakedly 
objectively present and does not stick a value on it, but what is encountered in the 
world is always already in a relevance which is disclosed in the understanding of world, 
a relevance which is made explicit by interpretation (1996: 140). 
 

In other words, perception already entails interpretation, which, regardless of 

the philosopher’s attempts, can never be completely eschewed or, indeed, 

‘bracketed out’. My endorsement of hermeneutics—the science of 

interpretation of phenomena—as an epistemology stems from the 

acknowledgement that the cross-cultural transposition of any analytical 

category is always a delicate matter for anthropologists, as concepts always 

‘emerge along with a particular ontological tradition’ (Zigon 2018: 28). 

Consequently, Hans-Georg Gadamer argued in his seminal Truth and Method 

(2004) that prejudices are not something to be ashamed of, since they 

constitute the preconditions from which stem any subsequent understanding. 

Hermeneutical sensitivity, therefore, does not imply the scholar’s 

epistemological ‘neutrality’ or ‘self-effacement’ but, rather, highlights the 

																																																								
20 Conceiving ‘experience’ in terms of ‘sense-making’ precisely avoids a 
dichotomisation of the analysis between meaning and behaviour—action and 
thought—as is intrinsic in Geertz’s approach to religion (see Asad 2008: 120). Actually, 
as taught in the Bhagavadgītā, if the evocation of sensitive objects in the mind must 
already be seen as a form of action, their distinction does not hold as an analytical 
paradigm.  
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interpretative categories underlying the analysis, thus avoiding ‘the tyranny of 

hidden prejudices’ (Ibid.: 272). The only negative bias, in fact, according to 

Gadamer, is the one of which we are unaware.  

The critical hermeneutics I resort to therefore mirrors what Ernesto de 

Martino defined as critical ethnocentrism, by which he meant an analytical 

stance that does not renounce the ethnographer’s own interpretive categories 

but problematises their unquestioned assumptions (de Martino 2002: 391, 

394-95). Deconstruction—or should I say humorous decomposition—is a 

central technique of phenomenological hermeneutics (Zigon 2018: 17). For 

Zigon, this means generating alternative concepts (Ibid.: 101). In contrast, I 

endeavour to carefully clarify the concepts that my arguments are based upon, 

thus avoiding marring the analysis with the over-indulged temptation of 

neologisms. Hence, while the decomposition of ‘subjectivity’ allowed me to 

highlight what I mean by ‘intersubjectivity’ and ‘existence’, shifting from 

descriptive phenomenology to critical hermeneutics immediately 

problematises the consideration of ‘death’ and ‘experience’. 

‘Lived experience’ as a concept is often fetishised, by phenomenologists, 

as a means to go beyond logocentric frameworks based on representation, 

instead preferring to use ‘closer’ renderings of human life as lived. 

Nevertheless, Viveiros de Castro cogently argued that an ‘experienced’ world 

coincides with a ‘known’ world, so that all things considered, its representation 

bias is all but overcome (de Castro, cited in Tsintjilonis 2007: 176). Moreover, 

this enhanced authenticity makes sense only within the empiricist framework 

of modern Western science, which, since Francis Bacon, has established 

‘experience’ as the empirical foundation of truth (see, also, Lambek 2015: 

64).21  In the same vein, postulating experience as synonymous with sense-

making, the hermeneutic approach I put forward disentangles the concept of 

‘lived experience’ from any pseudo-scientific pretence. This operation, 

however, has not only an epistemological value, but mirrors a specific 

																																																								
21 In Truth and Method (2004), Gadamer’s main argument is precisely that truth exists 
only in relation to the specific method by which it is generated. 



	 57	

ontological stance towards ‘reality’ brought to the fore by a critical 

hermeneutics of the ethnography presented through these pages. 

More than simple intellectual knowledge, in fact, sense-making informs 

the cognitive horizon of the lifeworld itself, that is, the overall framework of 

significance within which any person operates. Sense-making is thus 

intimately cosmopoietic: it generates the world within which one lives. Such a 

method of operation is not fully intentional, however, and it is even less private, 

insofar as there are numerous superstructures involved in this creative 

process, such as ecology, society, and culture. Consequently, a meaningful 

lifeworld does not at all mean one that is fully intelligible. Quite to the contrary, 

the hermeneutic circle between the self and the world is very much 

unpredictable, and it is precisely this open-endedness that makes being-in-

the-world irreducible to the essential categories used to approach it. By this 

token, one may say: ‘Worlds are to a great extent what we make of them, but 

never entirely’ (Zigon 2018: 129). Sense-making can thus be described as an 

iceberg: most of it, lying below the surface of reflective thought, can hardly be 

seen when looked for, yet it is very much there, affecting the trajectories of 

people’s lives, which, intertwining with one another, weave the fabric of a 

historical world as an ordered cosmos, as the stories presented in this thesis 

instantiate. Therefore, as long as this intersubjective horizon holds, even the 

biological death of an organism can be accepted as an ordered event within a 

meaningful cosmos.  

At times, however, after a major collision of the self with the world, the 

iceberg may break down and sink, disappearing from sight. The failure of 

sense-making produces an outburst of chaos amidst a commonly crafted 

project, threatening to swallow a fragile historical world into an abyss of 

meaninglessness. Zigon conceives these unbearable conditions as ‘moral 

breakdowns’, which further impede dwelling-in-the-world. He continues to say 

that since the human being can never be out of its world, however, the result 

is a modality of being(-in-the-world) significantly altered, but having death still 

acting as ‘the ultimate final straw’ (Ibid.: 126). De Martino theorised instead 
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this crisis of presence in much more radical terms, suggesting that both the 

human presence (la presenza) and the historical reality it dwells in are the 

precarious results of an unstable equilibrium always at risk of precipitating into 

chaos. According to the Italian scholar, ‘the world’ is far from being given as 

well, consisting of a framework of significance constantly in the making and, 

thus, possible to retrocede when this hermeneutic project starts failing (de 

Martino 2007: 91). 

Actually, since the self is intimately linked to the world, as the latter starts 

crumbling to pieces, it dissolves the bond that connects beings within a 

distinctive network of intersubjective meaning, therefore threatening the whole 

cosmos with an impending cultural apocalypse. Therefore, when a historical 

reality starts falling apart, the compulsion of sense-making arises more 

strongly, infusing again the endangered presence with a sense transcending 

its apparently bounded solipsism, since the self, in itself and severed from 

anything else, cannot exist. As will indeed emerge throughout the thesis, 

sometimes this crisis is tackled through institutionalised cultural practices; 

other times, it is done more spontaneously over the course of everyday life. 

The first four chapters of this thesis all show different manifestations of this 

compulsion of sense-making arising before a chaotic event: the loss of a son 

(chapter 1 and 2), a troubling experience with the world (chapter 3), a 

prophesied death (chapter 4). Later, a puzzling dream that reverted the 

relationship between a father and his son (chapter 5) and my ‘friendship’ with 

a dead person (chapter 6) will instead explore the implications of the situational 

nature of personhood revealed by the first four chapters, helping me to 

theorise what I will define to be an Intersubjective-I.  

In fact, inspired by several events I came across during the course of my 

fieldwork, the main motif connecting the chapters is an attempt to problematise 

the ontology of ‘the subject’, all too often overlooked by subject-oriented 

studies of Nepal (see, e.g., Desjarlais 2013; Leve 2002; 2007; Poletti 2016). 

Of course, there is no shortage of anthropological literature on South Asian 

personhood. Ernestine McHugh (1989) and Steven Parish (1991), for 
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instance, wrote extensive accounts on how the understanding of ‘the self’ may 

be significantly different amongst different peoples of Nepal. Basically, and 

differently from the Western myth of the individual, one of the most striking 

features of the South-Asian person is what Katherine Ewing has defined as a 

‘multiple-selves’ perspective’ (1990: 252). Now, the discovery of a so-called 

‘dividual’ in South Asia, as has been done elsewhere, is certainly no news in 

anthropology. Decades have passed since prominent scholars like Maurice 

Bloch (1988), Louis Dumont (1985; 1998), and Marcel Mauss (1985) have 

problematised the modern Western notion of individualism. McKim Marriott 

went even further than that, postulating an unbounded dividual living in the 

exchange processes taking place amongst people (Marriott 1976: 194; see, 

also, Macfarlane 1981: 117). The notion of ‘dividuality’ was later elaborated by 

Marilyn Strathern (1988), finding further success in mainstream anthropology.  

Despite the ground-breaking contributions of these pioneers, the problem 

with most of this literature is that while abstractly delineating a different model 

of personhood, its phenomenological dimension has rarely, if at all, been taken 

seriously. In effect, it is one thing to postulate something in abstract terms, 

another to show how this might be experienced and lived by the actual people 

that it is supposed to address. In ethnographies that are more 

phenomenologically or existentially oriented, instead, there is often no trace of 

this plurality of selfhood. Therefore, although this work echoes a similar 

interest for the anthropology of personhood, throughout these pages, I shall 

try to bridge these insights on the ontology of the self with a 

phenomenologically oriented approach in order to shed light on what the 

existence of a dividual could actually look like in everyday life. Moreover: 

‘Anthropologists addressing conceptions of body, mind, and self in Nepal have 

focused primarily on Tibeto-Burman language-speaking groups with Buddhist 

and animistic traditions’ (Kohrt and Harper 2008: 465). Consequently, this 

thesis intends to contribute to filling this gap in the literature, providing a 

thorough account of how selfhood articulates and is negotiated amidst others 

and in relation to the world in the remote setting of the Sinja Valley.  
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The image of death thus intertwines the various themes underlying this 

narrative, insofar as it simultaneously defamiliarises ‘sense-making’, 

‘personhood’, ‘existence’, ‘society’, and ‘intersubjectivity’. What follows can 

thus be conceptualised as a phenomenology of life in the shadows of death, 

in which the latter features as a) an event: a biological occurrence beyond 

one’s control; b) a concept: appearing to consciousness in more or less 

reflective forms; and, crucially, c) a modality of being-in-the-world: acting as a 

catalyst of existential sense-making informing the reality of a deathworld. 

Albert Camus might hence be right in saying: ‘Death is there as the only reality’ 

(Camus 1942: 81). However, most existential philosophers have completely 

neglected that such a reality may vary, and also to a great extent, according 

to different ethno-ontologies.22 Consider the following: 
 

When we speak of death, we tend to so naturalize it that we forget that however real 
our extinction, our death is always embedded in a cultural tradition that moulds it and 
governs its figurative and rhetorical possibility. […] Though we give ‘death’ a 
fundamental role in the construction of life, meaning, and value, it is by no means clear 
that all other peoples do so (Crapanzano 2004: 202). 

 

Conceptually, the main problem with death is indeed that it is usually taken for 

granted and depicted as a fixed event relegated to the end of life, 

unquestionably marking its extinction. 

Consequently, humorously decomposing—rather than bracketing—any 

ontological assumption about the ‘nature’ of death, this ethnographic project 

explores the deathworlds of Sinjali people through what Nadia Seremetakis 

named the optic of death (Seremetakis 1991). Namely, refusing to reduce 

death to any explanatory factor, I instead approach human mortality as a ‘total 

social phenomenon’ (Mauss 2007). Epistemologically, this is an important 

operation, for only rarely has morality been treated through an independent 

																																																								
22 Whereas ‘death’ may well be the same always and everywhere, the feelings and 
the values associated with it are liable to change substantially, in different epochs, 
according to a complex intricacy of circumstances, and this does not exclude the 
Western cultural landscape (see, e.g., Ariès 2004). Put another way: ‘Each society 
produces its own forms of death both materially and symbolically’ (Seremetakis 1984: 
67).  
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analytical lens by anthropologists working on the topic, who have rather 

underlined how the phenomenon is tamed by society (see, e.g., Hertz 1960), 

made meaningful by culture (see, e.g., Desjarlais 2000; 2016), or explained 

through distinct understandings of personhood (see, e.g., Bloch 1988; Course 

2007; Strathern 1991). Fostering a critical hermeneutics that defamiliarises 

any underlying assumption, the optic of death, therefore, provides a theoretical 

vantage point to move beyond these crystallised notions, thus conceiving 

selfhood, society, and culture as dynamic elements rather than fixed sources 

of meaning (see, also, Seremetakis 1991: 15).  

Even then, and more importantly still, the defamiliarisation fostered by the 

optic of death allows another, even more drastic, hermeneutic operation: it 

defamiliarises death itself, revealing another ethnophilosophical sensibility 

according to which ‘[d]ying does not quite mean dying’ (Desjarlais 2000: 260). 

In fact, while Heidegger treated death as a monolithic object of thought, one 

of the main points emerging from this thesis is that the modalities of death are 

intricately linked to how it is going be experienced. Actually, if ‘any individual 

act exists over against an intersubjective horizon’ (Duranti 2015: 238), dying 

must be no exception. Therefore, drawing attention to the intersubjective 

aspects of death, this research project emphasises that ‘there is no death as 

such, but only a myriad of often contingent ways of dying, of becoming dead, 

and of being after death’ (Mimica 1996: 216). Each of the stories presented in 

this thesis pivots around a distinctive kind of death, illustrating a different angle 

of how Sinjali people negotiate the precarious equilibrium between order and 

chaos within a dynamic intersubjective project always in the making and, thus, 

always at risk of being lost.  

Nevertheless, if one were to ascribe existential anthropology with an 

essentialist program, it would be tantamount to invalidating its whole agenda. 

Actually: ‘Does not a description of existence transform existence itself into an 

essence?’ (Tillich 1956: 742). Moreover, as Zigon pointed out, the 

mathematisation of existence is just another ontological bias of metaphysical 

humanism, which still cannot be reduced to mathematical formulae (Zigon 



	 62	

2018: 7). The most suitable format for a humorous ethnographic existentialism 

is thus the short story (see, also, Lambek 2015: 58, 79). Such an anthropology 

indeed moves away from an all-encompassing generalisation to plunge 

instead into the specific situations encountered by the ethnographer, 

presenting what is at stake, each time, for the people directly involved in these 

‘micro worlds of experience’ (Pagis 2010: 323). Consider the following, 

however: 
 
The minimalization of ethnographic fact is not […] evidence of a disenchantment with 
the empirical but rather an attempt to radicalize empiricism by emphasizing 
verisimilitude and contingency over system and structure (Jackson 1998: 36). 

 

Accordingly, this ethnographic minimalism aims at highlighting ‘those 

minuscule details of everyday life that determine how a person’s lot is actually 

lived’ (Jackson 2008: 189), seen as doors to the universal, which 

simultaneously prevent the betrayal of the peculiar. In other terms, less is 

more, as minimalism suggests.  

Actually, the irreducibility of existence comically evades, and indeed 

precedes, the quest for a holistic explanation, requiring hence to be handled 

with humorous sensibility. Humorous works, in fact, advised Pirandello, are 

always decomposed and interrupted by continuous digressions (2015a: 182). 

In effect, warned Pirandello, any rhetorical production, rather than creating 

shape, simply imitates it, composing it exteriorly in such a way that it would 

perfectly fit within the books imposed, by that very rhetoric, as the only 

acceptable mould. Conversely: 
 
[Humour] needs above all intimacy of style […] the most lively, free, spontaneous and 
immediate movement of language, a movement which can be achieved only when the 
shape each time creates itself (Ibid.: 63). 

 

With this in mind, I thus found inspiration in Svetlana Alexievich’s polyphonic 

writing (Alexievich 2016).23 This stylistic ploy allowed me to conceive a 

																																																								
23 Svetlana Alexievich was awarded the 2015 Nobel Prize in Literature “for her 
polyphonic writings, a monument to suffering and courage in our time” (see 
https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/2015/alexievich-
facts.html; last accessed 22 August 2018). In the several books she published, she 
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polyphonic ethnography featuring a kaleidoscope of voices, all of which 

contributed to the main argument—voices that been kept anonymous as they 

must be conceived like the manifold voices in the crowd scattered through 

Alexievich’s pages. Consequently, I humorously disrupted my monolithic voice 

with direct quotations extrapolated from my field notes, the syntax of which 

has been rearranged to make them sound closer to the English ear, at times 

merging statements collected on different occasions. Furthermore, as each 

chapter pivots around a distinctive set of people, they have been given ample 

room to narrate their stories in their own terms, thus adding vibrancy to the 

polyphonic narrative.  

 

Ethnographic characters in search of an author  
The idea of avoiding patronising my characters by instead giving them freedom 

of expression comes from Pirandello’s play Sei personaggi in cerca d’autore 

(Six characters in search of an author, see 2015b), conceived by the Sicilian 

writer as the manifesto of his theatre within the theatre. In the preface to that 

play, Pirandello describes six characters that, having emancipated from his 

imagination to live a life of their own, haunted him, each with a particular story 

waited to be put into a play. Therefore, Pirandello decided to let them go on 

stage by themselves, where what can be seen is hence the tragic comedy of 

their attempts to find a means to represent themselves (Ibid.: 26-27). In fact, 

as I started assembling my ethnography, I witnessed my characters detaching 

from the people they were supposed to refer to, who started haunting me with 

their stories, which I thus refused to eclipse under a generic description.  

Despite their attempts to give voice to the people I actually met in the field 

through the mediums of ethnographic writing, however, these characters are 

fundamentally different from them, since ‘[e]xperiential selves are not reducible 

																																																								
has approached some of the major events of the recent Soviet and post-Soviet history 
(the war in Afghanistan, the Chernobyl disaster, the collapse of the USSR, etc.) 
bottom-up, that is, from the perspective of the common people. In order to describe 
the manifold experiences of the individuals she presented, she often eclipsed her own 
voice, bringing instead that of her interlocutors to the fore. 
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to self-presentations’ (Linger 2010: 213). In fact, with the intuitive acumen that 

characterised his thought, Pirandello postulated something that seemed like 

an intra-personal radical alterity, which he described as a perpetual struggle 

between different souls: instinctive, moral, affective, social, etc. The result is a 

temporary selfhood that is a result of the circumstances and depends on which 

of these souls prevails at each given moment, whereas the totality of the person 

remains beyond reach, as what we really are never entirely manifests in a 

single situation. The problem, according to Pirandello, is that we commonly 

mistake these provisional states to be our own, so that the foremost illusory 

construction that humour has to decompose is precisely the idea we have of 

ourselves, since we are never what we think or would like to be (Pirandello 

2015a: 202).  

The term ‘character’ is thus a deliberate choice, as it avoids making this 

anthropology a mere biographical storytelling, while remaining faithful to ‘the 

hermeneutic imperative of a plurality of interpretations’ (Kearney 2002: 30). I 

reject, indeed, James Peacock and Dorothy Holland’s view of a life history as 

a means to get a hold upon another person’s life, like ‘a window on the psyche’ 

(Peacock and Holland 1993: 369). Actually, life histories too have to be 

considered ‘compositions, more or less idealised ones, and all the more ideal, 

perhaps, as they show a pretence of reality’ (Pirandello 2015a: 221). What the 

ethnographer grasps, in fact, is at best a ‘narrative identity’ (Kearney 2002: 27). 

Though far from being the fruit of my imagination, the characters I put on stage 

here humorously debunk the ideal composition of the actors who played them 

out, emphasising the Intersubjective-I recurring through these pages. Indeed, 

supplanting monolithic and independent individuals, the characters featuring in 

this polyphonic ethnography rather appear much like situational fragments of 

personhood: the manifestations of an Intersubjective-I arising under particular 

circumstances, captured and evoked on paper by an ethnographic narrative 

conflating fiction with reality.  

Emphasising life as lived as much as possible, phenomenology posits that 

‘any theoretical orientation that values representation over presentation, or 
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discourse over felt experience, can only take us so far in explaining what life 

(and death) is like for these people’ (Desjarlais 1992: 249-50). According to 

Robert Desjarlais, this is achieved by the vivid prose of a less linear storytelling, 

mixing linguistic and less reflective elements, while at the same time avoiding 

the ‘ethnographic ventriloquism’ denounced by Geertz (Ibid.: 31). Therefore: 

‘Our task is clear: to revalidate the everyday life of ordinary people, to tell their 

stories in their own words, and to recover their names’ (Jackson 1996: 36-37). 

Nevertheless, to tell their stories in their own words, anthropologists cannot but 

rely on rhetorical artifices, inescapably bound to some degree of 

representation, because ethnography is, essentially, a representational issue. 

As a result, in trying to escape representation, anthropologists would most 

likely be chasing their tails, insofar as, in the words of Søren Kierkegaard: ‘only 

living is like living’ (Kierkegaard, cited in Rapport 2002: 166). Besides, 

regardless of the effort, ‘[a]ny attempt to speak about the existential is bound 

to fall into the conceptual’ (Lambek 2015: 72, original emphasis). 

Thus, soldering together phenomenology, existentialism, and 

hermeneutics, I tried to forge a method to ‘overcome’ representation not by 

getting rid of its bias, as proposed by phenomenologists or the ontological turn, 

but precisely by decomposing the very idea of ‘reality’ that should be 

subsequently represented. Narratives, as Crapanzano suggested, are not 

more or less accurate representations of reality, but realities of their own, since 

‘fiction itself is, conceptually, a product of our particular epistemological and 

axiological, indeed ontological, assumptions’ (Crapanzano 2010: 62-63). 

Therefore, the fictional interventions of these situational fragments of 

personhood have to be considered actions themselves, and not exegetic 

commentaries clarifying a ‘bare’ experiential ground. From a hermeneutic 

perspective, in fact, nothing like ‘pure experience’ could ever be said to exist 

anyway. Indeed, as chapter 4 will elucidate at length: ‘the narrative 

interpretation of experience is not a process of falsifying something true and 

real, but is instead constitutive of our very being’ (Meretoja 2014: 96-97). The 

characters featured here bear a vague sense of cohesiveness only within a 
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bounded event, emerging thus ‘as concrete realities, immutable constructions 

of fantasy: and, thus, more real and consistent than the fickle nature of the 

actors’ (Pirandello 2015b: 51).  

Actually, what really matters are not the fragments of personhood 

considered as such, but the situations within which they existed, without which 

the possibility to fix a character on paper—let aside his or her understanding—

would have to surrender to the volatile nature of selfhood. Accordingly, the 

raison d’être of these humorous characters representing themselves in the 

polyphonic text ‘lies in the event, not before or after it’ (Jackson 1996: 33). 

Hence the episodic formula of the thesis, which reflects the aphoristic principle 

indicated by Theodor Adorno as the most appropriate format to face the 

vanishing of a monolithic self from our intellectual landscape, emphasising 

instead ‘the evanescent itself as essential’ (Adorno 2005: 16). In effect, my 

approach is narrative but not linear: despite the thesis being constructed in 

chapters, these ought to be considered concomitant, like parallel existential 

situations in the apartments of a condominium. Rather than a succession of 

events, indeed, these stories reflect the spontaneous, untidy, and, at times, 

contradictory flavour of life itself—the only possible rendering of ‘existence’ 

possible for an existential anthropology that truly aspires to be so. 

The situational realities envisaged by existential anthropology, therefore, 

bear some similarities with the descent into the ordinary proposed by Veena 

Das, for whom the distinctive feature of ‘the everyday’ is indeed its 

‘eventfulness’ (Das 2007: 8). Even so, this ethnography cannot be considered, 

at least in any straightforward fashion, an instance of an anthropology of the 

ordinary. Simply put, ‘ordinariness’ is an utterly bourgeois consideration. 

Actually, as Joel Robbins suggested, the concept of ‘ordinary’ tacitly summons 

something ‘extra-ordinary’—an arbitrary distinction intelligible only within the 

Western modern logic (Robbins 2016: 769). Moreover, even if one were prone 

to recognising such a distinction, an anthropology of the ordinary would 

immediately pose another representational challenge. Indeed, if everything 

carries the same ethnographic worth, ‘which lived realities should we choose, 
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or not choose, to describe, and why?’ (Ram and Houston 2015: 21). As Das 

rightly noted, in fact, the ethnographer must also consider how the everyday 

events presented cling to one another and, crucially, for what reason (Das 

2007: 12). Otherwise, the intrinsic risk of such an anthropology is that of 

becoming nothing more than a butterfly collection of everyday moments, well 

epitomised by Piette’s phenomenography.24  

Nevertheless, there is an even more pressing existential reason for me to 

abstain from framing my epistemological enterprise in such terms. In fact, I am 

aware that my previous professional life as a joiner has left a deep mark on 

me, not least on the way I conceive the ethnographic endeavour. Even now I 

vividly recollect too many evenings when, in the process of leaving the 

workshop or a construction site, I joined fellow workers in a bar. There, listening 

to hopes and struggles of those ‘ordinary’ people who were, quite often, two or 

three times my age, I started feeling enchanted by the simple complexity, so to 

speak, of human existence. Nothing is properly ordinary in anthropology, 

because eventually, nothing is properly ordinary in any one life, insofar as it is 

the only one we have got to live at a time. Therefore, regardless of how ‘banal’ 

an existence might appear, labelling it ordinary would betray quite a high 

degree of bourgeois haughtiness.  

I think that my interest in people and their stories—before and beyond any 

categorisation of them—traces back to those years, despite now feeling ages 

away from what I ended up doing over the past decade or so, like a life lived, 

indeed, by a different situational self. In this way, presenting the game of 

perspectives contained in these pages without simultaneously considering that 

of the ethnographer would be tantamount to fooling the reader and, not least, 

																																																								
24 Albert Piette’s epistemological project entails the detailed description and 
comparison of singular individuals, observed for as long as possible and, ideally, 
recorded non-stop on video (Piette 2014: 232; 2015b: 180-81). This appears still 
another instance of the tendency to overcome the conceptual challenges posed by 
phenomenology through more direct sensuous means, such as film (see, also, Knibbe 
and Versteeg 2008: 58). Moreover, it is not at all clear how, emphasising accurate 
empirical description, such an ethnographic voyeurism will provide better insights on 
“what it means to be this or that person” (Piette 2014: 243, emphasis added). 
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myself. In fact, each time in a different way and with a different depth, these 

ethnographic narratives are imbued with the presence of a historical ‘me’ 

equally expressing myself on stage. The ethnographer becomes, therefore, a 

character himself, as this narrative ‘I’ too is each time but a fragment of an 

intersubjective self, fixed to the page with compassionate detachment, and 

living now a life on its own within a distinctive network of intersubjective 

meaning.  

The stories I re-represented here with a humorous touch are thus the 

unique outcome of distinct existential trajectories intersecting each other at a 

specific moment in time, leading me often in unexpected directions, and tinging 

the ethnography with a kaleidoscopic hue. From such a perspective, in fact, 

‘intersubjectivity’ cannot coincide with ‘culture’ or ‘society’, insofar as it does 

not have a single unifying structure, appearing rather as ‘momentary 

coherencies of point events in space and time, intentional worlds that flare 

intensely and slowly fade’ (Maskarinec 1995: 75). Yet, no single encounter can 

ever be said to be just a personal matter, since every story always stands out 

against a larger background, framing the very preconditions of its occurrence 

(see, also, Crapanzano 2004: 9-10; Oksenberg Rorty 1995: 202-03). Merging 

thus their experience-of-the-world with my experience-in-their-world, what I 

present is the description of an encounter between distinctive existential and 

socio-cultural lifeworlds, the collision of which sparks ‘a critical hermeneutics 

of self-and-other: […] a practice of narrative interpretation capable of 

discover[ing] the other in our self and our self in the other—without abjuring 

either’ (Kearney 2003: 10).  

Actually, Pirandello suggested, writers moved by a historical intent might 

well feel satisfied by a detailed analysis of the particular circumstances under 

examination. Others, however, are driven by a hopeless philosophical instinct, 

feeling the deeper need to focus on stories imbued with a broader, perhaps 

even universal, sense of life (Pirandello 2015b: 24-26). Existential 

anthropology appears to be haunted by the very same philosophical spirit, 

stemming from the following conviction: 
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Philosophy is neither a privileged vocation nor an activity that takes place in a protected 
location. It is a mode of being-in-the-world and, as such, is inextricably a part of what 
we do, what we feel, and what we reckon within the course of our everyday lives 
(Jackson 2013: 266; see, also, Crapanzano 2004: 11).  

 

Consequently, rather than an anthropology of the ordinary, what I present here 

is a philosophical anthropology done along with other people rather than upon 

them, in which to ponder together how we experience—that is, interpret—our 

being in the shadows of death. 

The image of death informing this project is indeed an attempt to move the 

anthropology of death beyond its traditional focus on the more evident 

manifestations of the phenomenon, looking for it amidst the stream of 

existence. The ethnographic setting of these stories is indeed not restricted to 

somewhat ‘special’ times or places but reflects situations that I spontaneously 

came across in my daily life in Sinja between October 2014 and June 2016. 

Truth be told, I like to think of anthropology as Tim Ingold nicely described it: a 

manner to attend to people’s lives, allowing itself to be taught by them rather 

than aiming at their objectification (Ingold 2016: 24). This ethnographic 

existentialism attempts indeed to reclaim an existential connection with the 

empirical ground of ethnography, trying to fill the gap that has alienated erudite 

forms of knowledge from the world they are supposed to address (see, also, 

Cooper 1999: 141; Ingold 2013: 745). As a result, this epistemological 

approach of mine begins by rejecting an ingrained hermeneutical suspicion that 

paints the scholar as a heroic figure gracing the earth to unveil its hidden 

secrets.  

Modern scholarship, indeed, as Ernest Becker pointed out, is somehow 

reminiscent of a neurosis, which, dividing what is known to be real from what 

merely appears thus, attempts to achieve a totalising logic, denying hence any 

room to the mysterious (Becker 2016: 200-01). Instead, following Pirandello, 

the phantasmagorical style running through these pages reaches its only 

possible cohesiveness precisely by highlighting the irreducibility of the real 

(Pirandello 2015a: 109).  Therefore, humorously teasing the hermeneutics of 
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suspicion will give way to a different hermeneutic sensibility: A hermeneutics 

of wonder, or a ‘wonderful anthropology’, not afraid to feel enchanted by the 

irreducible puzzles of existence. In fact, what makes these stories truly 

existential is precisely the way they stand out, unsettling that iceberg of 

meaning in different ways to uncover, for a brief moment, areas otherwise 

submerged under the sea of perceived ‘normality’. Therefore, gazing with 

wonder at death-in-the-midst-of-life through the lens of a distinct 

ethnophilosophical sensibility will eventually end up decomposing, funny 

enough, nothing less than the Grim Reaper itself, in an exquisitely humorous 

act.  
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1. Sometimes they come back 
 

 

 

Sometimes they come back 
It was the end of May 2015 when, after the devastating earthquake that had 

struck Nepal the previous month, I decided to take a break and go to Jumla 

Bazaar: the district headquarters. After a few days spent in this tiny town 

enclosed by beautiful mountains, much smaller and gentle compared to those 

Nepal is famous for, I walked back the Jaljala pass that leads to the Sinja 

Valley, where I had been carrying out fieldwork since the previous autumn. At 

the end of a steep climb through cultivated lands and the dense forest near 

the summit, I sat in a clearing by the path, to rest for a moment. As I lit a 

cigarette, I noticed a mound of stones next to me, adorned with red and white 

stripes of cloth gently waving in the wind. Back then, I did not pay much 

attention to it, assuming it was just another devotional sign like those 

disseminated everywhere throughout the region. A while later I continued my 

march, ready to tackle the long descent to Ludku. 

Situated near the main river running through the valley, Ludku is a 

prevalently upper caste 

hamlet. The houses still 

feature traditional 

architecture, built with a 

mixture of rocks and 

mud supported by a 

wooden structure, the 

characteristic flat roof 

that constitutes both 

Ludku. 
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working space and meeting place. In fact, for most of the year, the nearby 

fields are completely covered by either barley or rice crops, making the 

rooftops the only places at the disposal of people to gather, and for the kids to 

play. Inside the houses, still without electricity and running water, the rooms 

are rather dark, with small windows limiting the dispersion of heat during the 

long and cold Himalayan winters. The floors and the adjacent open terraces 

(othelo) are made comfortable and ‘pure’ by a daily plastering of cow dung, 

since these animals, fundamental for the peasant subsistence economy, are 

also considered sacred by the Hindu people.  

Coming down from the alpine pastures of Jaljala, inhabited only 

seasonally by a few herdsmen, I was warmly welcomed back to the village by 

the usual cheerful chorus of children and provided tea by my hosts. Feeling 

quite tired by the long march, I went to bed earlier than usual that night, after 

a plate of rice and lentils (dāl bhāt): the staple meal of Nepal. The following 

morning, however, I woke up with a strange sense of sleepy heaviness that 

felt immediately unusual even in light of the recent physical effort, obliging me 

to spend most of the day wrapped in my sleeping bag. Despite the 

temperature, fairly pleasant at that time of the year, I could not shake off an 

abnormal sensation of chilliness and heat, and not to mention the sweating. 

This, combined with a sensation of weakness and joint pain, convinced me 

that I had caught the flu. However, alarmed by my condition, at some point 

Sandeep informed me he had asked Prem Raj, a local shaman (dhāmī)25 to 

visit me, just to exclude the possibility of having been attacked by a wandering 

spirit (muiyã).  

Muiyã, in Sinja, are conceived to be the souls of people who happened to 

die an untimely death (akāl), and whose pending desires (lālaso) prevent them 

from getting another life, keeping them stuck in an existential limbo between a 

life that is not anymore and a new one that cannot come into being. Thus, 

																																																								
25 In the rest of Nepal, shamans are known as jhã ̄kri. For the phenomenon of 
shamanism more broadly in Nepal, see de Sales (1991; 1996; 2015; 2016), Desjarlais 
(1992), Gray (1987), Hitchcock and Jones (1976), Lecomte-Tilouine (2009a), 
Maskarinec (1995; 2009), Miller (1987). 
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throughout these initial three chapters, I will explain in detail how these 

disgraced souls wander around the same spaces dwelled by the living, and 

attack them to attract their attention. In fact, these attacks are seen as a way 

to ask for the ritual bestowal of offerings that would gradually pacify their 

enduring desire, extinguishing thus the ties keeping the spirit anchored to its 

previous form of existence, setting it free from its spectral condition. These 

attacks are very frequent in the region,26 while the phenomenon of ghosts is 

widely spread throughout the Hindu world (see, e.g., Das 2012: 136). In Hindu 

Nepal, these invisible entities are usually known as pret-ātmā, but they are 

common also amongst Buddhist communities, like Sherpas, who call them 

nerpa (Ortner 1995: 363). 

In western Nepal, the shamans (dhāmī) mediate between the living and 

these wandering spirits, which are but one of the many invisible entities they 

are called upon to deal with on a regular basis (see, also, de Sales 2016: 243). 

Actually, the most significant feature of the local form of shamanism is a 

particular kind of mediumship with the local gods (masṭo), interacting with the 

people by the regular possession of the shamans. These oracular 

consultations with the gods constitute the backbone of the local religion, which 

is a sort of syncretic blend of classic Hindu tenets with shamanic elements 

distinctive of the Himalayan region.27 However, as I already touched upon in 

the introduction, the focus of the present thesis is not on the indigenous 

religious life, although elements of it will be discussed whenever relevant to 

the argument put forward.   

																																																								
26 Marc Gaborieau, for instance, offered an earlier such case in the anthropological 
literature on the area (see Gaborieau 1976: 229). 
 
27 Different from other forms of shamanism, in the Himalayan region the shaman does 
not rely upon any substance to generate the possession or to heal, but solely on the 
power (śakti) that the gods bestow upon their human medium (Desjarlais 1992: 166; 
Winkler 1976: 260). The ‘oracular religion’ of western Nepal, which does not seem to 
have a corresponding emic name (Macdonald 1987: xiii), has been the focus of most 
ethnographic studies carried out in Jumla (see, e.g., Campbell 1978; Gaborieau 1976; 
Sharma 2004a; Shrestha-Schipper 2009; Umbesheid 1987; Yasuno 1988). 
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Usually, when people are feeling unwell, they call upon a shaman for a 

first assessment of the situation, and only later, if the disturbance continues, 

they may go to see a doctor. According to Sandeep, this custom is a legacy of 

the past, when the health posts that are now present even in these remote 

areas were not available, and thus the local population had no other option 

than the local shamans to tackle their health issues. Although certainly true, 

this is not enough to explain the situation. In fact, Sinjali people distinguish 

between two categories of illnesses: rog addresses ‘common’ illnesses related 

to the body, those treatable with the medical herbs the area is renowned for, 

or with Western medicine. Dokh, instead, are ailments of a different nature, 

reflected by the body yet only as an outcome of invisible forces acting upon 

the corporeal sphere, such as wandering spirits. The latter domain pertains to 

the dhāmī who, contrary to a doctor, is not concerned with the treatment of 

the symptoms of a malaise, but offers, instead, a sort of interpretative 

empowerment to tackle the causes of a problematic condition (Desjarlais 

1992: 179, 183-84; Miller 1987: 185; Ortner 1995: 379).  

There are several divining techniques employed by the shaman to 

investigate the obscure realm of dokh. A proper oracular consultation 

(dhāmelo) requires the possession of the dhāmī by a masṭo god, who, through 

the intercession of its medium, explains at length the nature of the problem. 

This is usually planned in advance, inviting the shaman home, and propitiating 

the deity with food and money the hosting family is expected to offer. A 

dhāmelo does not merely tackle physical unease, but it may also be arranged 

to inquire on the causes of a sudden misfortune that struck the household.28 

When a problem first arises, people usually turn to more immediate divinatory 

practices, requiring a less complicated endeavour than a dhāmelo, as they do 

not require the shaman to be possessed by the deity. The two most common 

practices are known as jotta herṇẽ (lit. ‘looking at the rice’) and nāḍī herṇẽ (lit. 

																																																								
28 These oracular sessions, albeit complementary to Hindu astrology (see chapter 4), 
differ yet from the holistic range of the latter, being usually restricted to the analysis of 
a specific situation. 
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‘looking at the wrist’). In the first, a person brings half a kilo of uncooked rice 

and some rupees to a shaman, who throws a pinch of grain either on a plate 

or on the palm of his hand and divines the nature of the problem afflicting the 

person in light of the disposition 

taken by the kernels. People 

recur to this method to gain a 

hold upon a range of enigmatic 

situations, but it could be used 

also to divine the sex of an 

unborn child. The second 

practice is the one more closely 

related to the attacks of invisible 

beings.  

Prem Raj came by my bed 

and sat next to me. As I felt 

comfortable in his company and I 

knew people considered him a 

reliable specialist, I let him 

operate without interfering. He 

grabbed both of my wrists, one after the other, to feel my pulse. This divinatory 

technique consists of determining the nature of a malaise according to the 

heartbeat (see, also, Desjarlais 1992: 167). ‘When it rains, we can see the 

ground wet’, commented Sandeep, wishing to clarify what was taking place. 

‘Likewise, when someone is attacked by a muiyã, we can see that in the body, 

feeling the pulse’. After a moment of silence, during which all the other family 

members were staring at the dhāmī anxiously awaiting the verdict, Prem Raj 

declared: ‘the right [wrist] is normal, but the left is cold and [the pulse] slow’, 

informing us that my suffering was indeed caused by a wandering spirit. An 

animated discussion took place for quite some time, which I could not fully 

follow. Eventually though, I was told that the identity of my attacker had been 

determined. It was Ek Raj, a boy from the village who died at the age of 16 

Nāḍī herṇẽ. 
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when he was caught in a snowstorm at the top of Jaljala pass, at some point 

in the mid-1980s. Nobody knew that he was going that way, and, since he was 

inadequately dressed for the weather, he got weaker and weaker until he 

eventually died. His corpse was found a few days later and buried nearby, and 

ever since then he has sporadically attacked his fellow villagers.  

When Ek Raj was a child, a German scholar lived for some time in his 

house, conducting research in the area.29 Since I was living in the same village 

for the same reason, people concluded that I had been mistaken for him, from 

whom Ek Raj expected something—probably the clothes he did not have the 

fortune to wear when he died, they speculated. The symptoms caused by the 

attack of a muiyã are alleged to mirror the causes of the spirit’s death, which 

were perfectly consistent with the weakness and the changes of temperature 

that I was feeling, inasmuch as Ek Raj had died of cold and fatigue. After the 

relationship with the victim has been established, the shaman offers a handful 

of uncooked rice mixed with turmeric powder, known as piyālā achetā, which 

is conceived as a good-for-all remedy liable to please any sort of desire moving 

the attacker. This operation was assumed to be what explained my 

subsequent, gradual healing. Ek Raj was envisaged to take the essence of 

this offering, as if the love motivating it could momentarily placate his enduring 

desire, letting go of his hold on his victim. In case the attacker’s identity 

remains unknown, though, the dhāmī may choose to give only some ashes or 

nothing at all, shouting: ‘why are you attacking us? We’re not giving anything 

to you!’ (see, e.g., chapter 3).  

After Prem Raj went away, I remember feeling quite puzzled about these 

events, for, in several occasions since the beginning of my fieldwork, Sandeep 

had excluded the eventuality that this could have ever happened to me, as 

muiyã normally only attack people whom they loved when they were alive, and 

from whom they expect something. That day, my facial expression must have 

betrayed some of these feelings, as my research assistant looked at me and 

																																																								
29 Namely, Günter Umbesheid (see, e.g., Umbesheid 1987). 
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said: ‘people do not believe in muiyã, but when they are attacked by them they 

start believing’. I found this an intriguing comment, which I took as his wish to 

provide a legitimation for a belief that he might have thought could have 

appeared ‘backwards’ or ‘superstitious’ in the eyes of a foreign student. In fact, 

Stacy Pigg pointed out, shamans and illnesses have acquired a political 

dimension in recent years within the development discourse omnipresent 

throughout Nepal, inasmuch as ‘believing’ in these ‘archaic superstitions’ 

immediately associates someone with a stereotypical image of ‘traditional 

backwardness’ opposed to ‘modernity’ (Pigg 1996: 162). However, Sandeep 

went on to say probably to comfort me: ‘Ek Raj’s attacks are likely to end here. 

Otherwise, you may have to nail the muiyã to the ground, not being a close 

relative of yours’. Albeit puzzled by what I found to be quite a cryptic statement, 

I felt too unwell to further my inquiry, and after having jotted a few notes I went 

back to sleep.  

 

Face to face with the shaman 
As anticipated by Prem Raj, the following day I had completely recovered. 

Thus, I took the occasion to explore with Sandeep the conditions relating to a 

muiyã’s attack. To illustrate the matter, Sandeep recounted an episode that 

had recently happened to him. He had gone to Jumla Bazaar too for a few 

days, to take care of some errands. Since he could not find any travelling 

companion to hike back with, he too had to walk back the Jaljala pass on his 

own. When he reached a clearing amidst an isolated forest, he saw a lone girl 

in the distance, coming out of the woods. Not exactly known for his bravery, 

my research assistant immediately stopped, afraid it might have been a 

kichkini.30 He waited doubtfully for a while, ready to retrace his steps back to 

																																																								
30 Kichkini are the ghosts of women who died during delivery, fortunately not that 
frequent anymore. In that case the mother’s womb is cut open, filled with various 
grains (barley, rice, etc.) and sewn shut before the corpse is buried, next to the baby 
in case it did not survive too. Despite being technically considered a muiyã, a kichkini 
is thought to physically appear in the form of a gracious young woman. Her privileged 
targets are men, usually alone, whose death by fright is supposed to occur when the 
kichkini shows them her lacerated abdomen.  
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the bazaar in case his suspicion would have grown. However, when he saw 

the girl taking care of some cows (a sacred animal), still not entirely convinced 

he rushed his way past the girl, pretending not to see her. The following day, 

he started suffering from the flu, the symptoms of which were not too dissimilar 

from those I felt myself. He thus went to see Prem Raj, who told him his 

malaise was not due to a possible attack, but to the fear he had felt, which had 

weakened him. So, the dhāmī gave Sandeep some consecrated rice (achetā), 

recommending rubbing it over his body and throw it away, assuring thus a 

prompt healing.  

I then asked him what the correlation was between these feelings and 

loneliness.  

 

Sandeep: We go around in groups for security, sure. So, if an accident 

happens, we can help each other. But, also, most people have a 

weak spirit, and so when we are alone we think too much about 

being attacked by muiyã, kichkini or robbers. So, especially when 

passing through places where we know this has already happened 

to someone, if we hear or see anything out of the ordinary our heart 

gets weak, and then we feel sick. With others, instead, this tension 

goes away: we can chat and tell jokes, and so we don’t think about 

that. 

 

In our chat, Sandeep referred to ‘spirit’ and ‘heart’ interchangeably, for what 

he meant is the Nepali word man, referring to the immediate perceptive 

capacity of consciousness, as outlined extensively in chapter 3.31 For now, it 

suffices to say, spirit attacks are profoundly rooted in the topography of the 

place, making the exploration of unknown lands perilous, since one would not 

know in which places to expect the presence of wandering spirits. Yet, these 

events also seem related to a specific state of consciousness, insofar as only 

																																																								
31 For the possibility of an illness caused by an excessive activity of the man, see, 
also, Kohrt and Harper (2008: 467). 
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a lone person is likely to be attacked, preparing somehow a perceptive ground 

for this to happen by worrying about it in advance. However, I persisted in 

asking Sandeep why I could have been attacked by Ek Raj, considering that I 

did not even know about his existence, I did not know much about muiyã 

either, and I was surely not thinking about them along the way. Sandeep 

appeared quite puzzled, and simply repeated what the dhāmī had said: Ek Raj 

had attacked me for he mistook me for that other scholar, from whom he 

wished to receive something. Accordingly, in this thesis I attempt to take the 

dead seriously, without reducing their alleged lives to merely psychodynamic 

processes confined within the living’s consciousness.  

Thus, to deepen my understanding of the necessary preconditions 

informing the lives of the dead, a few days later I went to visit Prem Raj again, 

who lives in a nearby house in Ludku. He is the dhāmī of the masṭo god 

Tharpa, one of these twelve mythical brothers that, according to the legend, 

were sent to Earth by the god Viṣṇu—along with nine divine sisters known as 

durgā—to look after the vicissitudes to the mortals.32 Spread over the entire 

Karnali basin, Tharpa is deemed to have settled in the homonymous village in 

the adjacent district of Mugu, where is located its main shrine. However, 

Tharpa’s local ‘branches’ can be found throughout the region, with a myriad of 

dhāmī officiating its mediumship, one of whom is Prem Raj. According to his 

description during one of our first chats, Prem Raj’s house was built on a land 

sacred to that god. After he had been possessed regularly by this deity, Prem 

Raj went to the main shrine of Tharpa, where he received the blessing (chāp) 

by Tharpa’s main dhāmī, becoming himself a shaman.  

Prem Raj’s power (śakti) is unanimously recognised by his fellow villagers, 

who go to visit him when in need of assistance.33 Very tall and slim, his nervous 

gestures and a way of speaking that alternates moments of silence with abrupt 

																																																								
32 For such a reason, Sinjali people address the main Hindu gods as ‘hidden gods’ 
(gupta deutā), who do not embroil with mundane affairs, and ‘incarnated’ ones (autine 
deutā), interacting directly with people through spirit possession.    
 
33 On the matter of the source of authority of shamanic practices, see, also, de Sales 
(2016).   
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explosions of a cascade of words make of him a very theatrical person. This 

bestows on him quite a charismatic personality, especially during the oracular 

sessions (dhāmelo) that see him as the protagonist. We sat on the terrace of 

his house, in the sun of a late afternoon, as I asked him to explain ‘how these 

things work’. Prem, who is slightly deaf, started shouting with his fairly high-

pitched voice, looking straight at me with two little brown eyes quite deeply 

hollowed in his skull, which conceal a vaguely insane glance.  

  

 

Prem Raj: You always ask me difficult questions that give me a 

headache! [pause]. Muiyã are like shadows (chāyā), and they attack 

(muiyã lāgyo) those people whom they love to attract their attention.34 

Normal people can’t see them, but the dhāmī has four eyes: two are 

already there, and two are given to him by the god (deutā). When I 

entered the room, I immediately felt something was wrong, and I saw 

him [Ek Raj] sitting next to your head, like a fly. He was this size [he 

shows a hand’s width]. For a while I thought to beat you with a hot 

																																																								
34 This matches Satya Shrestha-Schipper’s description of them, whom, however, uses 
the slightly different spelling of “Maiyũ” (Shrestha-Schipper 2009: 66). 

Prem Raj in action. 
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spoon (tāto panyu) [he smiles so enthusiastically that I felt relieved he 

did not], but instead I decided to give [the muiyã] rice and turmeric 

(piyālā achetā), shouting ‘jā!’ (go away!), and so he went away 

(bhāgyo). Only if a muiyã refuses to leave, or if it continues to attack, 

it is necessary to beat them [i.e., the person they have possessed] 

until they shout ‘I leave! I leave!’ (bhaigo! bhaigo!). Despite that, if the 

attacks continue, the only way to stop them once and for all is by 

nailing the spirit to the ground. However, if the spirit is a relative this is 

not a nice thing to do, and so people continue to give offerings. 

 

Initially, people treat these wandering spirits with compassion (see, also, 

Ortner 1995: 364). This concretises in the bestowal of an offering, usually 

made of rice and turmeric. More rarely, as described at length in the following 

chapter, the spirit of a relative may be brought back home by means of a 

specific ritual, and will subsequently be sheltered at home, acquiring the status 

of the tutelary spirit of the household. However, if the recidivist attacker is not 

clearly identified or does not belong to the extended family (āphnu mānche), 

as a last resort the victim has the option to pin the muiyã to the ground (see 

chapter 3). This is not accomplished light-heartedly though, for this would 

preclude the spirit another life, who will remain forever trapped to the ground. 

Intrigued by Prem’s words, I asked him whether Ek Raj would have attacked 

me again. ‘No’, replied the dhāmī, with a large smile that unveiled most of his 

little and very white teeth, and glancing at me in a way possibly even madder 

than usual. ‘I will protect you!’ 

The Nepali shaman bears some similarities with the heroic figure of the 

southern Italian wizard described by Ernesto de Martino: a sort of ‘magical 

Christ’ who managed to reach the threshold of chaos, striking a deal with it to 

help the entire community—or at least distinctive members of it—to tackle the 

dramatic issue of a human presence that loses and finds itself again (de 

Martino 2007: 94). In fact, spirit possession constitutes a much more pressing 

existential imperative than a ‘means by which individuals are capable of 
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achieving social positions and respect otherwise denied’ (Jones 1976: 7). 

Actually, these invisible entities—being wandering spirits, demons, or gods—

deeply affect the lifeworlds of the Sinjali people, and require hence to be 

treated much more seriously than 

mere symbolic stratagems. Yet, as 

de Martino pointed out, it is 

pointless to speculate about the 

ontological existence of spirits, 

since, in realities different from our 

own, spirits may exist as actual 

agents rather than merely being 

conceived as symbolic 

imaginations of psychological 

situations. Indeed, de Martino 

suggested, it all depends on how 

‘reality’ is defined (2007: 167). ‘If, 

and in what measure magical 

powers are real is a matter that 

cannot be decided independently from the sense of reality that here serves as 

a predicate for judgment’ (Ibid.: 69, original emphasis). 

Actually, what I am suggesting in these pages is far from a kind of 

phenomenological ‘apprenticeship’ by which the anthropologist gets initiated 

into the lifeworld of the natives through a sort of bodily universalism, allowing 

him or her to experience what the other does (see, also, Knibbe and Versteeg 

2008: 52).35 There is indeed nothing transparent in what Sinjali people call 

‘spirit attacks’ (muiyã lāgyo), and it would be far too simplistic to use my 

physical sensations to make sense of such a complex phenomenon (see, also, 

Maskarinec 1995: 22). Rather, my approach is phenomenological in the sense 

that it  

																																																								
35 Desjarlais’s first work on Nepali shamanic healing practices (1992) is a good 
example of such an approach.  

Prem Raj. 
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involves ‘placing in brackets’ or ‘setting aside’ questions concerning the rational, 
ontological, or objective status of ideas and beliefs in order to fully describe and do 
justice to the ways in which people actually live, experience, and use them (Jackson 
1996: 10). 
 

However, I turn to existential anthropology to inquire how, within specific 

situations, specific people come to make sense of a specific phenomenon, 

which, albeit generally shared, each time acquires diverse existential nuances 

that cannot be simply traced back to a ‘shared belief’ (see, also, Jackson and 

Piette 2015: 19). Thus, to explore how Sinjali people seem to live a life side by 

side with the dead, in this particular case I turned to Ek Raj’s family, hoping to 

deepen my understanding of the preconditions underlying the entire matter. 

 

A sorrowful father  
It was only on a windy and cold evening at the end of March 2016 that I finally 

managed to have a proper chat with Sukhiram, Ek Raj’s father. Sukhiram is 

now eighty and lives with his daughter Radhika in a small room that was built 

for them to stay on the flat rooftop of a relative’s house in the outskirts of Ludku. 

Radhika had got married to a man from Mugu District, but when her husband 

took another wife she returned to live with her father. Back in the days, 

Sukhiram was appreciated and respected in the village, until, a few years 

before his son’s death, he made a terrible mistake the consequences of which 

would have deeply affected the rest of his life.  

As his only legitimate heir was his deaf-mute son Ek Raj, Sukhiram feared 

that his kinfolks (sākh)36 might have taken all his property away in case of his 

premature demise, living thus his children in destitution. Hence, he got 

convinced by his sister’s son, who lives in Jumla Bazaar, to give him his land 

in Sinja, against the promise that he would have taken care of Sukhiram and 

his children better than their own relatives. This arrangement was done 

																																																								
36 ‘Salt-avoidance group’, which indicates those kin that, in case of someone’s death, 
have to refrain from the consumption of salt as a form of mournful practice (see, also, 
Shrestha-Schipper 2009: 66).  
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secretly at the back of Sukhiram’s sākh-people in Ludku, who, when they 

discovered what had happened, got very angry at him. One night, some of 

them went to Sukhiram’s house and beat him quite harshly, as a result of which 

he developed a permanent hearing problem. Later, the man who got 

Sukhiram’s land sold all the property, without any thought for his uncle. On the 

remaining plot he still had, Sukhiram let one of his kin erect a house, asking 

him, in return, to build the room in which he lives nowadays.  

Although elderly people are generally held in great respect and helped by 

the community, even now that many years have passed Sukhiram is still 

ostracised and ignored by his fellow villagers. Despite the issue concerning 

only Sukhiram and his family, his fellow villagers made a common front against 

him, for, as the proverb goes, people living in the same village should all 

participate to both good and bad occasions (jiūda ko janti, marda ko malāmi—

‘if one gets married we all involve in the marriage procession, if one dies we 

all go to the funerary procession’). So, they refuse to speak to him, saying he 

is not an inhabitant of Ludku but of Jumla Bazaar, because of his decision to 

give his land to a man from that place. However, Sukhiram bears some 

responsibility too for being ostracised. He often shouts bad words at the people 

with whom he lives, at times reproaching them that the land onto which their 

house was built belongs to him, threatening to chase them away. ‘If Sukhiram 

would behave differently’, I was told, ‘also other people’s behaviours will 

change, but he is creating most of his own dukha (inner pain)’. For this reason, 

he got the epithet of ‘Dukhiram,’ as his actual existence appears to be the 

opposite of the etymology of his name, meaning ‘his life is happiness’ (from 

sukkha, i.e., ‘happiness’). 

During our conversation, his voice was often broken by a mixture of grief 

and anger, and, for the entire time, he seemed to struggle to suppress these 

feelings to allow him to speak. However, on a few occasions, he got 

overwhelmed by emotions: his eyes got teary and he cried silently for a 

moment, before continuing. He gave me the impression of a man heavily 

tormented by the ghosts of his past, embodying quite accurately his nickname. 



	 85	

 

 

Sukhiram: They came one day and they beat me… they beat me on the 

ears. I didn’t want to stay at my home, because I was afraid they might 

have come to beat me again, and therefore I constantly moved 

around, from house to house. They were calling me crazy (pāgal)37 for 

that… Even now, at night, I’m still afraid that they might come… So, 

[back then, after the beating] I decided to go to Jumla Bazaar, to seek 

some medical care. It was winter, so I told my son that, in case snow 

would have fallen, to remove it from the rooftop, and to take care of 

his sister. I told them I was going away for some days, and then I went 

to the bazaar, walking down the valley and then up the other side.  

Later, my daughter told me that my son had decided to go away too 

that very same day, because he was afraid that, in my absence, those 

people could have come and beat him as well. So, he went up towards 

[the] Jaljala [pass], hoping to reach me in Jumla Bazaar. He told this 

to his sister, but nobody else in the village knew about his decision. 

On the way, he met some other people from Ludku, but they didn’t 

																																																								
37 For a detailed description of ‘madness’ in Nepal and the stigma associated with it, 
see Kohrt and Harper (2008: 468-69). 

Sukhiram, on the day of our chat. 
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care for him; they didn’t tell him they were coming back to the hotel, 

and so he died…  

 

As Sukhiram had anticipated, copious snow fell that night. Whereas Sukhiram 

spent the night in a small roadside ‘inn’ near Tātopāni, his son slept in a hut 

just before the pass, with some other villagers. The following morning, the 

group started walking up towards the hilltop, but their way was made very 

difficult by the high snow. As they approached the top, a strong wind rose, and 

it started snowing again. At that point, the others decided to make their way 

back to the hotel, without informing Ek Raj about this decision, who carried on 

alone in the snow for some more time. At some point, speculated his father, he 

must have found it too difficult and too cold to continue, and must have decided 

to trace his steps back to the hut too. On the descent, though, he slipped, and 

eventually curled up against a big fallen log, where he died of hypothermia. 

The day Ek Raj died Sukhiram reached Jumla Bazaar, and, on the way, he 

revealed having felt suddenly very hungry. ‘That was a bad sign (aśubha 

saṅket), and even though I still didn’t know what had happened, I should have 

suspected something…’, he explained before breaking down into tears, holding 

his face in his hands.  

 

Sukhiram: I stayed in Jumla Bazaar for five days, without knowing what 

had happened to my son. To my host [the man who had inherited 

Sukhiram’s land], I often told I was thinking about my children I had 

left alone in the village. So, one day, after having given me two glasses 

of curd, my host convinced me to go back to the village, insisting I 

should have gone through Jaljala this time… He already knew, but he 

didn’t tell me anything… On the way up, everybody wanted to give me 

tea [probably because they already knew what had happened], but I 

refused and carried on. When I got to the top I was very tired, so I sat 

on a stone for a while [presumably around the same place where I, the 

author, stopped too many years later]. I heard some people talking a 
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bit further down, and so I went there, for I wanted some company. 

There were people from Jumla Bazaar and Ludku, all gathered around 

the dead body of my son. I saw him lying dead, and those people were 

preparing his grave. That was how I found out about his death…  

When I saw that, I felt faint… I wanted to die myself, so I picked up 

an axe and I tried to hit my head with it, but those people stopped me. 

Then, I fainted. So, after having buried him, someone carried me home 

unconscious. For some days after that, I couldn’t eat anything… 

Nobody took down his corpse, because the people of Ludku felt I was 

their enemy (śatru), and for this reason he was buried and not 

cremated. If I would have had anybody to help me, I could have carried 

him down, but alone this was not possible [cries silently, but intensely]. 

I wanted to report the case to the police [shouts in anger], for those 

people had abandoned him! Yet, I don’t know to read or write, and I 

had no money to do that. They didn’t care, and for this reason he died, 

but I couldn’t do anything… 

 

As I would later ascertain, contrary to his father, Ek Raj enjoyed a certain 

sympathy amongst the villagers, and his accident was most likely a tragic 

fatality rather than the result of a deliberate plan to harm him.  

 

Existential time and untimely deaths 
Regardless of any possible responsibility in Ek Raj’s death, this demise was 

deeply problematic from the Sinjali perspective, for reasons well beyond those 

that might appear most obvious. To better appreciate the consequences of 

this accident, which led, many years later, to the alleged attack at my expense, 

it is yet necessary to expand further on some deep-seated attitudes towards 

life and death underlying existence in Sinja. As Prem Raj explained, indeed,  

 

Prem Raj: Like an apple when it is mature, people pick it up and they are 

satisfied. Likewise, those people who die a timely death (kāl), their 
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soul (puruṣ)38 will move on and they get another life (arko jiuni). 

However, if the apple falls down the tree when it is not yet mature, it 

will remain rotting on the ground, and nothing can be done with it. In 

the same way, those people who died untimely (akāl) they won’t get 

another life afterwards, and their souls remain wandering around. 

These we call muiyã. 

 

In general terms, ‘time’, in Nepali, is known as samaya. Kāl too refers to 

temporality, but in a connotation more distinctively existential, closely 

associated with death (see, also, Zharkevich 2017: 786). In fact, this can be 

described as the lifespan allocated by the gods to a distinctive existence to 

unfold, at the end of which death is a ‘natural’ outcome. Thus, when someone 

is perceived to be about to die, people say: ‘that person’s kāl is nearing’. 

 
Look at this cigarette, we can see it. Then, if I smoke it, it will turn into ashes, and we 
cannot see it anymore. Then, the wind comes and blows the ashes away, and it 
completely disappears. Likewise, when the time (kāl) comes, we die. 

 

Even a mortal illness is hence conceived just as the means (nimitta) for death 

to manifest, and consequently traced back to the natural order of things 

established by the gods. However, the best possible death is the one following 

only a few days of illness, leaving the dying person a certain degree of 

autonomy to the very end. Instead, a demise following many months of 

infirmity, or, worse, without anybody around to take care of the dying person, 

despite still being conceived as a timely event, it is seen as the result of sin 

(pāp) accumulated in this life, or during a previous one.  

Since death, in Nepal, is seen as a sort of completion of life, it is not merely 

awaited passively, but approached through distinctive practices. So, for 

instance, after a certain age people often become vegetarians, limiting their 

meals to one per day, and gradually withdraw from social activities. Although 

the vast majority of the ethnographic literature focuses just on the Bardö 

																																																								
38 The soul is sometimes also referred to as sāto, or ātmā. 



	 89	

Thödöl,39 other sacred texts recommend progressive detachment as a 

precondition for a peaceful death, like the Puruṣasūkta section of the Rg-Veda 

or extensive passages of the Garudapurāṇa. Amongst Buddhist Nepalis, a 

meditative approach to the end of life is deemed to foster the realisation of the 

impermanence of life, from which follows a peaceful state of mind and hence a 

serene demise (see, e.g., Childs 2004: 15; Desjarlais 2000: 284-85; 2003: 180-

81; also, McHugh 2002: 219). In its most extreme manifestations, this takes 

the form of a meditative visualisation of the decay and dismemberment of the 

body (Klima 2001), or even of necrophagous asceticism and the tantric 

meditation on a corpse, known as śāva sādhanā (Parry 2004). According to 

the Hindus, a good death should consist of a sacrifice to the gods, without any 

concern for any unaccomplished task (Bloch and Parry 1982: 16).  

 
A good death is one in which there are no more enduring desires (lālaso), because if 
you think you still have things to do you cannot die in peace.  

 

In fact, both Hindu and Buddhist traditions aim at a progressive detachment 

from the material and emotional ties that bind the soul to this life, easing thus 

the passage to another form of existence. As Desjarlais pointed out, it is of 

paramount importance that, especially at the point of death, one endeavours 

to reduce as much as possible any lingering desire, pending the risk of 

remaining stuck in an existential limbo in the form of a ghost (Desjarlais 2000: 

284-85; see, also, Lamb 1997: 285). Thus, Steven Parish noted referring to 

the Newars of the Kathmandu Valley: ‘In Newar culture, the desire to be 

without desire makes sense’ (Parish 1991: 344; see, also, Lamb 1997: 289). 

Perhaps for such a reason, very often, when I asked an elder to share with me 

memories from the past people replied they could not recollect anything. This 

apparent dismissal of the personal past makes yet sense if seen as a coping 

mechanism to reduce attachment, preventing thus the heinous prospect of 

remaining entrapped within the network of meaning from which such existence 

																																																								
39 The so-called Tibetan book of the dead, indicating the journey through the afterlife 
(Desjarlais 2000; 2003; McHugh 2002). 
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had stood out. Ideally, in fact, at the very end of life only the wish to recall the 

gods should remain, nothing else, for, as the proverb goes: ‘we come naked 

and we go naked’ (hāmi nāghai āyau, nāghai jāneho). 

However, notwithstanding how hard a person has tried to extinguish his or 

her longings, something will always remain, as desiring things for the future 

seems to be the mover of existence. In light of that, according to Sinjali people, 

no one can really die without biddings still lingering on. For such a reason 

silence at the time of death is seen as a problem. In fact, while in Greece 

funerary laments constitute an ‘acoustics of death’ that contrasts the isolation 

following a loss (Seremetakis 1990: 492), in Sinja it is very important that the 

dying person speaks out the last pending desires to die at peace. This does 

not only constitute a sort of ‘oral testament’ that the relatives should be bound 

to respect, which may prevent possible disputes about inheritance. More 

important still, by communicating any pending desire to others, giving the last 

indications about what to do after his or her death, the dying person 

extinguishes any enduring bond to this life. 
 

If a person tells all his/her desires and plans, this (lālaso) is extinguished (bāribaunna). 
 
If the glass is emptied, nothing is left in it (yedi glass ritto cha bhane, kehi banki 
rahadaina).  

 

Consequently, hearing the deceased’s final directives, the relatives commit to 

their satisfaction on behalf of their dying kinsperson, completing thus the 

remaining desires (lālaso). 

Death is hence far from being a personal affair in Nepal, being indeed a 

profoundly intersubjective achievement. The paramount role played by others 

in the successful attainment of death has been pointed out by a number of 

scholars (see, e.g., Desjarlais 2000: 281; Fisher 2001: 117; McHugh 1989: 79; 

2002: 230; Shah 2008: 483). So, when someone is about to die, the closest 

relatives will put some religious books under the dying person’s head, and a 

rosary (mālā) of rudrāksha seeds around the neck, reciting continuously the 

name of the god Ram. This is seen as a way to help the dying person to remain 
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strong at death, easing the moving of the soul towards another life. The dying 

person is also given a drink of water mixed with curd or milk, in which gold is 

dipped. This beverage, known as hirin, constitutes the last food the person 

should consume before dying, for it purifies the entire body before the 

cremation ceremony (see chapter 6).  

Accidents, homicides, or suicides, instead, are conceived as untimely 

(akāl): occurring before a life spontaneously comes to its full course. The 

sudden circumstances of these deaths are deeply problematic, precisely for, 

happening unexpectedly and often away from home, they prevent these 

important pre-mortem activities to take place. The distinction operated by 

Sinjali people between timely and untimely demises problematises then the 

ideal preconditions underlying Robert Hertz’s model of death (Hertz 1960), in 

which the gradual shift of the dead from persons to ancestors is enhanced by 

appropriate mortuary rites.  Whereas Hertz noted the upsetting consequences 

of unexpected deaths for the social order, his essentialist rendering falls short 

to address how these are tackled concretely, limiting himself to say: ‘reunion 

being impossible, society will maintain an attitude of exclusion towards these 

individuals’ (Ibid.: 85-86). What emerged from my fieldwork, instead, is a 

complex modality of engagement with these dead, informing a social network 

extending well beyond the physical collapse of a body.  

 

Prem Raj: Those people who died timely, they don’t have any wish left, 

and therefore they are free to move elsewhere. Even if they haven’t 

fulfilled all their wishes, other people would do this on their behalf, and 

so their lālaso will be fulfilled (bāribaunna). On the contrary, those who 

die untimely are not taken away by Yamarāj.40 They remain moving 

around, and attack people for they still wish a lot of things. 

 

																																																								
40 Yamarāj is a divine being known as ‘the lord of death’, who comes to this world to 
collect the souls of the moribund.  
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Attachment to life, in other words, informs the existence of ghosts (see, also, 

Desjarlais 2000: 284-85). 

Not having had the opportunity to exteriorise and thus extinguish their 

pending desires, these wretched souls come then to occupy—despite in a 

rather different manner compared to Cuba—‘a liminal position between life 

and death’ (Panagiotopoulos 2017: 960). In fact, the enduring lālaso of 

wandering spirits keeps them anchored in a sort of limbo between an existence 

that is not anymore and a new one ahead impossible to reach, which is 

precisely how Sinjali people describe the condition of muiyã. Interestingly, 

there is not a strict interpretive model applying to muiyã, as often the 

vicissitudes leading to an untimely death are open to a great deal of 

interpretation, several examples of which are provided throughout this thesis. 

For instance, the soldiers who die in the battlefield seem to pose no issue, for 

a violent death is somehow considered implicit in their warrior fate. Fallen 

soldiers, as the collective deaths resulting from the civil war or natural 

disasters, were often described to me as somehow ‘timely’ occurrences, albeit 

I came across some exceptions. All in all, a firm model cannot be established, 

for it all depends on the desires of each singular person, which is the 

paramount mover of life according to the Sinjali worldview. ‘Once the lālaso is 

finished, everything is finished’, explained once a man during a cremation 

ceremony, ‘but if the lālaso remains, also life continues’.  

 

Death is not quite the end  
At some point during my chat with Sukhiram the sun went down, diving behind 

the forest-covered mountains that enclose the Sinja Valley. As it got dark 

quickly and the temperature started to dip, we moved inside the hovel in which 

he lives with his daughter. As soon as we sat in the minuscule interstice 

between the two beds, the only piece of ground available in front of the stove, 

my elderly interlocutor started complaining about the room. Frustration 

appeared even more evident on his face, while he mumbled in anger that now 

no one can help him but the gods.  
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Sukhiram: My son died akāl, and when somebody dies like that s/he 

sometimes attacks people. I know he attacked some people, those he 

liked the most, like another mute boy who used to be his friend, or a 

man who gave him food from time to time… I’m not afraid of [my son’s] 

muiyã, though, but only of those people who beat me. Each time 

someone comes knocking at my door, I fear it may be them coming to 

beat me again… 

 

Then he made a digression, talking again about the people he is afraid of, 

listing in anger their names to Sandeep who simply nodded silently.  

As I have already mentioned, muiyã are deemed to predominantly attack 

their closest relatives, and, sometimes, other people with whom they had a 

good relationship. So, as I spoke to Sukhiram about my alleged attack, I asked 

him how it was possible that his son had attacked a complete stranger. 

Apparently, despite Ek Raj being well accepted in the village, he had only those 

two friends mentioned in the above chat. He particularly liked them, for they 

were both of a similar age and, like him, had speaking disabilities. Then, when 

Ek Raj was twelve or thirteen, Günter Umbesheid stayed with them for some 

time, and so the kid had grown close to that scholar who used to call him ‘little 

brother’ (bhāi). Thus, Sukhiram speculated matching Prem Raj’s interpretation, 

the muiyã had probably mistaken me for that other foreigner (bidesi), expecting 

something from me.  

Besides the usual Nepali term designating ‘desire’ (icchā, or chāhana), the 

local Khas language has two other terms for it: lālaso and dhoko. The latter 

simply connotes a form of desire that cannot be fulfilled. The former, instead, 

it is a kind of ‘internal wish’ (bhitrī man ko chāhana) too, but one that 

somebody else has to accomplish on behalf of the person wishing it. Usually, 

this is described as the most wanted thing of all, about which one always thinks 

about. Lālaso can be of many sorts, like receiving some clothes, eating a 

specific kind of food, seeing a son’s marriage, giving back something that was 
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borrowed, or even the attachment to one’s property. As introduced in the 

previous section, the drive to fulfil this longing informs the existence of muiyã, 

who, being dead, are no longer capable of doing things for themselves, and 

depend thus on others for the fulfilment of their requests. It is very difficult for 

the living to establish with certainty what kind of lālaso moves a specific muiyã 

though, for people who died untimely did not have the change to externalise 

it. So, after some guessing and trying to remember the habits of the deceased, 

people usually turn to a shaman for assistance, who is able to clarify the matter 

thanks to the power he received from the gods.  

Even in cases like the one described in these pages, in which the desire 

of my attacker was clearly determined as the wish to receive some clothes, 

rarely the actual source of longing is given to the spirit, preferring instead to 

offer the symbolic ‘nourishment’ of rice and turmeric as the good-for-all means 

to placate the tormented soul. In Nepal, offering food to the dead is indeed a 

way to remember the deceased, and, for such a reason, wandering spirits are 

depicted as being always hungry, since they need the cooperation of the living 

to get rid of their condition (see, also, Gray 1987: 184). In Sinja, contrary to 

the case described by John Gray, people do not act upon spirits by means of 

specific mantras, but precisely through the bestowal of offerings. I thus asked 

Sukhiram if, in his opinion, there was anything I could have done to help his 

son.  

 

Sukhiram: You don’t need to do anything for him… Only if you are 

passing again by the place where he died, if you have with you some 

sweets you can throw one there, and that’s enough. He never attacked 

us, because every day I have always put some rice next to the stove, 

as an offering (chuṭṭyāunu)41 for him; to remember him. Even now, 

when I forget to do this, in the night he comes in my dreams and says 

‘father, I am hungry…’ The dead don’t like to talk much with the living, 

																																																								
41 This name indicates only an offering of rice. When any other food is cooked and 
offered, this is called instead caḍhāunu.  
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though. Once he asked me where his mother was, and I replied she 

had died long ago. Another time he said he didn’t have a house and 

he wanted to go away… I don’t know, yet, why he can appear in my 

dreams but not in reality… I don’t know what happened [to Ek Raj], 

but we say that when somebody dies akāl he cannot get another life… 

 

As Panagiotopoulos pointed out (2017: 955), each time the spirits happen to 

cross paths with the living the vicissitudes that follow are bound to be a rather 

obscure matter, shrouded in mystery. Actually, while science strives to trace 

the murkiness of the world back to neat explanatory models, Sinjali people 

seem to be driven by different concerns. The systematic explanation of ‘reality’ 

appears indeed an almost exclusive prerogative of academics, finding instead 

little response in the lifeworlds of those who weave it together. In actuality, 

there does not seem to be any fixed rule concerning muiyã. Sometimes, their 

attacks begin immediately after death; other times, after a much longer time, 

or, simply, they do not happen at all. Moreover, people do not share a univocal 

view about the fate a wandering spirit undergoes.  

Regardless of the many statements I collected, what I observed is that, in 

the vast majority of the cases, initially people treat an untimely demise as any 

other death, performing the usual mortuary rites as Gray described at length 

(Gray 1987). The main aim of these is to allow the soul of the deceased to 

cross the Vaitaraṇi river: the point of no return in the afterlife journey towards 

another life. If no one reports being attacked by a specific spirit, people 

assume the deceased has managed to sever his or her attachment to this life, 

and successfully achieved another life. In fact, to continue a critical 

hermeneutics on the existential meaning of desire in Sinja, this seems to 

indicate a close experiential link between the self and the world.  
 

Lālaso are the things more desired and loved one had experienced in life. Yet, if 
somebody has never seen a thing, lālaso for that thing cannot exist. 
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While they are in the womb and having experienced nothing, babies are 

deemed incapable of developing any form of desire. Consequently, those who 

are born dead are alleged to move on directly to another life, causing no further 

offence to the living. So, despite being perceived as an untimely event, it is no 

coincidence that abortion too is described as resulting immediately in another 

life, although being condemned as a sinful act and yet legal in Nepal. It just 

takes a day, however, for desires to grow. Thus, all babies dying untimely after 

birth are treated as muiyã. In fact, having experienced things in the past, 

however short this might have been, infants have matured wishes for the 

future; in other terms, lālaso. The best thing to give these ‘baby muiyã’ is milk, 

constituting the equivalent of the good-for-all rice and turmeric given to their 

adult counterparts, which is nonetheless given too, at times.   

Then, as life progresses and experiences accumulate, the attachment to 

the world intensifies. This can be seen both as an intersubjective attunement 

of the self with the surrounding world and as the growing extension and deeper 

commitment to the interpersonal network within which a person comes to exist. 

As it will be elaborated throughout the thesis, this mutual encompassment of 

inner selfhood and outer world is precisely what, in a sense, generates the 

very ‘soul’, or, better, a myriad of situational souls embroiled in specific 

relations to the world, of which wandering spirits can be seen as distinctive 

manifestations. For now, though, it suffices to say: 

  
The more things a person acquires and experiences as the years go by—such as good 
food, money, sexual pleasure, nice clothes—the stronger becomes his or her 
attachment to and desire for them all, like the process of adding fuel to a fire (Lamb 
1997: 284). 

 

Sinjali people sometimes refer to the insatiable desire fuelling life as ‘the pot 

of greediness’. 
 
In our heart, we have an empty pot of greediness (lobha ko bhado), and during life we 
attempt to fill it. We never manage to do it fully, though, and so we always wish to live 
more, to try to fill it. Without this pot, maybe, we wouldn't mind dying... 

 

Hence the need to ‘let go and forget’ as old age advances.  
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Since this appeared to be an option no longer available to the muiyã here 

in question, I recollected Sandeep’s cryptic statement the day I was attacked 

by Ek Raj, when he suggested nailing the spirit to the ground. I thus asked 

Sukhiram whether that might have been a viable attempt to put an end to his 

son’s wandering conditions, and how he would have felt about that.    

 

Sukhiram: I wouldn’t like it… If my son attacked somebody, I would give 

something to them [to make up for that], but I would ask them not to 

use the nail, because otherwise he will be pushed down to the 

netherworld (pātāl, referred to also as narka), where he would have to 

remain forever… 

 

Actually, as it will appear clearer over the next two chapters, the attacks of 

muiyã are not meant to cause harm to people, but constitute distinctive means 

of expression aiming at attracting the attention of the living. To explain this, 

the Sinjali people resort to a proverb: ‘the kid that doesn’t cry doesn’t get milk’ 

(narune bālak dūdhai napā). Consequently, the love expressed by the living 

by means of these offerings is alleged to gradually please the upset spirit, who, 

getting rid of its longings, would be eventually freed from its interstitial 

condition. It is actually important not to conflate the means with the end, for, 

behind the attacks and the request of particular things, lies the much deeper 

existential imperative to attain another life—a distinctive soteriological process 

referred to as mukti.  

The fact that the fate undergone by the soul after death is not a natural 

process but necessitates the active participation and help of the living has long 

been highlighted by anthropologists (see, e.g., Hertz 1960; Course 2007). 

However, in this thesis I endeavour to move beyond this, trying ‘to disclose 

existential meaning’ (Jackson 1996: 5). In other words, this means resisting 

an essentialist rendering to focus instead on how these dynamics are actually 

lived. In fact, 
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we can never grasp intellectually all the variables at play in any action or all the 
repercussions that follow from it, partly because they are so variously and intricately 
nuanced, and partly because they are embedded in singular biographies as well as 
social histories (Jackson 2008: xxv). 

 

Accordingly, rather than clear-cut and all-encompassing accounts, an 

existential approach to anthropology aims at foregrounding what Gregory 

Maskarinec calls ‘labyrinths of nuances’ (1995: 16), in which each situation is 

bound to differ, at least to some extent, from another, although this might look 

superficially similar.   

Sukhiram echoed such a sensibility when I asked his opinion if Ek Raj 

would continue to attack people.  

 

Sukhiram: I don’t know… how could I know? [Laughs softly] We 

performed all possible rites for him, going up to the place where he 

died,42 and I gave some offerings to the priest (tatadān) to perform 

some prayers for him, but he’s still moving around… Now there is 

nothing else I can do for his salvation (mukti)… What could I do? I only 

get 1000 rupees [≈ about £7] a month for the people above sixty, and 

with that money I have to provide all the food for the two of us… I 

would like to offer some more things or go to Muktināth, Kashi or Gaya 

[in pilgrimage], but I’m eighty: I can’t see nor listen well, and I don’t 

have the money for that.  

 

Then, after a moment of silence, Sukhiram went on singing the praises of his 

beloved son, commemorating everyday moments of their shared life together. 

These, while at first glance might have appeared banal and worthless, seemed 

to carry a deep existential meaning for him. These are precisely the kind of 

nuances that my approach to anthropology tries to foreground, exploring the 

various ways in which people attribute a sense to their lifeworlds, and how 

death comes to entangle with these processes of sense-making. Yet, like any 

																																																								
42 By this, Sukhiram referred to the ritual by means of which someone’s soul is taken 
back home, the focus of the following chapter.  



	 99	

other approach, this existential focus bears also some risks and comes at a 

price, highlighted by the epilogue of my conversation with this sorrowful father.   

 

Sukhiram: He did not speak well, for his tongue stopped when he talked, 

so I didn’t call him ‘Ek Raj’ but ‘lāṭo’ (i.e., ‘deaf and dumb’). He was a 

very simple person (sādhāran mānche). Nevertheless, he was able to 

do everything at home. He liked to work and to take care of all the 

chores in the house and in the fields. Before she died, he even helped 

his mother to collect the cow’s dung from the cowshed [considered to 

be women’s work]. He was always ready to do some work, but he 

died…  

This was a long time ago, but now that I am telling you everything 

about my son I can remember all about him [again], and this makes 

me sad. I feel as if I could hear him talking to my ears now, and lots of 

thoughts come up. If he would have grown up I would have arranged 

his marriage, and we would have stayed together for a lon… [the last 

part of the sentence breaks in weep]. I think to all this, and tears come 

to my eyes. He was a nice boy… 

 

When Sandeep and I walked away, it was already dark. Walking silently 

through the dirt alleys of the village, now deserted, the quiet of the night broken 

only by the whistles of the pressure cookers and some distant barks, I could 

not shake off a deep sense of bitterness, which led me to write the following 

thought in my diary: 

 

Collecting stories like this might have some ethnographic value, but for 

the people directly involved it implies the reopening of painful wounds. If 

this chat gave something to me, for Sukhiram it was but another shot of 

dukha, and I don’t see any way in which I might use what he has just 

shared with me so to make up for the painful memories I brought up… 
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Fieldwork, at times, truly feels as a deeply invasive and guilty act (see, also, 

Crapanzano 1994: 883; Gable 2014: 239). 

 

Epilogue  
 

Sukhiram: If my son hadn’t died, he would be well educated now, even if 

he didn’t want to go to school… Once, when he was in class two, I 

went to Nepalgunj and somebody beat him at the school, so he was 

afraid to go there. I told him ‘why are you not going to school? You 

need to!’, but he replied that people were beating him there, and so he 

didn’t want to go.  

 

Sukhiram had mentioned this towards the end of our discussion. Now, this is 

obviously just a conjecture, but what if this unpleasant experience might have 

given rise to Ek Raj’s fear of being beaten by the people who had done the 

same to Sukhiram, leading him to leave home to join his father in Jumla 

Bazaar—a choice that, unfortunately, would eventually prove fatal to him. 

Even more poignantly, Sukhiram’s story illustrates ‘the existential and 

psychological truth that even the most ideal human love masks a horrific 

potential for destruction’ (Stephen 1999: 730). In a place where the injustices 

against the weakest are the order of the day and their means to react are often 

inexistent, a father’s intention to safeguard his disabled son is perfectly 

understandable. What is striking though is the realisation that the outcome of 

what Sukhiram did in the hope of ensuring a better existence for his family, in 

the long run, and for an unfortunate convergence of factors, led, instead, to 

his son dying an untimely death. Unsuspected decisions may indeed trigger 

events extending well beyond what was originally envisaged, making 

existence a series of vicissitudes largely beyond one’s control.  

Exploring this constant interplay between being an actor and being acted 

upon by the circumstances of life constitutes the scope of existential 
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anthropology, informing a life within limits that Michael Jackson defined ‘the 

struggle for being’ (Jackson 2008: 182; see, also, 2011). More to the point:  
 
the justification of anthropology lay not in its potential to explain social phenomena on 
the basis of antecedent causes or underlying laws—evolutionary, structural, or 
psychological—but in its capacity to explore, in a variety of contexts, the ways in which 
people struggle, with whatever inner or wordily resources they possess, to manage the 
immediate imperatives of existence (Jackson 2010: 47, original emphasis). 

 

Accordingly, what I will endeavour to show throughout the thesis is that one of 

the foremost imperatives of existence is the compulsion of sense-making, that 

is to say, to imbue the existential vicissitudes one comes to experience with 

some sort of sense, whatever this may be. This is precisely the aim of 

divinatory practices like those illustrated in this chapter, or of the astrological 

knowledge described in chapter 4. Yet, beyond that, it constitutes also an 

ongoing endeavour permeating daily life.   

However, this effort to grant the presence-in-the-world, safeguarding it 

from falling prey to a vortex of meaninglessness, if far from being tackled 

individually, but appears rather as a collective cultural enterprise (see, also, 

de Martino 2007: 151). In the present case, this was enhanced by the 

mediation of a shaman who, venturing in the mysterious grey zone between 

life and death, provided mediumship with ‘Ek Raj’: a problematic death that 

was still troubling this community. Desjarlais elucidated at length how 

shamanic healing rests upon the transposition in the public domain of private 

concerns, where they become liable to be acted upon (Desjarlais 1992: 22). 

Such a process was called, by de Martino, the ethos of transcendence: a 

transcendental motion granting the presence (la presenza) by situating 

personal vicissitudes within a broader cultural project, tracing a disrupting 

circumstance back to an appropriate network of meaning. 

In view of the above, the customary practices indicated by the shaman to 

deal with wandering spirits may well be seen as another means still ‘to 

transform the world into which one is thrown into a world one has a hand in 

making’ (Jackson 2008: x). In the ethnographic setting of Sinja, this consists 

of pacifying the spirit thanks to the bestowal of suitable nourishment, liable to 
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gradually fulfil the residues of desire preventing the muiyã to achieve another 

life. Accordingly, the society of the living continued to engage with Ek Raj’s 

upsetting death through appropriate cultural norms that allowed them to 

gradually come to terms with what had happened. The reconciliation of this 

troubling relationship still lingering on within a network of intersubjective 

meaning is epitomised by Sukhiram’s daily offering of food to his son. Thus, 

according to the existential instrumentalism put forward by Jackson, the spirit 

may then be seen as a conceptual tool opportunistically deployed to achieve 

a sort of empowerment a posteriori, that is, allowing people to react against 

an irreparable event that seemed to have deeply moved the community.43 This 

was the thesis I had put forward in a previous interpretation of this story (see 

Poletti 2016).  

Without repudiating this interpretation, I wish yet to move beyond this 

prelaminar layer of analysis, towards, instead,    
 
an anthropological understanding which […] echoes both the desires of the dead and 
the thoughts of the living, without reducing the efficacy of the former to the life 
vicissitudes of the latter (Tsintjilonis 2004: 384). 
 

Indeed, interpretations such as that of Hertz (1960) somehow reduce the lives 

of the dead to a process of social pacification and readjustment within the 

community of the living, paying little if any attention to the society of the dead 

in its own terms. It might be appropriate to highlight the fact that, in Nepal, what 

keeps the spirits alive is not only the difficult process of acceptance of an 

untimely loss by the living, but, crucially, also the unacceptance of it by the 

very dead themselves (see, also, Gray 1984: 184). The lingering desire that 

keeps the dead alive can thus be seen as a particular form of relationality 

bringing the living and the dead together in mutual entanglement, and within 

which both acquire their specific agencies. Actually: 

																																																								
43 Often, the victims of muiyã happen to be those who, in a way or another, did not 
accomplish what they were supposed to do for the dead, or who feel they could have 
done more when the person was still alive. Moreover, it may occur that elderly people, 
if they feel mistreated, menace their relatives by saying they will come back after death 
to attack them.  



	 103	

 
It is impossible to ignore this numberless and nebulous community of lost souls. They 
assume a life on their own. But most significantly, they reflect the extent to which 
everyday life is pervaded by the experience of interrelationship: an unflagging 
conversational concern for absent kin, and for the comings and goings of those to whom 
one is most attached (Jackson 1998: 161). 
 

Viewing stories like the one narrated here through an optic of death permits 

thus to describe ‘what happens to the subject and world when the memory of 

such events is folded into ongoing relationships’ (Das 2007: 8).  

Taking the lives of the dead seriously encourages the shifting of the 

ontological starting point of inquiry from a stable individual subjectivity to a 

fluctuating and constantly ongoing process of intersubjective rearrangement 

of ‘the self’ with ‘the world’. Consequently, this means seeing the muiyã not as 

an individual subject corresponding to the person that was the late Ek Raj, but 

as a fragment of that personhood still alive within the network of intersubjective 

meaning from which that person had emerged in the first place. As I will 

develop over the following chapters, the ‘living dead’ appears then as a 

relational experience that, dwelling an intersubjective space somewhere 

between an ‘inner self’ and an ‘outer world’, survives in the latter after the 

physical collapse of the former. In fact, if selfhood is conceived as a 

kaleidoscope of situated experiences rather than a monolithic entity, this would 

appear constantly played out in a world of others, quite literally living across 

others as much as in itself. Such an analytical premise allows me to explore 

the lifeworlds of Sinjali people without confining my argument to a radical 

particularism merely postulating a different reality in which spirits exist. Rather, 

challenging the ontological foundation of ‘reality’ itself, I contemplate the 

possibility that an inner/outer divide might be ultimately misleading, and what 

the explosion of such a boundary might signify for the anthropological 

exploration of human and other-than-human realties.  
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2. Sheltering the dead 
 

 

 

The story of Dhandukhari  
The previous chapter has laid down the basic elements underlying the 

perception of life and death in the Sinja Valley. In light of that, the current story 

instantiates how, within the network of intersubjective meaning within which 

the dead is mourned, ‘the beloved object becomes present as never before: 

one could even say that, for the subject, the object has never been so alive’ 

(Valeri 2013: 366). However, building upon and articulating forward the 

fragmentary understanding of personhood that I already sketched, I will 

present the muiyã around which pivot these events as the problematic 

experience of an untimely death dwelling an intersubjective domain, where it 

was subsequently acted upon in a very particular manner. The delicate 

guidance of this fragment of personhood back to a domestic environment will 

illustrate a hermeneutic process of pacification with this sudden demise. I will 

thus illustrate the very many efforts undertook by a mother to shelter at home 

the wandering spirit of her son. 

As shown in the previous chapter, the death of a son is a catastrophic 

occurrence in Nepal. Besides the most obvious affective reasons, there are a 

number of other important implications. Such a death not only affects the 

patrilineal lineage and its inheritance, but also the living conditions of the 

parents, who rely completely upon the care of their male offspring in their old 

age, as the daughters will have moved to another clan according to the virilocal 

system of marriage. The apparent incapacity to make sense of this 

‘meaningless’ death on a personal level is then tackled within a much broader 

network of intersubjective meaning. This process, giving the deceased a 
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different ontological status, would consequently stem the abrupt leaking of 

chaos in an ordered cosmos. Before giving a young woman named Sushila 

the opportunity to recount her familial vicissitudes, I resort to a popular folktale 

to introduce some elements necessary to understand the course of the later 

events. The story of Dhandukhari—presented here merging distinct accounts 

collected over time from different people—is used in Sinja to elucidate, in 

archetypal terms, the whole matter concerning wandering spirits. Indeed, this 

popular folktale prescribes the appropriate ritual activities able to ensure a kin 

muiyã is released from its interstitial and restless condition, attaining thus 

another life (mukti).  

 

Once upon a time, there was a king who had a lot of property, but 

unfortunately no heirs. Thus, one day, he ventured into the jungle and 

supplicated the gods to give him a son. When the gods heard his 

request, they told the king that it would be difficult to fulfil his wish. Yet, 

upon his insistence, they eventually gave him a fruit, explaining that its 

consumption would make his wife pregnant. So, once he reached his 

palace, the king told his wife what had happened in the jungle, and gave 

her the precious fruit. The queen, however, was afraid of the pain of 

childbirth, and hence asked her sister to eat it on her behalf. The other 

woman, though, was already pregnant. However, since she already had 

several children she promised her sister to give her the baby that she 

was carrying. Satisfied by this agreement, the queen threw the fruit to 

one of their cows, and each month she added some layers of cloth under 

her clothes to simulate pregnancy.  

The queen’s sister gave birth to a healthy son, Dhandukhari, who 

she secretly handed over to the queen and pretended that her own baby 

was born dead. Roughly at the same time, the cow that had eaten the 

magic fruit delivered a human baby: Gokhana. The children grew up 

together as if they were brothers, but they developed opposite 

personalities. While Gokhana became a very pious man known for his 
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virtuous actions (dharma-karma), Dhandukhari spent all his time 

drinking, playing games, and womanising even though he had already 

several wives. Because of his many vices, Dhandukhari squandered the 

entire fortune of his wealthy family. He also incurred the enmities of 

many, especially of his consorts, who were planning on his murder—an 

occasion that came when Gokhana decided to go away for a long 

pilgrimage (tīrtha) to a religious place. Thus, one night, the women 

hanged their husband after having him drink until he became 

unconscious, and fled with other men (poila jānu). Since nobody felt any 

sympathy for him, Dhandukhari was not paid any mortuary honour, nor 

was anything ever offered to satisfy any longing he might have had. As 

a result, Dhandukhari became muiyã and started attacking his fellow 

people, causing them harm as he used to do during his lifetime.  

Many years later, Gokhana returned from his pilgrimage, and found 

his family house crumbling and empty. As he communicated his wish to 

move there again, the other people warned him against his brother’s 

muiyã who haunted the mansion, where it was heard crying at night. 

Gokhana though did not pay any attention to these rumours, and 

resolutely went to stay there. That night, as he was sleeping, Gokhana 

heard his brother weeping in the loft. Yet, once upstairs, he noticed the 

sound was coming from below him, but, when he descended to check, 

the heard the lament above him again. The compassionate Gokhana 

took pity on his brother’s condition, and thus went to many religious 

places, offering something in each, to allow Dhandukhari to achieve 

another life.44 However, each time he came back, his brother had not 

stopped crying. Despite his numerous tries, Gokhana did not know what 

else to do, until, one night, Dhandukhari appeared in his dreams, telling 

him the whole story of his death. ‘So, I now move around like the wind’, 

																																																								
44 Noticeably, these are the same sacred places mentioned by Sukhiram in the 
previous chapter, where he would have liked to go to help his son Ek Raj if only he 
had the means and the age for that.   
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he concluded, ‘but if you perform a ritual (pujā) for me for seven days, 

I’ll be able to get mukti. Please, do this for me’. 

The very next day, Gokarna went to a priest (pujāri), who suggested 

a solution for Dhandukhari’s problem was a necessary seven-day pujā 

(saptāha). Seven priests were thus called to take turns reading the 

Bhāgavatapurāṇa. The main night of the ceremony is indeed called 

‘bhāgavat’, when a sacred diagram (maṇḍala) is drawn in the exact 

place of the muiyã’s death. Nevertheless, the spirit could not enter the 

sacred drawing due to its upset condition. Therefore, the priest put a 

stick of Himalayan bamboo (nigālo) with seven sections a few meters 

from the southern edge of the mandala, in which Dhandukhari agreed to 

stay while listening to the religious readings. Due to the distance, he 

could not hear properly though, so the stick was tied to the mandala by 

a thread (dhāgo), which served as a loudspeaker. Each portion of the 

religious readings unlocked a segment of the bamboo stick, allowing the 

muiyã to move to the next. Accordingly, when the reading was over the 

last section opened up, freeing Dhandukhari from his wandering 

condition, and so he moved on to another life. No further attacks from 

this muiyã were ever noticed.  

 

People say that these mythical events showed how to deal with wandering 

spirits, after which the bhāgavat ritual has become a customary practice to 

assist these wretched entities in the achievement of a new life. Yet, the story 

of Dhandukhari conveys a few other teachings. Firstly, it is a moral warning to 

the living, to make them behave properly and encourage good relationships, 

since these remain necessary after death as well. Secondarily, the character 

of Dhandukhari is used to refer to a person with a lot of wealth (dhan), but 

also inner pain (dukha), implying that material prosperity is not all that matters 

in life.  
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Sheltering the dead 
The folktale above encapsulates the main tenets regarding wandering spirits 

and constitutes the prescribed model of conduct towards them. Yet, this does 

not mean that what actually takes place is necessarily as straightforward. As 

illustrated in the previous chapter, the financial implications of religious rituals 

are not negligible, and must be carefully pondered upon. For such a reason 

too, many people commented, most religious rites are getting shorter than in 

the past, and this one is no exception.  

 
The saptāha lasts seven days and requires seven priests; it is very expensive and time-
consuming, so only rich people can do it. The bhāgavat is shorter and easier to do for 
us. Yet, the effects for the muiyã are the same. 

 

So, whereas the story prescribes the full seven-day pujā (saptāha), nowadays 

it is considered acceptable to limit this elaborate practice to its night-long 

climax, the bhāgavat, which is supposed to take place the night before the 

yearly anniversary of the muiyã’s death (māre ko tithi). 

According to the many testimonies I gathered, the underlying idea is that 

the spirit for whom the ritual is performed has remained in this realm to wander 

around the place of its death, and must thus be guided back to its home—

albeit in a different form—by means of what Robert Desjarlais defined a 

‘transference of consciousness’ (2000: 271). Hence, the morning after the 

ritual activities described in the story, people tell the muiyã ‘don’t attack 

anymore; you should be happy now, we’ll take you home’, before carrying it 

back by means of the thread (dhāgo) used to connect the bamboo stick to the 

mandala during the bhāgavat. 

 
The dhāgo works like a telephone cable: one person calls ‘have you come?’ and the 
other replies ‘yes, I have!’, and thus the soul (sāto) comes back. 
 
The thread is like a fishing line (dhāgo ek prakar ko māchā mārne ḍori jastai ho). 

 
In case the place is close to the house where the spirit used to live, a ball of 

thread is unrolled to cover the distance. However, in most cases, the spot is 
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way too far for this, and so just a portion of the thread is taken back to the 

house where the spirit used to live by two people holding each end. 

When the party reaches the targeted home, before they enter a lamp is lit 

in front of the main door, and a ṭikā made on its wooden frame. At that point, 

someone amongst the present crowd is expected to be possessed (kāmnu, 

i.e., ‘to shake’)45 by the spirit, who will be made to speak its whole story through 

such an avatār/medium (autane). This is known as ‘voicing the spirit’ (muiyã 

bolāunu). Something similar also happens to a shaman (dhāmī) when he is 

possessed by a masṭo, who will voice the ‘life history’ of the god, known as 

parheli. Usually, the person possessed is seen as the one the muiyã loved 

most, and will be designated to eat a regular offering of food (mānu-khāne), 

as described below in detail. Most importantly, though, the muiyã will indicate 

the place in the house where to open a little recess (khopo) in which the spirit 

will find shelter (see, e.g., Gray 1987: 190-91). These domestic altars are 

usually the size of a fist or a little more, sometimes obtained simply by digging 

an aperture in a wall wide enough to contain the piece of thread used to catch 

the spirit and a sporadic offering of a flower or some food. In the absence of 

an altar, the khopo has to be built for this purpose, and will be taken along to 

another house if the family moves elsewhere.   

Since the spirit does not always possess someone immediately upon 

arrival, a provisory altar is dug somewhere in the house, waiting for further 

instruction. A wandering spirit may remain silent for a long time afterwards, 

and reveal its wishes only many years later. It is worth mentioning that the 

story of Dhandukhari illustrates somehow the idyllic scenario prerogative of 

narratives more than of real life. In actuality, the muiyã’s attainment of a new 

life (mukti) is anything but a clear matter, liable to give rise to passionate 

debates. Uncertain about the epilogue of the ritual, for such a reason people 

																																																								
45 In the Himalayas, an emic equivalent does not exist to indicate ‘trance’. The verb 
generally used to address the phenomena is ‘to tremble’, ‘to shake’, which is actually 
what it looks like (see, also, de Sales 2016: 247; Desjarlais 1992: 5; Lecomte-Tilouine 
2009c: 30; Winkler 1976: 247). 
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bring the thread home, committing to sheltering their wandering kin for the time 

being, however long that may be.    

  
After the bhāgavat the muiyã will have another life soon, and, in the meantime, it will 
live in the khopo.  
 

Nevertheless, I often noticed a certain ambivalence regarding the fate of the 

soul after death, especially of an untimely one, almost as if people did not 

perceive a contradiction in the possibility of the spirit to have moved on to 

another life and still existing in the form of muiyã. A critical hermeneutics on 

these events makes me venture to 

speculate that, perhaps, these 

outcomes might indeed be not mutually 

exclusive.  

In the case of an accident and loss 

of consciousness as the result of a 

trauma, the person is expected to go to 

the very place of the accident as soon 

as they recover, in order to restore the 

completeness of the soul. This is 

achieved by rescuing it from that place 

in a manner not dissimilar from that 

described above, since a part of the 

soul is deemed to have remained 

wandering there. However, I was also told: ‘unconsciousness and death are 

different: from one we can come back, from the other, we cannot’. Anyway, 

the point I am making is that, by the same principle of unconsciousness, after 

death certain aspects of personhood may well move on to another form of 

existence, whereas a situated experience of it does not due to its particularly 

problematic nature. Yet, as it will be elaborated throughout the thesis, this is 

not to be seen as a mere ‘symbolic scar’ in the society of the living. Rather, I 

suggest seeing it as the fragment of an intersubjective-I lived as much in itself 

A khopo. 
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as projected onto the world, where it remains quite literally alive long after the 

body dies. Accordingly, the abovementioned bhāgavat pujā may well be seen 

as a ‘magical act’—to use Ernesto de Martino’s terminology—by means of 

which the chaos aroused by such an unforeseen event is arrested and 

redeemed into an ordered cosmos. ‘A magic thus conceived becomes, then, 

restorer of horizons in crisis. And, with its intrinsic demiurgy, it recovers for 

man the world that is going to be lost’ (de Martino 2007: 123).  

 Such a premise was necessary to introduce and contextualise the 

concrete vicissitude focus of this chapter, illustrating a tortuous process in 

which, over a lapse of almost 10 years, a mother has tried to take home the 

spirit of her deceased son. While chatting about muiyã, I once came across a 

local rumour according to which one of these entities was successfully brought 

home. Intrigued by it I jotted down a note to remind me to inquire further at a 

later date. I thus found out that the muiyã in question was the brother of 

Sushila: a 30-year old woman living a few households away. Coming from a 

fairly powerful Brahmin family, she was very young when she had left the 

nearby village of Hāt Sinja to pursue her studies in Jumla Bazaar, where she 

obtained a BA degree in education. 

This experience had led her to develop 

a strong personality, straightforward 

and at times quite harsh, which made 

her unpopular, though I never heard of 

anyone daring to oppose her directly. 

Upon her return to the valley, she 

started teaching in a local school, 

where she is also the local 

representative of the Marxist and 

Leninist party in the teacher committee. 

Somehow, Sushila represents the 

woman who made it, managing to gain 

a certain degree of emancipation from 

Sushila. 
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the social norm which subjugates women to an auxiliary position. In fact, 

having a salaried job, she managed to buy some land for herself, but refused 

to put it under her husband’s name, saying she had worked hard for it and 

hence it should belong to her only. However, the actual reason was that her 

husband already had a son from his late first wife, whom she does not want to 

inherit his entire father’s property at the expense of her own, younger son. 

Notwithstanding the friction that this has created amongst her family, the times 

I was invited to their place the relationship between Sushila and her husband 

struck me as an equal and respectful, an indication of gender dynamics that 

are steadily changing in Sinja too.   

On a warm afternoon in late Spring 2016, we sat outside on a worn 

wooden bench on the terrace, overlooking cultivated lands all marvellously 

golden at that time of the year. Enjoying the light breeze that made the warmth 

of the sun a bit less oppressive, she narrated at length what had happened to 

her brother. Sometimes the flow of the conversation got disrupted by a 

greeting she shouted towards a fellow villager passing by carrying a pack 

basket (ḍoko) heavily loaded with fresh barley from the adjacent fields. 

 

Sushila: It happened about 10 years ago, in 2063 BS (i.e., AD 2006). 

After he passed the SLC (School Leaving Certificate), my younger 

brother Narendra went to Surkhet to continue his studies, but 

eventually came back to help my parents. One day, they were all 

cutting grass on a slope (pākho) up [the village of] Botha, where we 

owned some land. He fell down a cliff while working there. As he was 

badly injured, they tried to carry him down to the closest health post, 

but he died on the way. He was 17 when it happened. I am 3 years 

older than him, so he would have been 27 now… 

 

As it is customary, Narendra was immediately cremated, and the family 

performed the subsequent mortuary rites for 13 days (kr̥yā). Shocked by the 

accident, Sushila’s parents decided to sell the land where her brother had died 
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to the villagers who used to help them in the fields. However, while cutting 

grass in the same fields, these people started hearing somebody crying and 

begun reporting being attacked by that muiyã, which manifested in the form 

of an uncontrollable weeping. This happened before the barkhi—the final 

ceremony that concludes the year-long mourning period, reduced to six 

months for the women—when, after the ritual commemoration of the yearly 

anniversary of death (śrāddha; see, also, Campbell 1976: 111), all the people 

who attended the cremation ceremony are invited to the deceased’s house 

for a meal. Once the rituals have ended, the mourners are free from the white 

clothes they have been wearing for a year (or six months for the women), they 

receive a red ṭikā—also banned during that period—and are released from 

any dietary taboo they (should) have observed. From this moment, the purity 

of the house is considered restored, and it is possible to celebrate weddings, 

initiation ceremonies (vratabandha), and other ritual activities.  

Even after the barkhi the attacks did not cease, and people started to say 

it was the muiyã’s wish to go home, and since this was not possible another 

person was made to cry out of this sadness. A dhāmī tried to pacify the spirit, 

offering sacred rice and turmeric as described in the previous chapter. This 

did not placate the attacks, which were never directed towards the closest 

relatives. Thus, Sushila’s parents decided to go to Chayanāth, a major 

pilgrimage site in Mugu District, well known throughout the region (see, also, 

Shrestha-Schipper 2009: 70). There, they offered a piṇḍa: a ball of steamed 

rice cooked in milk, or sometimes made of barley flour and water, considered 

to be the appropriate substance to feed the dead (see Sayers 2013).  

 

Sushila: On the way back, they stopped at the place where my brother 

had died to do the bhāgavat, as they wanted to take him home. When 

they got back, though, nobody shook. Sometime later, he appeared 

in my mother’s dreams, saying he needed a place to stay and from 

where he could see his village. So, they built a little shrine (thān) near 
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the island, and, since then, my mother has always offered some food 

on the anniversary of his death (śrāddha). 

 

The Sinja river that runs through the valley splits in front of the village of Hād 

Sinja, before joining again after a couple of hundred meters, creating thus an 

islet big enough to host a health post and the local VDC school, where Sushila 

teaches. 

 In spite of all these rituals, the attacks of the muiyã continued.  

   

 

Sushila’s mother decided to go to Chayanāth again, this time, on her own, 

since her husband had passed away. There, she offered another piṇḍa, and 

discarded all her son’s clothes into the sacred waters, hoping this might help 

to satisfy the muiyã, but without any success. At that point, a fellow villager 

suggested to the woman to take a ritual bath in the sacred waters of Garuda 

Nahauni46 and also to have another bhāgavat to bring the spirit back home. In 

fact, she was told, sometimes the auspicious results of this ritual may be 

sabotaged because people fail to follow the necessary purifications, which the 

																																																								
46 Garuda Nahauni is a nearer pilgrimage site, less famous than Chayanāth. It is 
located up a side valley in Pāndaguphā VDC, where there is a small scared pond 
related to Garuda: the mythical bird ‘vehicle’ (bāhan) of the god Viṣṇu. 

The islet in front of Hād Sinja. 



	 116	

sacred bath would have enhanced. Sushila’s mother scrupulously followed 

these instructions, but even the second bhāgavat did not have the desired 

effects. Suspecting that something had gone wrong again, the woman was 

resolute to embark on a third attempt.  
 

Sushila: Before the third bhāgavat, we decided to visit the dhāmī of 

Rānisain,47 because we wanted to establish the mānu-khāne. 

However, the day we went up there a woman in the dhāmī’s family 

had just delivered a baby, and thus it was not possible to designate 

the person for that. We never went there again, so, these days, 

nobody eats the mānu [for the muiyã].  

 

Purity, in the Hindu world, is the fundamental precondition to officiate ritual 

activities, constantly under threat of pollution. Dhāmī are particularly mindful 

of purity, which can be compromised by a series of factors (see Shrestha-

Schipper 2009: 70). After childbirth, for instance, a woman is considered 

polluted for 10 days. Additionally, the pollution generated by birth—or by death 

(chapter 6)—spreads amongst the close relatives, who have therefore to 

refrain from engaging in any ritual activity. If generally this ‘spiritual pollution’ 

is known as juṭho, in the specific case of birth the word used is sutkeri. This 

was the reason for which the dhāmī of Rānisain could not designate the person 

to whom to entrust the mānu-khāne: the ritual feeding of the deceased 

described in the following section.  

 

Feeding the spirit  
 

There isn’t a rule about whether to first perform the bhāgavat or to first eat the mānu; 
most people eat the mānu first, and if the attacks stop, then they don’t do the bhāgavat. 

 
Some muiyã eat the mānu and some don’t… People give them the mānu so they’re 
satisfied and won’t attack.  
 

																																																								
47 Rānisain is a highland village in Pāndaguphā VDC, on the way to Garuda Nahauni. 
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To have a sense of how the mānu-khāne works, I consulted Jaya Laxmi, a 

Brahmin woman in her 60s who inherited the mānu-khāne of a muiyã when 

she moved to her husband’s household after her marriage, as I had found out 

by pure chance talking to her husband. So, the following day, after the 

customary 10 o’clock dose of lentils and rice, I walked over the narrow drain 

canal and a millet field separating Sandeep’s house from hers. She was in a 

considerable state of agitation that morning, as her eldest son had just called 

to inform that he had eloped with a girl form Jumla Bazaar, and was supposed 

to arrive home any time soon. Still, she kindly showed me the khopo dug by 

someone, many years earlier, to shelter that spirit. It was a simple square hole 

in the wall of the storage room, now hidden behind a wooden chest. As Jumli 

houses tend to be quite dark and cold during the day, we sat outside in the 

sun, as she explained the deeds required by this custom. Though usually quite 

talkative and with a prompt smile that makes her big, golden nose ring swing, 

she was clearly elsewhere with her thoughts. The mobile phone was firmly 

held in her fist with maternal apprehension, ready to capture any news from 

her son.  

 

Jaya Laxmi: I eat (khānu) the mānu for a woman, but I don’t know who 

she is or how she died… I only know she died untimely (akāl) and 

thus became muiyã; my mother-in-law (sāsu) was already eating the 

mānu for her. There can’t be more than one mānu-khāne person at 

a time, so, when she died, we went to the dhāmī of Rānisain to 

designate her successor. The shaman threw some sacred rice 

(achetā) at us, and the person who trembles [i.e., gets possessed by 

the muiyã] will be designated for the role. As I was the one who 

trembled, the dhāmī told me the dates on which I have to eat it, and 

from then onwards I started to do this. I do it four times a year: in 

[the months of] baisāk, sāun, kārttik, māgh, always on the full moon 

day (purnimā), and also at the anniversary of her death.  
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Four days before, I stop eating millet, soya beans, garlic and any 

other impure thing, and the day before I wash all my clothes. Then, 

on the day, firstly I clean the entire house, and when I’m done I take 

a bath, to purify myself. Later, my closest relatives (sākh) give me 

half a kilo (mānā) of rice for each household, along with some 

turmeric, some oil, or whatever 

they have; it could be even just 

some fruit if they don’t have 

anything else they can offer. I cook 

some of the rice, and I grind the 

rest to make flour (cāmal ko piṭho), 

which I mix with the turmeric and 

bake on the fire, to get lagad [a 

kind of bread similar to the classic 

roṭi, but yellow]. 

Before I eat, I do a little 

ceremony (pujā) for the spirit, and I 

light a lamp (diyo) over the wooden 

chest covering the khopo. I heard 

that some people put a little statue made of silver and copper—or 

simply of folded grass (kus)—in the shrine, as a representation of 

the muiyã, but I don’t… For the mānu-khāne, building a khopo is not 

mandatory, but, since there was already one here, I put an oil lamp 

next to it. Then, when the food is ready, I firstly offer it to the muiyã, 

and then I eat some of it myself. Once I’m done, I offer the rest to 

the other family members. 

 

But this is not all, explained Jaya Laxmi. In fact, each time the household 

cooks some special food for festivities like daśãi,48 New Year, marriages, 

																																																								
48 The most important Hindu festivity in Nepal, taking place in September/October, 
following the rice harvest.  

Jaya Laxmi. 
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childbirth, or initiations, it is first offered to the spirit and the gods, and then 

finally to the living. There is even a proverb for that: deva chadhīja pet padhīja 

chadhī (i.e., ‘first to the gods, and then fill our stomach’). In such a way, these 

invisible entities will feel honoured and respected, and will watch over the 

living rather than torturing them. Hence,  

 
those whose deaths are denied a sacrificial dimension, are precisely those who return 
to haunt the living, defying their devaluation, seizing for themselves the mystical power 
released in their fetishization (Langford 2009: 704). 

 
Interestingly, whereas in other ethnographic contexts eating the gifts of food 

destined for the dead is considered fatal, as it would imply sharing their same 

state (see, e.g., Stasch 2009: 218-19), in Nepal, instead, this is common 

practice.  

However, not all the food given to the dead is later consumed by the living. 

As I already mentioned, the balls of steamed rice (piṇḍa) offered on the yearly 

anniversary (śrāddha) of timely and untimely deaths alike are usually thrown 

into the river, which is alleged to carry these offerings to the dead (pitra). So, 

the (re)creation of social connections, paramount to act upon supernatural 

forces (Gray 1987: 186), is not merely achieved by abstract mental operations, 

but through the concrete offering of food. Consequently, offerings like the 

mānu or the piṇḍa may be conceived as a form of embodied memory, which 

literally nourishes that enduring relationship, like it was the case for Sukhiram’s 

daily offering of rice to his dead son.49 Moreover, on several occasions, I heard 

people revealing that, on the day of the śrāddha for a dead parent, preparing 

																																																								
49 The long-lasting tradition of building resting areas—known as chautārās—for 
travellers in the memory of a dead person might be seen as another such practice 
(see Shrestha-Schipper 2012: 84). As Shrestha-Schipper has illustrated, Maoists used 
to erect gates along the path, in some cases to commemorate their fallen comrades, 
but none of these are to be found near the area of my fieldwork. Indeed, I could not 
see the gates mentioned by Shrestha-Schipper in the villages of Larja and Hāt Sinja, 
which I hence assume must have been dismantled—a possibility envisaged also by 
Shrestha-Schipper (Ibid.: 94). Anyway, as these were not dedicated to any deceased 
but merely celebrated the Maoist ideology, their relevance for my research project is 
minimal.  
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the food that would be subsequently offered to the deceased was like restoring 

a certain degree of intimacy with him or her.  

 
Sometimes, when I do the śrāddha, I feel as if the dead (pitra) were coming close and 
I could meet them again on that day. 

 

Hence, whereas elsewhere mortuary practices ‘instantiate collective forms of 

forgetting’ (Straight 2006: 105), in the Hindu world remembering the dead is 

instead a requirement, which has precise consequences on the lives of the 

dead (see, also, Lewis 1994: 20; Sayers 2013). As pointed out in the previous 

chapter, it is thanks to the help of the living that the dead can be liberated from 

any enduring desire, achieving thus a new life. Accordingly, the love 

underlying these offerings of embodied memory must be seen as an integral 

component of this enduring process, continuing even after the alleged 

reincarnation of a beloved ancestor. It is here, though, that the optic of death 

helps to continue shedding light on a particular understanding of personhood, 

since the deceased is deemed to both be living another (incarnated) life as 

someone else, and simultaneously coming back on the day of his or her 

annual remembrance, without this implying any contradictions.   

It will then be erroneous to conclude that the deceased continue to live in 

the living’s memory, for what is kept alive within a network of intersubjective 

meaning is not ‘the dead person’ as such, but a situational aspect of a relation. 

The different intersubjective lives of the dead, then, do not only challenge 

Heidegger’s hasty conclusion: 

 
Even the Da-sein of others, when it has reached its wholeness in death, is a no-longer-
being-there in the sense of no-longer-being-in-the-world. Does not dying mean going-
out-of-the-world and losing being-in-the-world? (Heidegger 1996: 221). 
 

But, furthermore, the different relations the dead entertain with the living 

summon Heidegger’s complete negligence of the different modalities of how a 

life comes to an end, which will also deeply affect the manner in which it will 

be remembered. Indeed, although being annually evoked during its 

anniversary (śrāddha), a timely death does not summon elaborate processes 
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like that implied by the mānu-khāne. Conversely, an untimely demise is a 

direct challenge to the cosmic order, and requires to be pacified with regular 

and consistent offerings of embodied memory.  

 

 

However, this seems to contradict the positive attitude towards forgetting 

everything about this life as a prescription for its unproblematic conclusion, as 

mentioned in chapter 1. Yet, it is important to underline once more that what 

is remembered is not necessarily ‘the entire person’ of the deceased, but a 

situational experience related to it. Consequently, over time, the affective 

bonds anchoring distinctive fragments of personhood to the world of others in 

which they existed progressively fade away, and thus, in this sense, it can well 

be said that death coincides with the end of memory (Desjarlais 2000: 261). 

This is not just a personal mental event though, since it summons the end of 

a collective endeavour, instantiated by the devotional offering of food that 

brought the relatives together in a shared network of meaning. The paradox, 

then, seems to be that, to be forgotten, the dead has to be remembered first 

by the living (see, also, Panagiotopoulos 2017: 961). Accordingly, what I 

suggest is to conceive the remembrance of a fragment of personhood of the 

deceased as a means to fully ‘subjectify’ such an experience, which will hence 

The śrāddha. 
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start existing within a specific network of intersubjective meaning with the full 

ontological status of a subject. 

 

God is (a) dead 
Coming back to the main story of this chapter—because of a momentary 

impurity in the dhāmī’s house, the mānu-khāne for Narendra’s muiyã was 

never established. Sushila’s mother, however, far from being discouraged by 

that, proceeded to officiate a third bhāgavat at the same spot where her son 

had died. After that, the story took a new and unexpected twist. 

 

Sushila: About a year ago, the day my mother came home with the 

thread after the third bhāgavat, we all gathered at home, but he didn’t 

come [i.e., the muiyã did not possess anybody]. Only my ‘sister’50 

shook a little, but since she also had a daughter who had drowned in 

the river, people were saying that maybe it was that girl and not my 

brother [possessing her]. 

 

As Marie Lecomte-Tilouine has pointed out: ‘skepticism is an integral part of 

mediumism, which fully includes the possibility of false possession, and even 

more so of lying by the invisible ones’ (Lecomte-Tilouine 2009c: 35). Here, it 

would indeed be highly unfair to think of Sinjalis as irrational, credulous 

people, since every single occasion undergoes a rigorous hermeneutic 

scrutiny obviously framed within the local worldview. The dismissal of the 

above possession is hence nothing out of the ordinary, since the problem of 

intruding spirits other than the expected one is far from being rare (see, e.g., 

Gray 1987: 192). 

 

																																																								
50 In Nepal, the terms addressing siblings are also used for the members of the 
extended family (sākh). By extension, unknown people too are commonly approached 
as ‘brother’ and ‘sister’. Accordingly, when the meaning of such kinship relation differs 
from its common Western understanding, I put the term in inverted commas. 
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Sushila: Some days later, another woman started crying because of my 

brother. When the dhāmī they had called upon arrived home, she 

started trembling, and then he said everything [i.e., the spirit narrated 

the whole story of what had happened]… I wasn’t there that day, but 

I was told that he [the muiyã, through that woman] asked ‘where is my 

father? Where is my sister?’ ‘I can’t come home yet, because you 

don’t believe it’s me…’ He told them that, to come back, he would 

have needed a domestic altar (khopo) where to stay, and that the 

house had to be clean and pure (cokho). He also said that he wanted 

the big farming land my family owns in front of the house to be the 

place to build a shrine (thān) and perform his paturne. 

 

Now, there are two different things going on in the above passage. As already 

mentioned, when the thread is brought home after the bhāgavat, the spirit is 

actually expected to possess one of the relatives. When this happens, the 

muiyã offers a brief narration of the circumstances that led to its death, as a 

means of identification before pointing out the chosen spot where to be 

sheltered. This last event is the crucial outcome of the bhāgavat pujā, 

inasmuch as the muiyã corroborates the will to take up residence in the house. 

Up to that point, despite the long and tortuous process, Sushila’s story mirrors 

the prospected course of events, obviously still ongoing. What is curious, 

instead, is the last request put forward by the muiyã, which needs a bit of 

unpacking. 

As introduced in the previous chapter, several scholars over the years 

have identified the interplay between ‘withdrawn’ and ‘incarnated’ gods as one 

of the most characteristic features of western Nepal vis-à-vis the rest of the 

country (Lecomte-Tilouine 2009b: 12). Indeed, 
 
the whole Jumla region is characterised by oracular religion based on ‘incarnating 
divinities’ (autine deutā) which use Dhamis (oracle-mediums) to express themselves 
and to speak with their devotees (Shrestha-Schipper 2009: 66).  
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Whereas in his doctoral thesis Gabriel Campbell (1978) translated gupta 

deutā as ‘hidden gods’, Satya Shrestha-Schipper has argued that ‘withdrawn’ 

renders more faithfully the local meaning (Shrestha-Schipper 2009: 67).  
 

Long time ago, people started to do pāp (sinful actions) and offended the gods, who 
withdrew themselves, taking forms such as kus, pipal or the Kailash.51 Yet, somebody 
had to stay to solve the people’s problems, and so they [the gods] sent the masṭo as 
their branches.  

 

These incarnating deities are said to have comprised of twelve masṭo 

brothers, who took residence in some villages, and nine durgā sisters who 

took the hills. However, these are most likely only symbolic numbers, as there 

are uncountable and myriad deities spread all over the Karnali basin (see, 

also, Gaborieu 1976: 221; Sharma 2004a).  

Durgā resort to spirit possession considerably less compared to masṭo, 

who, instead, interact constantly with the population, incarnated by people like 

Prem Raj (chapter 1). For such a reason, according to Gregory Maskarinec, 

more than a shaman the dhāmī should be conceived as a medium, who 

becomes the worldly manifestation of these metaphysical forces (śakti) while 

in a trance (Maskarinec 1995: 113; see, also, Gaborieu 1976: 236; Shrestha-

Schipper 2009: 67). The deities at play in the Sinjali cosmos are not only 

distinct by their modality of (non-)appearance, but also by their domains of 

activity. Whereas the main withdrawn gods of the Hindu tradition are 

concerned mainly by otherworldly interests dealt by the priest (pujāri), the 

incarnated deities, instead, assist people concretely, tackling earthly issues 

through the dhāmī (see, also, Lecomte-Tilouine 2009b: 23, Maskarinec 1995: 

100). Thus, the combination of priestly activities and spirit possession in the 

bhāgavat—otherwise kept rather distinct—makes this pujā an interesting 

anomaly, possibly indicating the interstitial condition of the spirit, stuck in a 

limbo between this and another world.  

																																																								
51 Kus is a sacred grass considered one of the many forms of Viṣṇu, amongst which 
is also the pipal: a sacred tree belonging to the fig species. The Mount Kailash (Tibet) 
is alleged to be the worldly residence of Śiva.  
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 Apart from their interventions on demand, like when someone is suffering 

from a muiyã’s unwanted attentions, masṭo are celebrated in festivals (paith) 

taking place at specific times of the year, usually on full moon days (purnimā). 

Those occasions, known as paturne, feature the most official incarnation of 

the masṭo by its respective medium, who, sitting at the temple (thān) 

dedicated to the deity, interacts with the crowd of devotees. Much like when 

the muiyã comes home after the bhāgavat, the paturne begins with a sort of 

formal presentation of the deity, who is expected to narrate its mythical ‘life-

history’ (parheli).52 

 

 

Despite the paturne being reserved for a deity, the muiyã’s request for a 

personally-tailored paturne was not completely unfounded. In fact, at times, a 

wandering spirit displaying a power beyond the ordinary—that is, bothering 

																																																								
52 Günter Umbesheid (1987) offered a thorough account of the parheli of Lama masṭo 
from the village of Lekhpor, a hilly village situated a couple of hours from Ludku. 
 

Prem Raj (right), next to Sukhiram in front of the thān of  
Tharpa masṭo the day of his paturne. 
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the whole community with its persistent attacks—may be appointed the status 

of an incarnating deity.53  

 
Sometimes, muiyã can become like gods (deutā), and people will pray to them as they 
do for the gods.  

 

In such case, a temple is erected for the muiyã, who will be regularly 

incarnated by a designated dhāmī in modalities not dissimilar from those 

reserved to a masṭo (see, also, Shrestha-Schipper 2009: 66-67). Thus, 

surprisingly, a muiyã who was initially causing harm to the living becomes a 

benevolent being, helping people to cope with the attacks of other ‘simple’ 

wandering spirits. Over time though, and especially after the death of its 

medium, the cult of a specific muiyã may be forgotten by later generations, 

and new ones will appear to take its place. Consequently, the Sinjali pantheon 

is a constant work in progress, the dynamic equilibrium of which seems to be 

exclusive to western Nepal (Lecomte-Tilouine 2009b: 19). In other words: 

‘different kind of season—different kinds of gods’, as Sandeep aptly put it. 

 Consequently, notwithstanding the unusual modalities it took, the muiyã’s 

request to be dedicated a temple and offered regular worship was technically 

legitimate from a Sinjali perspective. Nevertheless, the ‘canonisation’ of a 

wandering spirit described above is a gradual process taking place over an 

extended period of time, and only very few spirits manage to be recognised as 

such. The limited scale of this muiyã’s attacks, confined to its relatives (sākh), 

was not enough to make it likely to attain such a role. So, Sushila described 

how they visited several dhāmī to ask for advice, none of whom were able to 

provide a clear-cut resolution. At last, they consulted the dhāmī of the masṭo 

god Budho, in the hilly village of the same name. This medium, quite popular 

																																																								
53 Muiyã of this kind, well known in the upper Sinja Valley, are the spirits of a drowned 
boy named Hyākar (see, also, Shrestha-Schipper 2009: 66) and of a suicidal woman 
known as Deuti Bajyū. The latter is a collective name used to address Brahmin women 
who committed suicide following an injustice (Maskarinec 2009: 56). Unfortunately, 
though, there is not enough room to discuss their stories at length in these pages.  
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throughout the valley, immediately dismissed the muiyã’s request with a 

counterargument quite iconic of Sinjali pragmatism.  

 

Sushila: The dhāmī told us that we couldn’t give him [the spirit] the land 

because we needed to cultivate it, and so, if we would have built a 

shrine there, then what would have our family eaten? So, he told us 

the muiyã couldn’t have it.  

 

Restoring the order  
This dhāmī, however, added a new piece to this intricate puzzle, contributing 

another important component of the network of intersubjective meaning within 

which this spirit has come to exist. The man told Sushila’s mother that the 

spirit of her son had coupled (gabiyeko) with Kanaka Sundari: the durgā sister 

who took residence on top of the Gadi hill overlooking the village of Hāt Sinja. 

This natural promontory, which breaks the linear extension of the Sinja Valley, 

has been for centuries a very important place in the history of the region. 

There stood indeed the royal summer palace of the Khas Empire mentioned 

in the introduction to this thesis. Besides, Gadi was also the residence of the 

evil king Jalandar portrayed in several popular folktales, and the place where, 

according to the local imaginary, the lips of Sati Devi dropped off when Śiva 

carried her corpse around the world, as narrated in the Swasthāni book. 

These days, the hill is the site of a major temple dedicated to Kanaka Sundari, 

which is an important pilgrimage destination throughout the region. 

In light of this revelation, the dhāmī instructed the woman to perform a 

particular ritual at the temple, consisting of offering Kanaka Sundari five lamps 

(panca diyo) and to sacrifice a goat. Contrary to some of her other divine 

sisters, in fact, this particular goddess accepts offerings of blood. In such a 

way, concluded the medium, her son’s spirit would start possessing (aute 

pachi) the woman, would tell the whole story through her, and would 

eventually come home during one of the upcoming full moons, probably that 

of Sāun (August-September 2016).  
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Sushila: So, my mother recently went to the temple and she offered 

these things, because she loves him and she feels that the woman 

who he’s possessing now doesn’t care much about him. She hopes 

the spirit will start possessing her and will stay at home with the family. 

 

As John Gray argued at length, Nepali people configure their houses and the 

everyday tasks that take place there as components of ordered mandalas:  
 
sacred diagrams that are simultaneously maps of the cosmos and machines for 
revealing the truth of cosmos as a fundamental unity. Living in domestic mandalas is 
productive of knowledge of the cosmos they represent (2009: 195).  
 

Ritual activities are thus particular operations that, through the manipulation 

of microcosmic elements, are liable to act upon the macrocosm, which, being 

yet a fundamental monistic unity, will subsequently affect the human 

vicissitudes (Gray 1987: 196; see, also, 2009: 195).  

Within such an ordered cosmos, Gray continued:  

 
Paradoxically, ghosts are ordered typifications of disorder […] Thus they must be 
enticed and cajoled into taking a form that is subject to the power and ordering of 
sacrificial ritual (1987: 185). 
 

In other words, a gradual transition in the ontological status of the ghost is 

operated by ritual means allowing a chaotic event back to an ordered cosmos. 

Thus, Gray describes the case of a suicidal spirit which, through modalities 

similar to those described in these pages, eventually took residence within its 

former household, becoming an active component of the domestic religious 

life (see ibid.: 195). 

However, I argue that the purpose of the process is not only that of 

encouraging the deceased to accept its own death, as Gray suggested (Ibid.: 

194). In fact, it is much rather a process of mutual (re)attunement, in which 

both the spirit and the social world in which it came to exist must recalibrate 

each other. Initially, the victim of an untimely death is indeed feral, and this 
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outburst of chaos rips a tear in an ordered network of meaning, requiring hence 

to be mended by an intersubjective endeavour. Accordingly, rescuing the 

spirits from its wild wanderings and giving it a specific place to stay within the 

domestic microcosm, this corresponds to a major macrocosmic operation in 

which the leaking chaos, liable to throw into disarray the entire cosmos, is 

arrested and acted upon. This is not merely an abstract metaphysical 

operation though, but an embodied process too. In fact, the domestic altar in 

which the spirit is made to take residence is a substitute for the new body in 

which the soul would be expected to reincarnate. However, the fact that this 

shrine is an integral part of the domestic mandala, and the mandala a 

microcosmic manifestation of the macrocosm, then there is no contradiction 

between the spirit being conceived as living in the khopo as a tutelary deity 

and simultaneously having another life.  

There is yet another embodied process going on here, allowing the 

embedding of this general argument within the lifeworld of Sushila’s mother, 

addressing what might have existentially meant for her to incarnate and voice 

the spirit of her own son. In fact, if in the Hindu world everything is conceived 

as a monistic unity, the human person too, like the house, is a microcosmic 

reflection of a macrocosmic order. So, embodying the problematic fragment of 

personhood of the muiyã complements the restoration of order, reabsorbing 

the sudden fraction of a relationship that the standard mortuary rites did not 

suffice to pacify. However, this deeper hermeneutic layer requires a theoretical 

shift from the primacy of subjective life to an intersubjective understanding of 

personhood, which constitutes the foremost theoretical project of this whole 

body of work. This thesis stems indeed from the conviction that: 
 

it may be wise to abandon our attempts to identify a person as an entity or essence, 
and give ontological priority to the experience of being a person. Such a shift would 
accord full recognition to the fact that every human being has life only in relation to 
others (Jackson 1995: 118). 

 

Consequently, I propose envisaging personhood, rather than a monolithic unit, 

as a fragmentary composite of situated experiences tightly anchored to the 
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world. So, according to the distinctive relations in which one gets embroiled, 

these create corresponding fragments of personhood existing as much in 

oneself as within others, challenging thus the firm ontological distinction 

between inner and outer realms. 

If that were the case, I venture to speculate that Narendra’s abrupt death 

did not permit the reabsorption of a fragment of his personhood: the one living 

across his mother and, to different extents, across those brought together by 

the network of meaning in which they all exist. So, suddenly disappearing 

because of an accident the main actor who played it out, a situated fragment 

of Narendra’s personhood remained wildly played out in the world, harming 

the people related to it with its chaotic meaninglessness. A network of 

intersubjective meaning is indeed an ongoing effort to organise, in a 

meaningful way, myriads of experiences played out in a shared world. So, a 

problematic happenstance that generates a fragment of personhood living 

across different persons linked, in turn, with other people, is bound to expand 

across them like the waves created by a drop of water into a pond. 

Consequently, the collective hermeneutic endeavour described in this 

chapter attempted in the first place to bring this problematic relation back 

within an ordered cosmos, literally giving it a renewed place in the world. The 

arrival of the spirit at home would appear indeed a critical milestone, marking 

the end of a tortuous processing of mourning. Then, once having acquired a 

meaningful position, this relation was expected to be reabsorbed by the 

mother, who appeared to be the person most unsettled by that experience. 

Yet, that is not all: if it is situational, an experience summons the world in 

which it must be played out.  

These operations, indeed, are not really conceptualised, but acted out in 

the lifeworld. Actually, the kind of understanding I wish to disclose through this 

humorous decomposition of personhood ‘is not that of reflectors, but of people 

actively engaged in everyday dealings with the world’ (Cooper 1999: 58). 

Thus, voicing the problematic experience of her son’s death through spirit 

possession, this problematic fragment of personhood would be played out in 
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the world again in an ordered manner, mending the breach it had created in 

the cosmos.  
 

Possession is the crux because by entering a human body the bayu [≈ muiyã] acquires 
the human ability for linguistic communication and becomes subject to the constraints 
of social practices (Gray 1987: 188).  

 

Somehow, this practice illustrates the continuation of a mourning discourse 

similar to the screaming of the dead in Greece, described by Nadia 

Seremetakis as a practice situating death in an appropriate social and 

cosmological perspective (Seremetakis 1990: 491). This is the same outcome 

that Michael Jackson, following Hanna Arendt, attributes to storytelling, 

conceived as a manner of expanding personal experiences into a public 

domain, regenerating thus social life (Jackson 2013: 184).   

Consequently, as I will argue more extensively in the next chapter, this is 

not a classic case of psychological transfer, in which a private trauma is 

projected onto the world where it is symbolically acted upon. In fact, Sigmund 

Freud conceived ghosts as an individual’s external projection of the troubling 

feelings caused by a demise (Stephen 1999: 720). On the contrary, I envisage 

wandering spirits as situated experiences, ‘subjectified’ within specific 

networks of intersubjective meaning. Obtaining thus a full ontological status 

not dissimilar from any other being, these subjects acquire again a form of 

agency notwithstanding the disappearance of the actors by whom they were 

generated. Thus, relations that were prematurely and hastily severed are kept 

alive as spirits, who continue thus to exist as agents within their respective 

networks of intersubjective meaning.  

Therefore, if for about a decade the network of meaning within which 

Narendra existed struggled to recover from his untimely demise, now the time 

seemed mature for this problematic experience to come home, and for the 

living to grant it a place in the cosmos. Actually, this story supports:   

 
the existential assumption that the difference between traumatic and nontraumatic 
experience consists in the degree to which individuals are able to ‘manage’ and 
‘master’ experiences that have suddenly and overwhelmingly taken them out of their 
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depth—beyond the limits of any previous experience and understanding (Jackson 
2013: 174). 

 

However, rather than a private affair, what emerged is a collective endeavour 

to weave together the threads of a network of intersubjective meaning torn 

apart by a chaotic event, through which one could start glimpsing an abyss of 

meaninglessness threatening to dissolve the fragile cosmos. Therefore, the 

reintegration of this spirit within its household illustrates the compulsion of 

sense-making that, throughout the thesis, I present as the foremost existential 

imperative for being-in-the-world. Accordingly, the fundamental distinction that 

Sinjali people operate between timely (kāl) and untimely (akāl) death does not 

really appear as opposing a ‘good’ to a ‘bad’ occurrence. In fact, this would 

not say much beyond an arbitrary value judgement. Rather, and much more 

significantly, this indicates the massive discrepancy between an ordered event 

and a chaotic one. Even the latter, however, already contains the condition for 

its overcoming: namely, the reestablishment of a disrupted order. 

 

Epilogue  
The story central to this chapter illustrates a symmetric correspondence 

between the human microcosm and a cosmic order. Thus, a chaotic 

vicissitude on the latter can be acted upon within the former, through ritual 

actions liable to restore the horizon of a communitarian project momentarily 

precipitated into chaos. Thus, socially engaged in a codified manner, a feared 

wandering spirit was about to be coaxed into a domestic tutelary entity, 

reincorporating thus its untimely demise within the order of things. Ghost 

narratives like these—or those illustrated by Jean Langford about Lao and 

Cambodian emigrants to the United States—instantiate, then, that 
 

the dead are not so easily consigned to the past and that calls for reconciliation or 
forgetting overlook the ways that past violence inhabits the present (Langford 2009: 
705). 
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As Langford suggested, the dangerous agencies of problematic deaths are 

not acted upon in an abstract manner, but through concrete means allowing 

the living to establish forms of ‘material intimacy’ with the deceased.  

In Sinja, this results in the actual overlapping of personhoods allowed by 

spirit possession, in which the dead comes to be incarnated and voiced by a 

chosen person amongst the relatives, usually the one considered to most 

love—and being loved by—the spirit. Nevertheless, the matter is not 

concluded once and for all by the cathartic possession marking the successful 

arrival at home of the muiyã. In actuality, from then onwards, the relationship 

with the spirit will be nourished with the regular offerings of embodied memory.  

 

Sushila: The dhāmī [of Budho] also said that, once the muiyã arrives 

home, we should go back to [the dhāmī of] Rānisain, in order to 

determine who will be the mānu-khāne person. However, in the 

meantime, my mother has already started to offer half a kg (mānā) of 

rice to the spirit every special occasion, like some full moons 

(purnimā), New Year (nayã varṣa), or daśaĩ. She gives it because she 

thinks that he will get what we are eating too; it is food for the muiyã.  

Now, my mother is expecting him to come home soon, and thus 

she is taking care of everything, and she is putting a lot of effort to 

keep the house pure (cokho). She thinks about him all the time… She 

has even built a little altar (khopo), where she has put a photo of my 

brother to remember him (samjhanā ko lāgi). This is not the proper 

khopo though, because that has to be indicated by the muiyã, and 

that hasn’t happened yet. 

 

In light of this, rather than a gradual process by means of which the society of 

the living overcomes a sorrowful event through symbolic operations, I wish to 

present this story as a mutual attunement between the living and the dead. 

Accordingly, the former must endeavour to prepare a suitable ground able to 

accommodate the latter. Hence Sushila’s mother’s efforts to maintain purity, 
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which plays a crucial role in Nepali spirit possession (Gray 1987: 187). The 

purity of the body is indeed a necessary precondition for its sacrificial 

offering,54 of which spirit possession is also a form. Moreover, as mentioned 

above, the domestic altar that will host the spirit is a sort of substitute for a 

bodily shell, explaining why the spiritual purity of the house containing it is 

equally important.       

At the same time, though, this story illustrates also the discrepancies that 

more often than not differentiate abstract models of conduct from their lived 

realities, showing that ‘the knowledge whereby one lives is not necessarily 

identical with the knowledge whereby one explains life’ (Jackson 1996: 2; see, 

also, Barth 1970: 29). In fact, compared to the rather straightforward process 

described in the story of Dhandukhari that opens the chapter, the concrete 

case that follows presents a far more tortuous sequence of events. As will be 

elaborated at length in chapter 4, generalised formulae rarely, if at all, manage 

to accommodate the actual vicissitudes encountered in life, especially under 

heavy emotional investment. In other words, as suggested by the 

philosophical existentialism that informs this thesis, existence precedes 

essence.  

This is also reflected by the different manners in which concrete people 

engage and carry out the ritual practices prescribed by their corresponding 

doctrines (see, e.g., Connor: 1995: 540, 555; Course 2007: 89; Eriksen 1992: 

16). The fact that Sushila’s mother is now resorting to a photograph as a 

compendium to the regular offerings of food to remember her son might well 

indicate the impact that the arrival of a newly available technology in Sinja is 

having on the traditional consumes.55 Moreover, her anticipations and 

																																																								
54 The offering of hirin—the mixture of water and curd constituting the last food to the 
dying person described in the previous chapter—has actually the purpose of purifying 
the body before this is offered to the sacrificial fire of the crematory pyre.  
 
55 The very same point will recur again in chapter 6, with regard to the practice of 
mukh-bheṭ: the last ‘meeting with the face’ of a deceased before the cremation 
ceremony, to store the vision in mind as a sort of ‘last snapshot’, and now, instead, 
captured by the camera of a mobile phone. 
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personal improvisation in the practices mentioned above challenge Robert 

Hertz’s focus on ideas (Hertz 1960), recalling instead Bronislaw Malinowski’s 

appeal to complement ‘the firm skeleton of the tribal life’ (Malinowski 1922: 8) 

with the ‘flesh and blood’ of its actualisation by concrete people (Ibid.: 13-14). 

Consequently, let me stress once again that the argument I put forward 

does not pretend to be an exhaustive explanation of a phenomenon, for, even 

in this idiosyncratic case, many are the areas of opacity. For instance, I do not 

know how to explain the fact that the muiyã still currently possessing another 

woman of the clan; what role this person plays in the whole story, and what 

this might have to say about the situational relation between these two women. 

Furthermore, I am also aware of the fact that my own situated positionality 

within the(ir) world has led me to gain awareness and interact with only some 

of the fragments embroiled in a much broader network of intersubjective 

meaning, the full extension of which is way beyond my comprehension. After 

all, intersubjectivity as such is an utterly obscure matter (see, also, Course 

2013: 315). Still, I argue, the pretence—largely illusory—of debunking the 

irreducible causes underlying a situation is not necessary to gaze in wonder 

at the dynamic rearrangement of particular selves with the world in which they 

are played out, and at the existential repercussions of it.  

 

Sushila: My mum is putting a lot of effort to bring my brother home… She 

did the bhāgavat three times, and she offered many things. Now, she 

has done everything she could, and we are waiting for him to come 

home. When that will happen, her feelings will calm down (āma ko 

man santa hune thiyo). I don’t know why he hasn’t come home yet… 

Me: … and if he doesn’t come? 

Sushila: Then we will continue doing what the dhāmī tells us to do… 

 

Some scholars have argued that the origins of Nepali shamanic practices have 

to be found in poverty, impeding, in turn, the spread of modern medicine (Miller 

1987: 185). Maskarinec, by contrast, found this thesis unconvincing, insofar 
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as the medical care provided by public health posts is much cheaper 

compared to the traditional practices (Maskarinec 1995: 94). Therefore, 

Lecomte-Tilouine legitimately ventured to question:  
 
If mediums are really passive, and if we stick to a purely sociological approach, beyond 
the local explanation which asserts that invisible entities enter into someone and act in 
his or her stead, and beyond various psychological theories which compare possession 
with illness, then we may raise the question: who are the actors pulling the strings of 
these human-size puppets and what for? (Lecomte-Tilouine 2009c: 29).  
 

The question is crucial, but it is framed in a problematic way. Going back to 

the things themselves, I think the point is precisely not that of moving beyond 

the local explanations with engrained suspicion, but diving in depth into these, 

thanks to a critical hermeneutics. In fact, the mere depiction of a radically 

different socio-cultural reality that contemplates the existence of spirits would 

appear rather unsatisfactory. Accordingly, for a better appreciation of these 

events, I deem it necessary to decompose a deep-seated assumption leading 

to conceive the spirits, and, not least, the living, as individual selves.   

Thus, whereas Gray depicted the Nepali cosmos as ‘a timeless and 

spaceless unity in which all forms of individual consciousness merge in the 

centre’ (Gray 2009: 201), I propose seeing it as an ordered network of situated 

experiences that explode the divide between inner and outer realms. In fact, it 

is not really a matter of individual consciousnesses constituting an ensemble, 

but of the whole of consciousness being played out in the world. If that were 

the case, the present story would appear not as the outer projection of a 

psychological process of mourning by a set of individuals through symbolic 

practices. Rather, what I presented is an intersubjective endeavour to act upon 

a chaotic event at different cosmological levels, yet brought together by a 

symmetric correspondence between microcosmic and macrocosmic events. 

Therefore, instead of inward monolithic selves dwelling in an outward objective 

world, I propose shifting the focus to intersubjective processes of sense-

making intrinsically cosmopoietic: that is, constitutive of an ordered cosmos.  

Sometimes, an outburst of chaos upsets this network of intersubjective 

meaning, ripping open a gash of meaninglessness threatening to precipitate 
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the cosmos into a crisis. Consequently, in this very case, the fragment of 

personhood related to an untimely death was progressively guided, from a 

chaotic wilderness, back to the ordered domain of the household. There, this 

problematic experience was expected to be reabsorbed by an appropriate 

medium (the mother), and voiced out again in a viable manner, marking its 

successful reintegration within the network of intersubjective meaning with a 

mutated status. So, as the sad wandering spirit will turn into a tutelary entity, 

the living community that was pestered by its presence will start honouring it, 

restoring a mutual attunement that had gotten lost.  

Yet, it was only by conferring this intersubjective experience full 

ontological independence in the form of a wandering spirit that it was liable to 

be tackled by means of specific social relations. The spirit will thus be flattered, 

sheltered, voiced, fed, and, eventually, it will most likely vanish in the sea of 

intersubjective existence once the network of meaning by which it was 

nourished dissolves over time, constituting hence a sort of unproblematic 

‘second burial’.56 At times though, the existence of a fragment of personhood 

is forced to cease in a much less timely fashion than the gradual fading of 

memory, through rather violent means and for purposes that will be the focus 

of the following chapter.  

 
  

																																																								
56 According to Hertz’s famous argument, the soul does not reach its final destination 
immediately after death, but remains wandering around the places it inhabited when 
alive, and only thanks to a second funerary ceremony it is free to enter the land of the 
dead (Hertz 1960: 34).  
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3. Ghostbusters 
 

 
 

Laxmi, the runner 
As it has emerged from the initial two chapters, spirits are a serious matter in 

Sinja. Generally addressed as muiyã, these are the wandering souls of people 

who happened to die an untimely death (akāl) and whose enduring worldly 

desires (lālaso) keeps them pinned in this interstitial position, preventing them 

from attaining another life. This parallel society of the dead interacts with the 

living through attacks and 

possessions, seen as requests for 

the bestowal of offerings that would 

progressively fulfil their lālaso. Under 

certain circumstances, a muiyã may 

even get sheltered at home, where it 

becomes a tutelary entity. 

Nevertheless, wandering spirits are 

not always pitied upon. ‘It does not 

happen often’, explained Sandeep, 

my research assistant, ‘but 

sometimes people may nail down a 

muiyã. It isn’t a kind thing to do 

though, for, generally, the spirit is a 

relative’. ‘Yet’, he added, after a brief 

pause, ‘Laxmi did it…’. Thus, this is the story of how a wandering spirit was 

eliminated by Laxmi, a local friend of mine who literally nailed it to the ground 

when he was but a child. 

Laxmi, the runner. 
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Laxmi lives just a few houses away from Sandeep, and is one of his 

closest friends. Both in their early forties, they grew up and went to school 

together. As Sandeep had once recounted me with a smile, when they were 

little all the children in the village used to chase Laxmi around to playfully kick 

him, which, according to him, was what had enhanced Laxmi’s talent for 

running. In fact, since the time he was at school, Laxmi started getting involved 

in local running races, in which he always scored very well, usually ending 

second behind Hari Rokaya—the legendary Jumli mountain runner. Thanks to 

this sporting success, Laxmi travelled often around Nepal to take part in local 

competitions, and once, even to Switzerland, to run the Jungfrau Marathon, 

the photos of which he showed me proudly. He stood a good chance to make 

it to the national running team and becoming a professional athlete. However, 

his young wife passed away in the prime of his career; this, coupled with some 

family complications that followed, limited his possibilities to train, steadily but 

inexorably leaving him behind. Later on, he could have had the opportunity to 

become the head coach of the District’s athletics team, but, because of political 

power games, the position was given to someone else, despite this person 

being less qualified than Laxmi for the task. 

Consequently, Laxmi had no other option than subsistence agriculture to 

earn his livelihood, like most people living in Sinja. However, about a decade 

ago, a long-time friend offered Laxmi a salaried job in the financial institution 

of which he had become a manager, in the nearby Gothi Jiula Bazaar. Since 

the most reliable way to move around the rugged terrain of the district remains 

on foot, Laxmi’s athletic skills make him a particularly valuable employee. 

Indeed, he now runs to attend meetings and to meet clients wherever needed, 

moving much faster than anyone else could. Hence, despite the 

disappointment of having to witness the crumbling of his career in sport, 

compared to the majority of his fellows Laxmi now enjoys a slightly better 

financial status, and a social position analogous to the school teacher he 

married. Oftentimes, late in the afternoon, as I enjoyed some rest in the 

company of a book sitting on the rooftop of Sandeep’s house, I would spot 
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Laxmi’s arm waving from somewhere, greeting me on his way home from 

work. As I knew him since my early days of fieldwork, I thus asked him to tell 

me all about the time he nailed a spirit to the ground.  

 

A sunny morning in late April 2015 I was writing my field notes, sat cross-

legged on the ground in front of the rustic coffee table I used as my ‘field office’. 

Suddenly, Laxmi’s head peeked out 

from behind the door, followed closely 

by Sandeep. After having pushed aside 

my sleeping bag, they sat close to each 

other, holding hands in amicable 

complicity. To shield myself against the 

icy wind, frequently blowing at that time 

of the year, I had just pinned a 

cellophane sheet against the wooden 

frame of the window. The morning sun, 

filtering through the opaque plastic, 

permeated the room with a suggestive 

soft golden light, as Laxmi started 

recollecting the events.  

 

Gothi Jiula Bazaar.	
	

My ‘field office’.	
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Laxmi: When I was a kid—I must have been in my early teens—I used 

to come to play with Sandeep in front of this house in the evenings. 

At that time, there wasn’t a gangway over the drainage canal [next to 

the house]. So, sometimes I jumped over it, otherwise I would have 

had to make a long detour to go home. When I did that, from time to 

time, a spirit (muiyã) used to attack me, which didn’t happen when I 

took the longer path. The spirit attacked me either on my way home, 

or sometimes later at night, when I was sleeping. 

 

Usually, the attacks of a spirit replicate its cause of death: neck pain for those 

who hanged themselves; joint pain for falls; screaming for fires, etc. These 

attacks are rather frequent in Sinja. Yet, as it will be progressively disclosed 

throughout the chapter, there were several anomalies in Laxmi’s case.  

As I will argue, the vicissitudes 

narrated in this chapter might appear to 

suggest what psychoanalysis would 

classify as a rather straightforward 

instance of transference, in which ‘the 

spirit’ permitted the outside projection 

of a particular kind of fear, then 

symbolically nailed to the ground. 

There is yet a problem with the 

psychoanalytic ‘process of discovery’ 

(Good 2012: 32). In fact, locating the 

source of human mysteries within, 

psychoanalysis appears as a 

hermeneutic of suspicion, postulating a 

method capable of unveiling the obscure recesses of the inner mind. More to 

the point, what was rather clear in a special issue of Ethos comparing 

phenomenological and psychoanalytical approaches to the study of 

experience, is that both seem incapable to move away from ‘a truth profoundly 

The drainage canal running through the village.  	
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bound up with the perspective of an individual subject’ (Csordas 2012: 61). 

Whereas both problematise the solipsistic myth of an independent mind and 

the sociocentric notion of ‘culture’, foregrounding instead their mutual 

entanglement, the individualist ontology underlying psychoanalysis and 

phenomenology remains uncharted. What these processes discover, in fact, 

is now and always an individual self, more or less unconscious, more or less 

related, but always firmly distinct from the surrounding world.  

Robert Desjarlais is certainly right indicating that analytical categories are, 

eventually, just words allowing to address phenomena incredibly more 

complex (Desjarlais 2012: 100). At the same time, conceptual shifts are liable 

to generate ontological consequences on the very experience of ‘reality’. 

Indeed, as we shall see, the perception of a wandering spirit in Sinja, like that 

of a dragon in the Middle Ages, voice the phantoms of an otherness dwelling 

somewhere in between an inner self and an outer world; between reality and 

imagination. In light of a different sensibility, the story narrated here 

encourages thus theorising ‘the mystery’ as the intersubjective play of the self 

with the world, challenging the long-standing Western dyad opposing a ‘private 

self’ to a ‘public space’—those ‘individuals and polities’ informing Byron 

Good’s argument (Good 2012: 32). Consequently, throughout these pages I 

argue that a more radical shift from ‘the subjective’ to ‘the intersubjective’ is 

liable to unbind the self towards the world, foregrounding another 

understanding of selfhood upon which this story appears to rest. 

A more radical shift towards intersubjectivity actually challenges the 

individualist bias haunting both psychoanalytical and phenomenological 

approaches to experience, delineating an alternative analytical tool at their 

disposal than private individuality. In fact, a critical hermeneutics of these 

events will encourage conceiving situated experiences as informing a 

fragmentary situational self, living as much ‘inside’ as it does ‘outside’. 

Therefore, if a situated experience is already living a life of its own on the 

threshold between an inner selfhood and outer world, pinning it down ceases 

appearing as a symbolic transference, but an actual event taking place in the 
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world. So, bringing to the fore the deep-seated bias of an inner life strictly 

opposed to an outer world, this story problematises the monolithic 

understanding of personhood that both psychoanalytical and 

phenomenological approaches struggle to recognise. I will thus present 

‘intersubjectivity’ as a possible alternative to bridge this long-lasting ontological 

fracture. 

 

Alone in the Dark  
That evening, at around dusk, I was standing with Laxmi, Sandeep, and a 10-

year-old boy named Kapil near the drainage canal over which Laxmi used to 

jump. There, the morphology of the terrain creates a natural moat, the 

shadowy factor of which is further accentuated by a dense spinney of willows 

growing along the other bank, making the whole atmosphere rather 

oppressive. At some point, a comment by Kapil sparked a possible lead to 

follow.  

 

Kapil: During the day I’m always with my friends and we can see 

everywhere, but I’m scared (ḍar lāgyo) to go inside the house. It’s dark 

there, and I think ghosts (bhut) might be hiding in the corners, or in 

the pots where we store the rice, and could attack me. At night, I’m 

scared to go out, because my friends are not around and I think ghosts 

are hiding somewhere. So, I turn to look behind me with the torch, and 

then I run inside. Darkness is scary because I can’t see, so when I’m 

in bed at night and I’m scared, I grab my father’s hand. 

 

As Dor Bahadur Bista pointed out, in Nepal: ‘For the child, the dark is peopled 

with imaginary evil’ (Bista 2011: 66). However, wandering spirits are only one 

category of the invisible beings deemed to exist, contiguously to the living, in 

the Sinjali cosmos. Demonic ghosts (bhut) and demons (dānava, or rākṣas) 

are said to dwell in dark or inaccessible places associated with danger and 

fear, at the margins of the anthroposcape. At night, sinister places like 
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cremation grounds and the deserted lanes of the village itself may get infested 

by these malign entities, and are thus better avoided, especially if alone. 

Demonic ghosts are much more dangerous than wandering spirits, since their 

attacks are not innocent requests of help to satisfy their desire. If not properly 

dealt with, they may lead to a person’s death.     

‘Ghosts have long hair and 

long teeth; they have many arms, 

and horns this big’, explained 

Kapil, opening his little arms wide. 

Despite descriptions like this being 

fairly common, no one is said to 

have the ability to actually see 

these invisible entities, often 

described simply as shadows. The 

only exceptions are the shamans 

(dhāmī), chosen by the gods to 

mediate between the living and a 

vast range of invisible entities, for 

a number of reasons. Amongst the 

North Magars of the western hills 

described by Anne de Sales, for 

instance, shamanic specialists are called upon to pacify invisible entities 

related to the land, granting thus agricultural prosperity (see de Sales 1996).  

Whereas muiyã are wandering souls of people who died untimely, 

dānava—a collective name for malign entities—have a less clear origin. Said 

to pre-exist even the gods (deutā), demons are conceived to be in constant 

struggle with them, wishing to devour people while the former endeavour to 

protect them. Humans are hence at the mercy of these opposing forces, 

alleged to correspond also to inner states. This last point has important 

repercussions for the later development of my argument.  

Kapil, outside his house.	
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Sceptics, however, exist in Sinja too, according to whom these entities do 

not exist. Rather, they argue, people see in the darkness something they 

cannot recognise, they get scared thinking it might be a ghost, and they 

subsequently fall ill because of that fear. So, I asked Laxmi whether what he 

had told me in the morning might have been due to his fear of darkness.  

 

Laxmi: Maybe… With the full moon I wasn’t afraid, as I could see 

everything, but the dark scared me: I thought something could have 

come out of it. But the muiyã didn’t always attack me immediately. 

Sometimes, it happened in the middle of the night. I saw a very small 

thing, like a fly, getting bigger as it came closer. I felt like a big man 

was approaching, and that scared me. It was not like a person though, 

only a black shadow (chāyā). It was as if a mountain was about to fall 

on me, so I ran away—sometimes even to the dirt road below our 

house. Then, I felt very heavy and thirsty. 

 

Spirits, in Sinja, are not supposed to be 

seen by their victims, and the malaise 

they provoke should be immediate and 

not retroactive. This notwithstanding, 

Laxmi’s description appears to instantiate 

the classic features of spirit possession, 

normally implying: ‘the hold exerted over 

a human being by external forces or 

entities more powerful than she’ (Boddy 

1994: 407). Cross-culturally, this takes 

different forms, both in terms of its agents 

and its modalities, and it has been 

analysed by anthropologists in different 

ways. While it used to be ‘naturalised’ and reduced to universal causes, the 

Mask of a demon.  	
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discipline has progressively moved towards more phenomenological 

approaches (see Boddy 1994). 

Nevertheless, in the analysis of a Javanese case not too dissimilar from 

that of Laxmi, Good advocated for the benefits of a psychoanalytic framework 

to move beyond a particularistic rendering of the issue. Accordingly, this 

allowed him to conclude: ‘this young man was haunted by something far less 

exotic but more primal, the loss of his father’ (Good 2012: 31). Along these 

lines, what happened to Laxmi some thirty years ago might be seen as the 

manifestation of a juvenile fear of darkness, framed in the cultural terms at his 

disposal. Thus, Michael Jackson suggested, the fear of ghosts and darkness 

reflects an anxiety to be parted from others,57 more prominent in ‘any society 

in which adult subjectivity or selfhood is not systematically separated from the 

field of social relations in the form of iconic individualism, privacy, and 

personality’ (Jackson 1998: 164).  

This immediately summons a long-standing debate in the anthropology of 

emotions, namely, whether they are personal feelings or social constructs—

natural or cultural (Leavitt 1996; Lutz and White 1986). Psychological 

universals are indeed quite a slippery ground, since ‘emotional experience is 

culturally embedded; it is more than a set of psycho-physiological processes’ 

(Parish 1991: 314). At the same time, socio-constructivist approaches appear 

excessively mechanical, reducing people’s emotional lives to the mere 

product of their socio-cultural milieu, limiting thus their cross-cultural 

comparison. Critical hermeneutics may then provide a viable alternative to 

engage with Laxmi’s story, enhancing a comparative phenomenology of 

experiences moving beyond incommensurable socio-cultural categories.     

To disentangle ‘experience’ from both socio-constructivist particularism 

and ethnocentric naturalism, Julia Cassaniti and Tanya Luhrmann theorised 

the combination of personal features and cultural sensibilities in what they 

named ‘cultural kindling’ (see Cassaniti and Luhrmann 2014). So, framing 

																																																								
57 Laxmi’s case bears actually some similarities with Separation Anxiety Disorder 
(SAD—see Silverman and Kearney 1991: 337). 
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Laxmi’s reactions either as the manifestation of a universal fear of darkness, 

or as a particular sociocultural fear of ghosts, would be equally inappropriate. 

Indeed, discussing the perception of fear before, during, and after the civil war 

that bloodied Nepal at the turn of the millennia, Judith Pettigrew and Kamal 

Adhikari illustrated how ‘fear is always contextually situated, differently 

experienced through time and related to personal circumstances’ (Pettigrew 

and Adhikari 2009: 404). Consequently, to explore the ‘cultural kindling’ at 

play in this story, it is paramount to foreground how spirit possession is tackled 

in Sinja.   

 

The good, the dead and the uncle 

 

Laxmi: Back then, my uncle was living with us, as he was unmarried and 

had no family.  When I was attacked, he immediately said it was the 

spirit (muiyã) of a soldier who had died long ago. He had the power 

(śakti) to know, because he was a shaman (dhāmī). He couldn’t say 

exactly how the soldier had died though. He guessed that back in the 

days, a major road must have passed through here, and the soldier 

might have been killed or fell from his horse and died in that place 

[near the canal]. However, he didn’t know why the spirit was attacking 

me… Maybe I looked like one of his relatives… 

 

Shamans, like astrologers, are key figures for the interpretation of puzzling 

events in Sinja. Yet, this is not a role one takes out of choice. Rather, it is a 

deity (masṭo) that chooses the dhāmī, conferring onto him the power to 

navigate between different ontological planes. Many are indeed the entities 

interacting with the living on a regular basis, amongst whom feature gods, 

demons, and the spirits of the dead. As elucidated above, ordinary people do 

not have access to this mysterious realm, so they rely on shamans to intercede 

with these ontologically different beings. The dhāmī is hence called upon 

whenever people are puzzled by a situation, in search for advice, or for a 
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malaise attributed to an invisible being. Such cases are conceived as different 

from physical illness, since the disturbance they generate cannot be cured with 

medical herbs or medicaments. Instead, the invisible being causing it must be 

persuaded to leave by the dhāmī, resorting to one of the means described 

below.  

As Desjarlais described at length, Nepali shamans provide hence a sort of 

hermeneutic healing that brings private psychological issues, like sudden 

frights, to the fore of one’s consciousness, projecting them in a collective 

domain of shared images that objectify such problem (Desjarlais 1992: 179, 

183-84). When someone claims to suffer from, say, a stomach ache caused 

by a witch (boksi), I was told, the dhāmī places his mouth near the abdomen 

of the patient, ‘extracting’ some hair or a piece of bone that was causing the 

issue. Seeing the tangible cause of the problem triggers a mental self-healing. 

Amongst another Nepali Sherpa community, Robert Paul pointed out how, 

voicing what is otherwise elusive or inexpressible, the shaman unburdens the 

person by projecting the cause of the distress onto someone else (Paul 1995: 

23-24). So, 
 
When inner intentions are turned into representations available to consciousness, they 
can be worked upon, controlled, and managed in a way that is not possible without 
such a developed psychologizing discourse (Ibid.: 42). 

 

Consequently, one could speculate that Laxmi got scared when he was alone 

in the dark, subsequently causing panic attacks. Thus, his uncle’s 

interpretation transformed this spectral fright into an intentional object, 

impersonated by the unknown spirit. From a psychoanalytic perspective, this 

is known as transference: an unburdening outward projection that Ernest 

Becker, drawing on Freud, indicated as a universal cognitive process allowing 

the taming of terror (Becker 2016: 147, 158). 
 

Realistically the universe contains overwhelming power. Beyond ourselves we sense 
chaos. We can’t really do much about this unbelievable power, except for one thing: 
we can endow certain persons with it. The child takes natural awe and terror and 
focuses them on individual beings, which allows him to find the power and terror all in 
one place instead of diffused throughout a chaotic universe. Mirabile! (Ibid.: 145, 
original emphasis).   
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Henceforth, this disquieting feeling continues to haunt the child, but under the 

guise of a ‘transference object’ (Ibid.: 146). From such a standpoint, then, 

Laxmi’s juvenile fear got thus ‘embodied’ by a shared symbol—the muiyã—

constituting but one cultural possibility to frame this existential vicissitude in 

an acceptable way. Such a psychotherapeutic process of sense-making 

reminds Gananath Obeyesekere’s work of culture, of which Bambi Chapin 

offered a good example (Chapin 2008). Narrating the story of a Sri Lankan 

woman named Josephine, Chapin showed how spirit possession worked as a 

public symbol that, resonating in Josephine’s private life, permitted shifting 

‘from suffering to satisfaction’ (Ibid.: 234).  

Nevertheless, in Laxmi’s case, the narrative that came out of this 

hermeneutic endeavour made matters worse by bringing the spirit to life. So, 

rather than providing relief, the muiyã started attacking the child, reiterating 

the problem. It is hence rather surprising that most ethnographic accounts tend 

to privilege the medium over the spirit as an agent (Tsintjilonis 2006: 558). In 

fact, while the uncle provided, so to speak, ‘truth and method’, it was the spirit 

who allowed the actualisation of a change. However, to approach what follows 

in different terms than transference, the spirits have to be taken seriously, as 

very much alive components of intersubjective existence (see, e.g., Langford 

2009; Panagiotopoulos 2017).  

The muiyã’s identity is indeed a key component of this story, playing a 

fundamental role in the course of events. Indeed, had there been recognised 

a bond of kinship between Laxmi and his attacker, the whole matter would 

have undergone a completely different spin. 

 

Laxmi: When the spirit started attacking me, other villagers suggested 

offering him something, to fulfil his enduring desire (lālaso), and thus 

get rid of it. Yet, my uncle forbade that, since the spirit was not a 

relative of ours, and so we never gave him anything. Instead, when I 

got home, or after taking me back to the house at night, my uncle beat 
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me, with his bare hands or with a piece of wood collected from the 

fire, or, sometimes, with an incandescent spoon (tāto panyu). After 

he did that, I felt better again. 

 

Against malignant beings, medicine is useless. ‘Fear (ḍar) is their medicine’, 

explained Laxmi. Actually, it is customary for shamans throughout the region 

to physically fight with possessed people to intimidate and chase away these 

invisible intruders, dissuading them from further possessions58 (see, also, 

Campbell 1978: 446; Winkler 1976: 253). Attackers, however, must be 

carefully discerned from one another, as different entities require to be dealt 

with differently. Not dissimilarly from spirits and demons, in fact, even deities 

may attack, if people forget to adequately acknowledge the fulfilment of a 

desire with a ritual offering, or fail to grant the purity of a sacred space, like a 

temple or the kitchen (see, also, Gaborieau 1976: 233). The pacification of a 

god is a serious matter, often requiring the sacrifice of a goat. Instead, when 

muiyã recognise people they love, they attack them in search of help, since 

the offerings of the living will progressively extinguish the desire (lālaso) 

keeping them anchored to their wandering condition, allowing thus the 

attainment of another life. So, rather than being beaten, spirits are usually 

treated with compassion and pacified with a mixture of uncooked rice and 

turmeric powder knowns as piyālā achetā.59 This is seen as suitable 

‘nourishment’, able to progressively fill their lālaso, as illustrated in chapters 1 

and 2. At times, this may be followed by the even more powerful offering of 

uncooked rice and beans (āharā). 

Rejecting the eventuality that the muiyã might have been a relative, 

however, Laxmi’s uncle precluded this entire scenario to happen. Due to his 

good shamanic reputation, the whole clan accepted his verdict. Unless a spirit 

																																																								
58 Being dhāmī is thus very perilous, for if the battle is lost, the shaman will be 
subjugated by the entity with whom he is struggling. However, no one I ever met could 
recollect such a case, though they were eager to contemplate this eventuality. 
 
59 Sometimes, this is substituted with rice and black gram beans (mās chāmal), which 
is deemed yet to serve the same purpose. 
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is recognised as a relative, it is actually important not to feed these wandering 

beings, or they will keep coming if their requests find fertile terrain. For such 

reason, Laxmi’s uncle had prohibited offering anything to the spirit, beating, 

instead, his possessed nephew, to scare away the uninvited muiyã. Yet, as 

the unknown soldier persisted in tormenting the child, eventually his uncle had 

no other option but to resort to the ultimate measure, and ordered Laxmi to 

nail the spirit to the ground.    

 

Laxmi: So, one morning, I cut a piece mehel (i.e., Pyrus pashia—

Himalayan pear) and carved a sharp wooden nail. Then I went where 

the muiyã had died. First, I put an old wicker sieve (supo)60 as a 

shelter for the spirit, and also to prevent it from coming up again. Next, 

I pinned the sieve to the ground with the nail, forcing the spirit down 

in the dirt. When somebody does that, we believe the muiyã says ‘I’ll 

never do it again!’ (āliya, kāliya, 

jāliya!), and promises not to 

attack anymore. Lastly, I offered 

some rice and beans, as food for 

the dead. 

 

After having tried less drastic means 

of dissuasion, the ultimate solution to 

shield against these unwanted 

attentions consists of pinning a 

particularly tenacious spirit to the 

ground with a wooden peg. As 

Sandeep noted in our opening 

exchange, this is not done light-

heartedly, for a spirit is always 

																																																								
60 A supo is a curved wicker sieve, used by people to separate the heavier grains from 
the lighter bran, which is blown away when grains are thrown in the air.  

Elderly woman with supo.	
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someone’s relative. Moreover, their fallacious attacks are seen as resulting 

from the confusion of their liminal position, not from a malicious intent. This 

solution must then be heavily pondered, as the consequences are not 

negligible. In fact, the wood from which the nail is obtained—quite hard and 

heavy—is alleged to apply great pressure onto the muiyã, who, unable to 

wander around anymore, will cease attacking people. This implies ‘nailing’ the 

spirit forever to its wretched condition, who will become even more desperate. 

From then on, indeed, it will not receive anything, any longer. It was hence to 

partially mitigate this tragic outcome that Laxmi concluded his ‘phantasmicide’ 

with the donation of rice and beans (āharā).  

The only other case of phantasmicide I am aware of was that of a Maoist 

rebel who had been killed during the civil war (1996-2006), in a clash with the 

inhabitant of the nearby village of Larja, after they had been threatened by the 

rebels. The man killed came from another district and had no relatives in the 

area, so, after his wandering soul had attacked a few people, it was eventually 

pinned to the ground. However, even though the general consensus was that 

it had stopped the attacks towards the man and his family, there was no way 

to prevent a muiyã to attack at all, making the nailing a less drastic and 

somewhat ‘situational’ event.  

 

A multitude of situational souls  
This anonymous soldier seems to have provided Laxmi with a concrete hold, 

making whatever was his problem approachable, and, thus, liable to be acted 

upon. In other words, a scapegoat. Actually, the logic underlying the 

abovementioned practice echoes Jackson’s description of scapegoating: 
 

One of the most ontologically primitive ways of dealing with anxiety and distress is to 
reimagine one’s inner pain as an external object—something that can be removed, 
and got rid of—as easily as one divests clothes, cuts hair, or removes a thorn from 
one’s side. The latin obicere, which gives us our term ‘objectify’ means literally ‘to throw 
away’. But it is obviously self-defeating to objectify one’s inner pain by blaming or 
dumping on someone one loves, for this simply moves the pain to another quarter of 
one’s own intimate lifeworld. We therefore seek another who, though familiar, is 
foreign, and thought one of us can also be said to be not of us. In other words, 
intersubjective logic dictates that in as much as I need the scapegoat to carry 
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something away that presently pains and oppresses me from within, then this other 
that I will drive out into wilderness and ostracise must be in some sense part and parcel 
of my own world (Jackson 2008: 45). 

 
What matters, here, is not so much establishing the causes of the problem, 

but, rather, identifying a pragmatic solution. In fact, according to Jackson, 

people resort to these interpretive models opportunistically, to carve out ‘a 

sense that one can, in some way and to some extent, comprehend and control 

one’s situation’ (Jackson 2010: 40). 

Consequently, presenting a similar case of spirit possession that afflicted 

a Thai boy named Ben, Steven Carlisle proposed to shift the focus from what 

ghosts are to consider, instead, how they are perceived, and, crucially, what 

they allow to accomplish (Carlisle 2015: 72). In Thailand, what allows people 

to share these occurrences is not a common ontology of ghosts, but their 

similar experience (i.e., sleep paralysis). The category of ‘ghost’ should hence 

be seen as a heuristic: instrumentally useful according to specific 

circumstances, rather than universally valid. Models, indeed, are constantly 

negotiated at the interface of one another, having ‘no structure beyond that 

agreed on by the participants’ (Ibid.: 69). Sometimes, one can retrace personal 

experiences to a model; sometimes, the model is tailored to fit actual 

experiences. This interpretive stance invites refraining from generalisations, to 

consider not only how people adapt to collective narratives, but, also, how 

these are constantly reshaped to fit actual existential vicissitudes, as I will 

argue extensively in the next chapter. 

Notwithstanding the rather consistent ontological model of invisible entities 

elucidated above, there are several anomalies in Laxmi’s story. Only dhāmī, 

in fact, are deemed capable of visualising the attacker, whereas all others can 

only feel their presence through what they call jakarne. When people tried to 

explain this to me, they usually mimicked a movement with the upper torso 

suggesting flinching, conceived as the empirical evidence of such unpleasant 

occurrences. Laxmi, instead, did not do the jakarne, and the attacks were 

sometimes ‘retroactive’, following him under the guise of a black shadow, 

diverging considerably from the prototypical interaction of wandering spirits. 
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So, what I have appears to be the opposite of Carlisle. In Sinja, there is a 

rather consistent ontology of invisible beings, but these are experienced 

differently; in Thailand, they are experienced similarly, despite the lack of a 

common ontology. Nevertheless, both cases seem to whisper that existence 

precedes essence, namely, that the essential categories adopted to classify 

existence are always transcended in their lived experience (see, also, ibid.: 

63). 

Conceiving these invisible entities in mere instrumental terms though, 

makes me rather uneasy, as it fosters a pretty reductive kind of (existential) 

functionalism. Postulating an imaginary transference of an upsetting feeling 

over an anonymous scapegoat within Laxmi’s lifeworld but outside his own 

self in order to act upon it by means of a symbolic practice would be, frankly, 

suspiciously transparent. As Luigi Pirandello pointed out, stories, like art, 

render life way too coherent than what it actually is, freezing its endless flow 

in idealised compositions (Pirandello 2015a: 221). Not dissimilar are 

ethnographic analyses. Snapshots, indeed, are always likely to be more 

convincing than stories (see Carlisle 2015: 71). Therefore, I wish to propose 

an alternative way to theorise this fragmentary snapshot of Laxmi’s life, which 

implies extending the heuristic orientation to one another envisaged by 

Carlisle also to personhood.  

Following Pirandello, I deem important to decompose the idealised 

ontology of personhood that, way too often, eclipses and makes it difficult to 

appreciate the disordered entanglement of elements contributing to the 

composition of selfhood.  
 

Order? Coherence? But if we have inside four, five souls at war with each other: the 
instinctive soul, the moral soul, the affective soul, the social soul? And, depending on 
whether it dominates this or that, acts our consciousness; and we deem valiant and 
sincere that fictitious interpretation of ourselves, of our interior being that we ignore, 
since it never manifests in one piece, but now in a way, now in another, according to 
the vicissitudes of life (Pirandello 2015a: 221). 
 

Here I wish to do something more than simply draw attention to the murkiness 

of inner life. In fact, I propose envisaging not a monolithic self, struggling to 
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deal with and make sense of different situated experiences, but different 

experiences coming to life in the blurred margins between interiority and 

exteriority. What follows is then a fragmentary selfhood, conceived as a 

kaleidoscopic coexistence of situational ‘souls’, each one emerging as a 

situated reaction to a specific occurrence of being-in-the-world. In other terms, 

the situated experiences of a self in the world come to generate, in turn, 

situational fragments of personhood indissolubly bound to the situation they 

stem from. So, I venture on speculating, another possibility to theorise this 

story would be that of conceiving the unknown spirit as a partially autonomous 

being: the fragment of Laxmi’s personhood that came to life in a certain 

situation. Intersubjectively declared unwanted, this ‘situated self’ got 

eventually nailed down to the world in which it was already partially played out, 

without hence the need for anything to be transferred outside.  

Taking both Laxmi and the spirit seriously, giving the latter a more 

prominent status than a mere projection, implies, then, challenging the 

individualist bias deep-seated in the Western worldview, which also permeates 

the analysis of psychological experiences. A good example is that of the 

Husserlian epochè celebrated by Jason Throop (2012: 80-81), which, in its 

analytical bracketing of natural (or cultural) attitudes, ends up finding, always, 

yet another subject, transcendental but equally individual. Actually, as I have 

already anticipated, phenomenology and psychoanalysis appear to be equally 

haunted by the spectre of an inner self that is, now and always, the same: 

indivisible and relatively coherent, rigidly opposed to the outside world. 

Notwithstanding their great deal of (self-)reflectivity, indeed, both approaches 

appear incapable to address the foundational bias underlying their analysis of 

‘the variegated processes by which given individuals come to concretely know 

and respond to their diverse worlds of experience’ (Ibid.: 77, emphasis added). 

Consequently, while I share the importance to move beyond an essentialised 

culturalism, foregrounding, instead, concrete personal perspectives, I deem 

equally necessary to problematise the basic assumptions underlying the latter. 

To speculate about what Laxmi narrated in different terms than transference, 
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then, this individualist bias needs to be tackled, unsettling the long-standing 

dichotomy between ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ realms. 

What now appears obvious, in fact, is the result of a historical process. A 

neat distinction between what is in the mind and what is in the world, in fact, 

constitutes the basic tenet of the Euro-American modern secular theory of 

mind (Luhrmann 2011: 6). As Lawrence Rosen cogently argued (1995), there 

is actually no trace of a dichotomous distinction between the inner and outer 

person in the Western worldview prior the 11th or 12th century. In Ancient 

Greece, for instance, visible actions were taken at face value, and, for their 

meaning, super-human entities were held accountable (Ibid.: 6). In medieval 

ontology, too, ‘the real’ was not associated with an external objective domain, 

as it also summoned how this reverberated within a person’s soul (Ingold 

2013: 737). In this regard, Tim Ingold presented a story by Gregory the Great: 

the narrating of a rebellious monk whose flourishing mind made his life difficult 

within the bounded constraints of monastic life. Once expelled from the 

monastery, the monk ‘saw’ a dragon. Shouting out of terror, the other monks 

came to the rescue, and, despite not seeing the dragon themselves, they took 

at face value the trembling this vision had instigated in their brother, welcoming 

him back. Ingold argued that ‘the dragon’ was an objectification of the monk’s 

distress, which articulated his otherwise hazy psychological tumults. Hence, 

not dissimilarly from Laxmi’s vision of the spirit: ‘The dragon was not the 

objective cause of fear; it was the shape of fear itself’ (Ibid.: 736). 

Consequently, other-than-human beings like the spirit—or the legendary 

thunder bird that the Ojibwa of North Canada call pinési (Ibid.: 739)—have not 

to be seen as mere analogical instruments, but as real interlocutors. Crushing 

the boundaries between spirit and matter, such a shift would hence allow ‘to 

heal the rupture between the world and our imagination of it’ (Ibid.: 749). 

In light of that, the challenge I wish to bring forward is to present the spirit 

which tormented Laxmi precisely as an instance of how ‘we grow into the 

world, as the world grows in us’ (Ibid.: 746). Put it differently, this entity could 

be seen as a situational relation between Laxmi and the world—the 
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experiential ‘soul’ taking over on those particular occasions. Conferred full 

ontological independence by the general acceptance of the uncle’s 

interpretation, the muiyã came thus to exist (Lat. ex-sistere, i.e., ‘stand out’) 

within a network of intersubjective meaning similarly to the dragon described 

by Ingold. This fragment of personhood played out in the world got 

subsequently pinned to the place where it belonged, that is, to the part of the 

world that triggered its arousal, impeding it to act upon—the rest of—Laxmi 

any longer. There was nothing, then, to transfer outside by means of a 

symbolic projection, since this situational self was living a life of its own, 

existing already as a part of the world to which it got nailed. Laxmi’s story 

provides, then, a possibility to challenge the ontological assumptions of 

transference, postulating what happened as a real event in the actual world. 

This interpretation is further supported by the Sinjali understanding of 

personhood, which postulates an ‘inner life’ rather ‘external’. Thus, to better 

appreciate the story narrated in these pages, it is worth expanding on the local 

rendering of the tension between the self and the world, which will also provide 

some insights for a less ethnocentric conceptualisation of intersubjectivity.  

 

Cosmic persons  
In Sinja, the reflective and imaginative domain of personhood is attributed to 

the mind (dimāg), corresponding, more or less, to its Western equivalent. 

Located in the heart, instead, is the man, which captures pre-reflective insights 

from the surrounding world, and the emotive reactions to it.61 It is the man, for 

instance, what reacts to spirit attacks, producing the abovementioned flinching 

(jakarne). Thus, when something happens, the man is the first to perceive (cet 

hunu). ‘Caitanya’, meaning both ‘consciousness’ and ‘intellect’, shows a close 

correlation between dimāg and man. For such reasons, educated people, 

deemed to have a ‘strong mind’, are also said to have a strong man, thus 

																																																								
61 For a discussion of the relationships between dimāg and man in relation to mental 
health issues in Nepal, and a slightly different—though not contradictory—rendering 
of personhood, see Kohrt and Harper (2008). 
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making them less prone to the attacks of invisible beings. Although conceived 

ontologically primal, the man is yet strictly related to the sensorial organs 

(gyānendriyã) of the body (śarīr), seen as ‘informants’ more than ‘properties’ 

of the man. The senses send, thus, information to the man, acting as a sort of 

hermeneutic filter of experiences. Subsequently, this sends the message to 

the mind, where it becomes part of a cumulative wisdom in light of which the 

action to undertake is pondered.  

At times, the different parts of the body are addressed as independent 

elements. ‘Thus’, explained once an elderly man, ‘when one sleeps, the ears 

are like the gatekeeper: you sleep but they don't, and they wake you up if 

something happens’. The most important component, yet, is the breath (prāṇ), 

which can be described as the life force that vivifies a corporeal substance 

otherwise inert. Accordingly, the prāṇ is said to be an important element to 

differentiate living from non-living beings—a crucial distinction in the later 

development of this discussion. The body is then often described as the 

beehive containing these different ‘bees’, all closely dependent on their 

corporeal seat.  
 
The whole body is like a house, and the mind, the man, etc. are like the family of the 
house. 
 
It is like a beehive: it is full of bees, but they all cooperate as one. 
 

So, when the latter collapses and vanishes, its attributes undergo the same 

fate. Dimāg, man, prāṇ and śarīr are all constitutive of personhood, but should 

be actually seen as the standard ‘accessories’ at the disposal and brought 

together by the soul (puruṣ, or ātmā). After death, this is the only element of 

personhood that transmigrates to a new beehive. Yet, explained a priest: ‘like 

a repaired object, its components have been substituted, so is the puruṣ in the 

next life’. Interestingly, the soul is actually referred to in impersonal terms, 

making not immediately clear what entity voices the first person singular 
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pronoun.62 The reason underlying what appears to be a rather impersonal 

existence requires unpacking.  

The soul is described as the queen bee of the beehive, inhabiting a 

personal microcosm enclosed within the body. Nevertheless, this is conceived 

as a symmetric miniature of a macrocosmic order (chapter 2), so that the soul 

can be seen as a fragment of the same substance of which the entire universe 

is made. What is ‘inside’, in other terms, is the same as what is ‘outside’. 

Therefore, the Sinjali ethno-ontology of personhood revolts ‘inner life’ upside 

down, envisaging the outer primacy of what instead psychoanalysts and, to a 

lesser degree, phenomenologists, postulate inside. In popular terms, this is 

expressed slightly differently. Steven Parish, for instance, referring to the 

Newars of the Kathmandu Valley, noted that a divine entity is alleged to reside 

in the heart, informing a sort of ‘dual state of identity’ (Parish 1991: 319). 

Consequently,  
 
In less Western terms, rather than thinking of ‘parts’ acting within a self-contained, 
bounded whole, we might think of the Newar ‘heart’ as a place where various forces, 
processes, agencies, essences, and beings meet and interact (Ibid.: 322). 

 

In Sinja, this is pushed even further, since people postulate a multitude of 

deities and demons dwelling in the human soul, which is, then, anything but 

monolithic, indivisible, or even cohesive. These are often presented as the 

gods of the Hindu trimūrti—the trinity Brahmā, Viṣṇu and Śiva—envisaged, at 

times, battling a horde of demons (dānava) on the battlefield of the human 

soul.  
 

In the puruṣ there are three gods: Brahmā, Viṣṇu and Maheshwor (i.e., Śiva). 
Sometimes their thoughts are the same, and so our ātmā is the same, and sometimes 
they think differently, and we have three ātmā. This is why our man is not stable, and 
in the dimāg there are a lot of different thoughts. 

 

																																																								
62 As I will elucidate at length elsewhere (chapter 5), during sleep, for instance, only 
the soul (puruṣ) is deemed to wander around the world, whereas ‘I’ does not, revealing 
a somehow impersonal understanding of the soul in Sinja.  
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Although there is far from agreement on their actual identities,63 the point is 

that people’s behaviours vary according to which one of these over-personal 

entities is momentarily in control. What follows is hence a multitude of souls 

alternating in the role of the queen bee that determines all the rest.  
 
If you do good, these are the gods; if you do bad, these are the demons. Gods and 
demons are also inside. 
 

Accordingly, a person is deemed to be, quite literally, at one with him or herself 

when these beings agree upon something, being otherwise torn between their 

contrasting wills. For such a reason, the man is so fickle, as it reacts to the 

perceptions of the soul momentarily in control.  

However, these are not just 

inner dynamics, insofar as a soul 

takes over whenever a situation 

in the world fuels its strength. 

These extra-human beings dwell 

indeed simultaneously in each 

person’s soul and their distinctive 

metaphysical realms, so that 

‘what happens inside the mind is 

mapped out in terms of what 

happens outside the self, in the 

public, perceptible world’ (Ibid.: 

317). For something to happen, 

therefore, there must be a 

convergence between the ‘inner’ 

manifestation of an intention and 

the metaphysical will of the gods, exercised onto worldly dynamics by means 

of astrological influences (see, also, Poletti 2018).  

																																																								
63 I wish, indeed, to avoid over-exoticising my informants; most of them did not live in 
such a hyper-reflective state of awareness. As in any other context, people often 
replied to my questions on personhood simply with a perplexed smile and a shrug. 

Demons amidst people—demons within people.	
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The distinction between ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ realms is then quite illusory from 

a Sinjali perspective, since the agents at stake are the same. In fact, 

metaphysical (gods and demons), cosmological (the planets), and personal 

(situated experiences) domains meet and entangle within this worldview, 

informing situational fragments of personhood as much inside as they are 

outside. Once again, there is a slight contradiction in Laxmi’s story, as what 

he described appears to be much more the work of a demonic ghost—the one 

taking over in the situated experience of darkness. However, identifying it as 

a muiyã permitted it to be materially acted upon, whereas more powerful 

demons can only be defeated by the gods in a metaphysical struggle from 

which human beings are excluded.  

 

Negative intersubjectivities   
Resorting to critical hermeneutics, the above may be reinterpreted as a close 

dependency between the self and the world. In other words: ‘the bell sounds 

according to the clapper’, as poetically suggested by a Sinjali metaphor. Jarrett 

Zigon proposed hence to shift from an ontology envisaging a human subject 

firmly opposed to the world, to an alternative one, that is, envisaging an 

aggregating force bringing all kind of beings together, which he defined as 

‘attunement’ (Zigon 2018: 71, 146). This resonates with my understanding of 

‘intersubjectivity’, by which I mean to give ontological precedence to the 

networks of meaning from which particular subjects subsequently come to 

exist (i.e., ‘to stand out’). Namely, drawing upon the guiding principle that 

existence presences essence, I postulate an ongoing intersubjective process 

by which human and other-than-human beings come to acquire a degree of 

autonomy as a result of the primaeval engagement with the grid of relations 

from which they stem and not as an ontological cornerstone. Therefore, while 

Thomas Csordas described the psychoanalytical transference as 

corresponding, somehow, to what phenomenologists label intersubjective 

(Csordas 2012: 59-60), I turn instead to this concept precisely to elaborate an 

alternative hermeneutics to approach the story I present.  
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Amongst phenomenologists, it is rather commonplace to conceive 

subjectivity arising from an intersubjective milieu (see, e.g., Jackson 1998: 28; 

Throop 2012: 83). Afterwards, way too often, this acquires yet an 

uncomfortable monolithic dimension, in which ‘intersubjectivity’ appears as a 

mere synonym for ‘relationality’. This is precisely the criticism Ingold levelled 

against the concept, which he dismissed as ‘a reciprocal to-ing and fro-ing 

between subjects, in which what each undergoes is framed by what the other 

does’ (Ingold 2015: 151). To this intermediacy between firmly bounded 

components, Ingold opposed the movements of lines, midstreaming within a 

shared existential flux. However, what remains unclear is how, in their 

midstreaming, ‘the joining of lives is also their continual differentiation’ (Ingold 

2016: 11). Actually, both Ingold’s ‘midstreaming’ and Throop’s ‘intersubjective 

attunement’ (Throop 2012: 76) appear instantiations of the same ‘ethical 

fantasy of intersubjective harmony’ (Pels 2014: 212). 

Laxmi’s story foregrounds, therefore, the blind spot of this narrative, 

emphasising that intersubjective dynamics imply attunement, 

interconnections, or midstreaming, just as much as they entail ruptures and 

disconnections, which appear, indeed, the ‘two sides of the same coin’ 

(Course 2013: 308). In effect, this is not only the story of how an anonymous 

soldier stood out from the network of intersubjective meaning informing 

Laxmi’s lifeworld, but, crucially, how the spirit was subsequently excluded from 

it by a specific cultural practice. Accordingly, rather than an outer transference 

of Laxmi’s psychological life, I envisage ‘the spirit’ as a fragment of his own 

self, which, brought to life as an active agent within a specific network of 

intersubjective meaning, got subjected to its rules, and thus eliminated. This 

intersubjective reading of psychological life unsettles, then, the individualist 

bias that both psychoanalysis and phenomenology seem incapable to 

address. In fact, what emerges from the above are different intersubjective 

planes: over-personal (gods, demons, and the cosmos), inter-personal 

(between people), and intra-personal (between the various components of a 

situational selfhood). These extra-, over-, under- or partially-human agents 
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corroborate, hence, the scepticism towards a standard anthropocentric 

understanding, suggesting that intersubjectivity should be interrogated rather 

than assumed (Pels 2014: 227). In fact, the various subjectivities existing 

within the intersubjective reality I found in Sinja encourage a critical re-

examination of the concept, suggesting a pondering on diverse 

‘intersubjectivities’ (Gable 2014: 252).  

As Magnus Course persuasively argued (2013), the problem of most 

studies engaging with Husserl’s theory of intersubjectivity is their tacit 

acceptance of its key components. Namely, subjects are human, and they 

interact within a singular objective world. Thus, according to Course, ‘what is 

a subject?’ and ‘what is a world?’ are precisely the ‘kinds of ontological 

questions which need to be asked in order to understand the challenges which 

intersubjective interaction both produces and responds to’ (Ibid.: 314). 

Anthropology has a great potential to unsettle these assumptions, since, 

frequently, the realities anthropologists engage with encompass beings other 

than conventional (living) human ones. Actually: ‘Being is never limited to 

human being, the field of intersubjectivity includes persons, ancestors, spirits, 

collective representations, and material things’ (Jackson 1998: 9). This, 

however, does not necessarily lead to a post-humanist position.  

The major problem with post-humanism, Zigon warned, is that it merely 

projects human features onto non-human beings, resulting in a sort of neo-

animistic colonisation of the whole cosmos (Zigon 2018: 141). Consequently, 

if anything appears to acquire subjective agency within a determined network 

of meaning, is then ‘intersubjectivity’ just another form of animism? In other 

terms, where is intersubjectivity supposed to end? Again, the Sinjali ethno-

ontology provides some valuable insights, as the problematisation of 

subjectivity it fosters is far from informing an animistic reality. 

The Sinjali cosmos is divided between the animate being (sajīv) and the 

inanimate substance (nirjīv). Whereas both may be said to have ‘energy’ 

(śakti), what makes them different is the presence of a soul animating the 

former, whereas the latter are described as soulless. Accordingly, sajīv beings 
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are born and they die, undergoing cycles of existence from which nirjīv 

substance is spared. People can certainly be said to interact also with 

inanimate things like the soil (māṭo), stones (ḍhuṅgā), etc. However, these 

exchanges are fundamentally different, for they lack the reciprocity informing 

those with the living, amongst which curiously feature the dead as well. 

Although none of my friends in Sinja would frame it this way, a critical 

hermeneutics on this dualism allows then to conceive of ‘the soul’ 

differentiating sajīv from nirjīv as the perceptive capacity to experience a world 

that is there to be experienced, but, per se, is inanimate. Consequently, what 

comes to exist intersubjectively is not the actual world (i.e., animism), but 

situated experiences of it, having indeed the volatile nature that makes these 

‘souls’ comparable to bees in a beehive.  

Arguing against a ‘one world anthropology’, Zigon went even further than 

that, dismantling the other, fundamental component of intersubjectivity as ‘a 

multiplicity of situations structured by nothing other than this very multiplicity’ 

(Ibid.: 81). Accordingly, he encouraged seeing ‘the actual world’ not as a 

single, objective container of these situations, but as a multiplicity of 

experiential worlds, connecting to one another through the ‘“wormhole” of the 

situation’ (Ibid.). Theorising a myriad of contiguous worlds of experience freed 

from the constraints of a common reality, yet, risks disintegrating in an endless 

multiplicity, in which ‘every world is unique and singular each time’ (Ibid.: 79). 

Moreover, is not this privatisation and individualisation of reality but another 

manifestation of the metaphysical humanism that Zigon denounces? Hence, 

shifting from a metaphysical individual to the world is not enough, if the 

perspective from which the latter is experienced remains unchallenged.   

The ethno-ontology outlined in these pages, therefore, challenges both 

anthropocentric and individualist assumptions on experience precisely for it 

engages planes of being usually disregarded by academics. Unpacking the 

underlying tenets supporting this interpretation of Laxmi’s story revealed, thus, 

situational experiences within, between, and beyond people, yet brought 

together by a correspondence between microcosmic and macrocosmic 
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realms. In fact, this can be certainly postulated as the existence of ‘worlds 

within worlds’ (Ibid.: 81). So, shifting from an individualist perspective to the 

cosmic one of the Sinjali person, ‘the world’ itself appears as a single situation 

within which others take place—or, according to Zigon’s definition of ‘situation’: 

a ‘singular multiple’ (Ibid.: 83). Such hermeneutic operation is supported by a 

cosmology envisaging an ontological symmetry between ‘inner’ souls and 

‘outer’ gods (or demons), in light of which selfhood appears as a ‘singular 

multiplicity’ of situated experiences, informing fragments of personhood lived 

in the world rather than separated from it. At the same time, though, 

differentiating animate beings (sajīv) from an inanimate substance (nirjīv), 

Sinjali people posit an ontological limit that prevents the subjectivist 

Balkanisation of reality envisaged by Zigon. 

The unknown spirit coprotagonist of this affair acquires, thus, an important 

role for the delineation of a critical theory of intersubjectivity, highlighting ‘the 

complex ways in which the intersubjective field may extend and expand in 

culturally specific—and sometimes quite unexpected—directions’ (Groark 

2013: 289). If taken seriously, its existence problematises the assumption that 

human personhood is a uniform entity ontologically distinct from an outer 

world, without leading, yet, towards a hyper-subjectivist multi-realism. So, 

rather than postulating a mosaic of diverse personal and cultural worlds of 

experience, the ethno-ontology within which Laxmi, his uncle, and the spirit 

operated suggests convening a single intersubjective reality, yet irreducible to 

an essentialised structure; open-ended situationality, instead of hyper-

fragmentation.  

Consequently, this story does not only suggest that ‘we can have an 

anthropology of experience without recourse to systematic psychological 

theorizing’ (Desjarlais 2012: 98). It also discourages an excessive 

deconstructionism. However, I beg to differ to Robbins’s statement: ‘when one 

does not define a concept, then statements about what one excludes from it 

take on a weight they might not necessarily have to bear otherwise’ (Robbins 

2016: 801). As I have been arguing throughout the present chapter, the 
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tendency of boundary-making reflects the firm distinction between private and 

public domains engrained in the Western worldview. Thus, a possible 

analytical alternative to approach intersubjectivity while assuring its open-

endedness is that of resorting to a negative logic. This fosters a description as 

neither this, nor that—neti-neti,’ in the Sanskrit tradition (see, e.g., Blackwood 

1963), also known in the West as via negativa (see, e.g., Mortley 1982). The 

underlying principle of such a logic is that defining something as, say, ‘red’, 

denies immediately the possibility for it to be ‘blue’, or ‘yellow’. Saying instead 

that this is neither ‘red’ nor ‘blue’ still allows the grasping of the concept, but 

without imposing the ontological limitations of a definition (Lat. finis, i.e., 

border).  

Accordingly, this might prevent us from succumbing to the pressure of 

having to positively establish the contours of analytical concepts such as 

intersubjectivity, as honourably attempted by Kevin Groark (see 2013: 280). A 

negative method safeguards instead some room for the mysteries often arising 

from the open-ended situationality of animate selves entangling with their 

inanimate world. Hence, all things considered, the story narrated here allows 

saying that intersubjectivity is not anthropocentric without being animistic; it 

does not concern individuals; it does not firmly oppose ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ 

realms; it is not multi-realist; and, above all, that it should not be reduced to an 

essentialised model. Resorting to a negative logic to refuse essentialising 

intersubjective existence, I wished to avoid an illusory definition of it, letting 

existence, instead, humorously tease the essential categories deployed to 

confine it.  

 

Epilogue 

Simply postulating a radically different cultural intersubjectivity within which 

spirits are deemed to exist would limit the actual potentialities of what this story 

may reveal. As Cassaniti and Luhrmann have suggested (2014), striking a 

balance between the particular and the universal is necessary to leave room 

for comparison, avoiding thus the Balkanisation of experience. So, moving 
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away from radical alterity consents shifting ‘the question from “How is it that 

other peoples believe the self to be permeable by forces from without?” to 

“How is it that Western models have repeatedly denied such permeability?”’ 

(Boddy 1994: 427). At the same time, a puzzling experience in the outside 

world which is liable to generate an unconscious estrangement within the 

psyche subsequently transferred onto an external object was already central 

to Freud’s notion of the ‘uncanny’ (Corin 2012: 111; see, also, Kearney 2002: 

16).  

Consequently, following Richard Kearney, I resorted to critical 

hermeneutics as a valuable alternative to strike a balance between the 

excessively pairing tendency of psychoanalysis and the equally excessive 

othering of deconstruction (Kearney 2002: 19). Hence,  
 

It is not enough to be open to the other beyond us, within us, or historically scapegoated 
by us—though this is crucial too. One must also be careful to discern, in some 
provisional fashion at least, between different kinds of otherness (Ibid.: 27). 

 

Critical hermeneutics allows thus to challenge, first and foremost, the main 

elements summoned by Laxmi’s disclosures. In other words, it encourages the 

appreciation of what seems to be one of the main issues underlying the 

Western worldview, namely: ‘We refuse to acknowledge ourselves-as-others’ 

(Kearney 2003: 5). 

Selfhood and otherness, Jackson suggested (1998: 11), are both the 

outcome of a primaeval intersubjective engagement. That being the case, 

there is then no reason not to postulate them also as complementary facets of 

personhood. Thus, proposing an intersubjective reading of the story I 

presented, I wished to move beyond a psychological rendering centred on the 

perspective of an individual. Yet, if intersubjectivity is to be considered as a 

valuable analytical tool for anthropology, its ethnocentric prejudices need to 

be tackled and pollinated by other sensibilities that may contribute seeing it 

from a cross-cultural vantage point. Taking seriously the otherness of this 

unknown spirit discourages seeing intersubjectivity as the mere in-

betweenness of (human individual) subjects—or as an amorphous 
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midstreaming—foregrounding it instead as ‘a site of constructive, 

deconstructive, and reconstructive interaction’ (Ibid.: 8).  

Accordingly, what I presented is not the psychological vicissitude of an 

individual, but the way in which sameness and otherness coexist in a 

situational personhood temporally and spatially played out in the surrounding 

context. Nothing of the above, in fact, suggests the existence of a consistent 

self beyond its ephemeral situationality, as if ‘the subject’ had wholly stood out, 

once and for all, from its underlying context, gaining thus full, monolithic 

independence. Positing, then, intersubjectivity ontologically prior to 

subjectivity, I presented it as an ongoing process that disrupts the distinction 

between ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ realms. So, rather than an abstract relationality 

between bounded individuals, this story reveals a grounded interdependency 

between the self and the world, so deep that the one can be seen firmly part 

of the other. That is to say, a kaleidoscopic selfhood made of fragments of 

personhood triggered, each time, by a specific experience of the 

circumstances in which it gets entangled. So, if personhood is situational and 

constantly informed by a number of different experiences, rather than a 

cohesive self emerged once and for all form a network of relations, it makes 

more sense to conceive of a person as the Intersubjective-I sketched 

throughout this thesis. In other words, an ongoing experiential process 

between the self and the world, in which different situated experiences give 

birth to a myriad of situational ‘souls’, taking over the leading role at the 

forefront of consciousness under specific circumstances.  

Since ‘[i]ntersubjectivity is often characterized as being oriented to another 

as another subject with experiences that affect and are effected by other such 

subjects’ (Hollan and Throop 2008: 386), a situational personhood encourages 

then the problematisation of the tacit assumptions about the plane in which 

this is deemed to take place. The events narrated here, in fact, foreground 

diverse planes of interaction at play in the lifeworld of Sinjali people, where 

intra-personal, inter-personal, and over-personal realms entangle with one 

another. This encourages, then, also a critical approach to agency, which, 
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Michael Lambek suggested, always wavers between the extremes of 

determinism, at one end, and the instrumentalism of the bourgeois individual, 

at the other (Lambek 2000: 12). Laxmi’s conduct somehow navigated this 

polarity, acting upon a world that, in turn, was acting upon him, with the cultural 

tools at his disposal.  

Active psycho-phenomenological experiences and passive ethno-

ontological structures are indeed brought together and (re)calibrate each other 

in this story. The overcoming of Laxmi’s problem was actually carried out 

within a network of intersubjective meaning resting upon a set of deep-seated 

institutions. However, this does not mean that his experiential reactions to the 

world were fully reducible to a set of a priori categories, as exemplified by his 

‘unorthodox’ visions of the spirit, or the latter’s ambivalent features overlapping 

with those of demonic ghosts. Still, the point is that the interpretative 

empowerment allowed by the muiyã centred on the consequences rather than 

the causes of the problem. Thus, once conferred subjectivity intersubjectively, 

the unknown spirit facilitated Laxmi’s interaction with a problematic situated 

experience of his being-in-the-world. As he explained that sunny morning, 

sitting on my bed next to Sandeep, 

 

Laxmi: I did it [nailing the spirit] because I love Sandeep and I wanted to 

play with him, but then, when I went back home, the spirit attacked 

me along the way. Sometimes, this happened during the night as well. 

So, I was really angry [at it], and that was my attempt to stop it. I don’t 

know what happened to the spirit after that; I think he was pressed 

down (dabinu, which means also ‘to vanish’), but I don’t know… Since 

that day, though, he didn’t attack me anymore, and I could easily go 

up and down. 

 

The existence of different selves narrated through these pages did not simply 

reveal various ontological levels of interconnection, but also how, at times, 

these may get disconnected. Actually, Laxmi’s case elucidates how the ‘soul’ 
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that responded to a problematic relationship with the inanimate world around 

him was given full ontological independence by means of a hermeneutic 

operation, thanks to which this situated experience was placed in the 

appropriate social position allowing its unproblematic elimination. In other 

words, one aspect of Laxmi’s self, strengthened by his uncle’s assistance, was 

able to act upon another fragment of his relationship with the world, eventually 

getting the best of it. Accordingly, one of the first essences exploded by the 

chronicle of this phantasmicide is precisely the distinction between inner self 

and outer world, encouraging the appreciation of how the one is firmly present 

within the other. 

All in all, this story suggests the need to blur the boundary between inner 

subjects and outer objects, moving towards a more permeable understanding 

of personhood in constant dance with the world—a situational personhood 

lived as much inside as it is outside, and where the ‘inside’ may well be the 

‘outside’ and vice versa. In fact, while envisaging a limit to what would 

otherwise be a multi-realist and animist hotchpotch, Sinjali people leave a 

margin for wonder to manifest, avoiding constraining personhood—and the 

world—within rigid ontological boundaries. This realm of wonder, I argue, may 

be safeguarded by a negative logic, interpreting without defining the marvels 

existing from being-in-the-world. Ultimately, then, the real mystery seems not 

in the fact that different experiences inform a ballet of situational souls, but, 

rather, what is the consciousness that, each time, regrettably or not, identifies 

with them. This is likely to be another story altogether. 
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4. Obscure Existential Narratives 

 

 

 

A bolt from the blue  
 

Me: Jaggy’s still not feeling well, eh? 

Sandeep: Yes, and his horoscope says he will die soon… 

 

This exchange between my research assistant and I took place in Autumn of 

2015. That morning, after having washed my face and collected some water at 

the communal tap, I had joined him on the rooftop of his house. The intense 

blue of the sky contrasted with the mountains around us, while a bright sun 

warmed us up from the crisp air. Looking around, I suddenly noticed Jagya 

Prasad, lying on the balcony of the neighbouring house. He was completely 

covered by a thick blanket, as Jumlis do when feeling unwell, because of the 

healing properties of heat. Jaggy—as we called him—is a Jumli farmer and 

father of five children, distantly related to Sandeep by kinship ties. Over the 

previous months, he had suffered, with increasing frequency, from what he 

described as stomach ache, lovingly tended to by his devoted wife, Sarala. 

Recently, he had been haunted by a muiyã,̄ and he visited a dhāmī, also 

known as a reliable diviner, for this reason. The dhāmī resorted to one of the 

most popular divinatory techniques known in the Sinja Valley: the jotta herṇẽ, 

literally meaning ‘looking at the rice’. This consists of making predictions by 

interpreting the position of a few rice grains on the shaman’s palm, or on a 

plate. As pointed out in chapter 1, while the heartbeat felt through the wrist is 

used exclusively to detect spirit attacks, the jotta herṇẽ divines a broader 

spectrum of information, comprising, for instance, the sex of an unborn child. 
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Thus, when Jaggy went to him, the 

dhāmī promptly dismissed a 

connection between the muiyã’̄s 

attacks and his stomach ache, which 

he warned was a much more serious 

matter, liable to result in his imminent 

death.64 However, these forecasts are 

not always taken seriously, so I did not 

pay it much attention. A few days later, 

on a quiet afternoon, before his 

children came home from school, 

Jaggy and I sat down to have a glass 

of milk in the dark and windowless 

kitchen of his house. The rhythmic 

sound of a charcoal-black kettle rattling on the stove was the backdrop to our 

conversation, as I started realising the seriousness of the matter. 

 

Jaggy: The dhāmī told me I will die at the beginning of the coming month 

of māgh [February 2016]… 

Me: [hesitant] Do you think this is true? 

Jaggy: I think so… This is all written in my forehead. Long time ago, my 

father-in-law looked at my horoscope (cinā), and said I would have 

had troubles at the age of 58. Then I haven’t looked at it anymore, 

and I forgot about that. Now, the dhāmī told me thus, so I’m sad and 

																																																								
64 In such circumstances, people can resort to a practice known as kāl saro. This 
consists of making a little dummy made of grass (kus), which is supposed to ‘attract’ 
death, and, consequently brought to the cremation ground. This is seen as taking the 
pending kāl away from the living. However, although present as a theoretical option, 
people do not seem to resort to it that much, considering it rather futile. In fact, being 
that the lifespan is established according to the will of the gods, no stratagem is likely 
to evade death when the time has come.   
 

Jotta herṇẽ. 
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nervous... Next month I shall go trading in India, but I’m afraid that if 

I go I will die there…65 

 

A written fate 
In Sinja, the predetermination of fate has 

distinct connotations. On the sixth day 

after birth, during a ceremony known as 

cinā lagāune,66 a child’s fate is predicted 

by astrological divination (jyotiṣ sāstra). 

On that day, early in the morning, those 

villagers closer to the newborn’s family 

help them to cook the food offered on 

special occasions, collectively known as 

sagun (i.e., ‘auspiciousness’). Men 

prepare a sweet semolina polenta 

(halwā) and rice pudding (khir), while, in 

a separate place, women cook potato 

curry with pickled chilli (ālu achār) and fried bread (puri). These will be offered 

in the feast following the ceremony, 67 usually on torn sheets of old notebooks 

used as ‘disposable cutlery’. Then, once everything has been prepared, 

people normally gather on the flat rooftop of a house, and, whilst chatting 

amongst themselves, an astrologer (jyotiṣī) is called upon to write down the 

infant’s cinā, as described below in more detail. This consists of a generic 

																																																								
65 Each year, from December to March, many Jumli men go trading in India. This is 
the only period that does not require their labour in the fields, which allows them to 
earn money to sustain their families now that subsistence economy is no longer 
enough. 
 
66 Throughout Nepal, this is known as janma kuṇḍali. 
 
67 A grand feast is generally—but not always—held only for the birth of a son, who is 
eventually expected to care for his parents, constituting the closest thing to a ‘pension 
insurance’. Instead, the birth of a girl receives fewer attentions, as it is somehow less 
desired, since, after her marriage, she will become part of her husband’s lineage, 
constituting thus a sort of ‘waste of resources’ not least for the need to provide her 
with a dowry. 

Men cooking halwā. 
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account of someone’s future personality, 

along with the major events that will 

characterise that life, and a tentative 

period of death included. That same 

night, a priest will perform a ritual known 

as khāsti pujā. After having recited some 

prayers, the priest will leave an open 

notebook and a pen next to the baby. 

During the course of the night, a divine 

entity named Bhabini68 is expected to 

write, on the newborn’s forehead, their 

‘life plot’ disclosed earlier by the cinā 

lagāune, becoming thus inescapable.  

A local tale, well known in Sinja, exemplifies the matter. 

 

Once upon a time there was a king, who, during a hunting trip in the 

woods, lost his companions. Walking alone in the forest, at some point 

he came across a couple living in a small hut with their newborn child. 

The king asked for a room to stay, but eventually he decided to sleep in 

front of the main door, as inside there was not enough space. During the 

night, Bhabini arrived to write the baby’s destiny on his forehead, but 

came across the king who stopped her from going inside the hut, unless 

she agreed to tell him the content of her prophecy. The goddess agreed, 

and, thus, faithful to their pact, when she came out Bhabini revealed that 

the child’s fate was to succeed the king, inheriting his entire realm. 

Alarmed by the news, the following morning he persuaded the family to 

entrust him the child, saying that, with him, the child would have had a 

																																																								
68 Dor Bahadur Bista describes her as Bhavi, the demi-goddess of providence (Bista 
2011: 77), whereas Gabriel Campbell refers to her as Bhābi (Campbell 1978: 224). 
Yet, ‘Bhabini’ is the only name I heard people using during the course of my fieldwork. 
In Nepal, the idea that a person’s fate is located in the forehead is shared by non-
Hindu peoples too, such as Hyolmo Sherpas of the Helambu region (see Desjarlais 
1992: 164; 2016: 13). 

Women preparing puri. 
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much better life. However, the monarch threw the infant into the nearby 

river and, convinced of his death, returned to his palace. Nevertheless, 

carried by the current, the baby fell again into the arms of his mother, 

who was bathing in the river. 

Many years later, passing coincidentally by the hut again, the 

sovereign saw a young boy chopping wood, and when he found out who 

this was, he wrote a letter indicating that its carrier had to be immediately 

killed at the gates of the royal palace. Then, after having tightened the 

document to the boy’s ankle, who was illiterate like his parents, the king 

told him this was an invitation to visit his residence. Tired after the long 

journey through, the boy decided to take a nap next to a fountain beside 

the main gate, before presenting himself there. While he was sleeping, 

Maya, the king’s daughter, went for a drink at the same fountain, and 

saw the handsome boy asleep. Furtively reading the letter tightened to 

his ankle, she found out her father’s plan. Since she liked the boy very 

much, she decided to alter the message, designating its owner as 

Maya’s legitimate bridegroom. Thus, when the boy reached the main 

gate and showed the guards the letter to be let inside, the king’s son, 

recognising his father’s signature, proceeded to celebrate the wedding. 

The next day, the monarch discovered, to his surprise, what had 

happened, and was further convinced of the need to kill the boy. Hence, 

he went to a cobbler of his trust, commanding him to murder the person 

who would bring him the king’s shoes to repair. Then, the king profited 

from the fact that his son had gone out to ask the boy for such a favour. 

On his way to the cobbler though, the boy came across the young 

prince, who thought the task ought to fall on him, and thus sent the boy 

back to the palace. Once the boy got back there, the king asked him 

impatiently why he had not fulfilled his request, but when he heard what 

had happened, he immediately realised the danger. The monarch thus 

rushed to the cobbler’s workshop, but it was too late: his son had already 

been killed. Desperate and convinced he had no more reasons to live, 
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the king grabbed the hammer used to assassinate his son and 

committed suicide. Since the king had only one son, the boy, who was 

married to his daughter, became the new rightful heir to the throne, 

inheriting the entire realm as Bhabini had anticipated.  

 

‘Therefore, you see’, said the man who told me the story, ‘what Bhabini writes 

always comes true!’  

Consequently, this religious determinism leads to a passive acceptance of 

life. According to the thesis put forward by Dor Bahadur Bista in Fatalism and 

Development (Bista 2011), a fatalist worldview is deep-seated in Nepal. Bista 

suggests that this is especially true amongst the higher castes, who accept 

that their lives are irrevocably decided in advance. Thus, personal initiative is 

not only absent but actively discouraged as it would interfere with an obscure 

plan everyone is simply expected to play out. Consequently: ‘From the 

fatalistic perspective, there is no free will or choice in decision-making’ (Ibid.: 

83). This, claimed the Nepali anthropologist, is what discourages any proactive 

engagement liable to create a brighter future for Nepal.	

At first sight, this actually mirrors Jaggy’s attitude. Stimulated by what 

appeared to me a complete dismissal of agency, I naïvely asked him whether 

Bhabini could be blamed for every misdeed people commit. His answer 

dissipated any possible misunderstanding. 

 

 Jaggy: No, Bhabini decides only the end of life and the main events of 

it, not everything we do. 

Sandeep: [In English, wishing to clarify] Everything happens according 

to Bhabini, but she doesn’t write every single action. Like your 

University, it says you must submit by a certain date, but it doesn’t tell 

you all what you must write in your thesis. Bhabini is the same.  

Jaggy: On the sixth day [after birth], Bhabini writes about our life and our 

death, but only she knows… Like a thief coming to our house, we 
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don’t know when this will happen and what will be taken away, and 

so we can’t prevent it. This is why we look at the horoscope. 

 

Since not everything is determined in advance, I suggested a medical check-

up. 

 

Jaggy: No… I don’t have the money for that, and I can’t sell some land… 

I don’t have much property, and I have to keep it intact for my son, as 

I don’t want to put him in the middle of an island.69 Last year, when I 

came back [from India], I went to the hospital in Nepalgunj, but I didn’t 

have enough money to complete all the necessary tests. So, 

eventually I just took some pills, and I returned to Sinja. There is 

nothing I can do, and by February I’ll be dead… 

 

Then, his son Kapil and his four sisters arrived home from school, and amidst 

the cheerful mess they created our conversation was dropped. Walking back 

across the tiny gangway over the narrow draining ditch that separates Jaggy’s 

house from Sandeep’s, I remember feeling saddened thinking about this man 

who appeared completely crushed under his burdensome fate, without 

showing the slightest attempt to fight the future. 

 

Fight the future 
Thus, I was amazed when, a couple of weeks later, as it was nearing the time 

for me to take a break from fieldwork, I found out that Jaggy was preparing to 

travel to Kathmandu in order to seek medical care. What had happened, 

Sandeep explained, was that Jaggy’s impending demise—predicted years ago 

by his horoscope (cinā), recently confirmed by the dhāmī, and substantiated 

by his excruciating pain—had aroused great worries in his family. 

																																																								
69 ‘Island’ is used here as a metaphor for existential uncertainty. In fact, he was 
referring to the natural islands that appear sometimes in the middle of rivers, which 
are at constant risk of being submerged when the waters rise. 
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Consequently, Jaggy’s older brother had decided to come to his aid. So, 

instead of going to trade through their usual route, they planned to go to 

Kathmandu first, where Jaggy would undergo the necessary treatment before 

proceeding south to India.  

Very surprised by this turning point, before we both left the village I had a 

final chat with Jaggy, sitting on a wooden bench in the sun of Sandeep’s 

terrace. We were forced to move inside because of a dense shower of straw 

waste coming from the above rooftop, where people had gathered to beat the 

barley stocked there to dry since the late spring, now ready to harvest. 

 

Jaggy: I’m worried, because my cinā says I’ll die, and the dhāmī told me 

I won’t live longer than when he said. However, going to the hospital 

might resolve the problem… Last time I didn’t have enough money, 

but now I’m happy because my brother is helping me. I’m not worried 

about leaving home, and neither is my family, because they know I’m 

not alone and that Kathmandu is a better place than here, with good 

doctors that will treat me well. So, I hope I’ll completely heal.  

 

These brief remarks demonstrated hope for a different outcome, revealing 

a tension between determinism and freedom paramount also in Hindu 

philosophy (Duck-Joo and Hye-chong 2010; Stone 1981: 111). The 

introduction of astrology to the Indian Subcontinent70 seems to have 

weakened the previous acceptance of predetermination with the prospect to 

alter future events recurring to divinatory practices. In this regard, reflecting 

through the lenses of Western existentialism upon the fatalism stemming from 

																																																								
70 From Mesopotamia through Ancient Greece, astrology reached the Indian 
Subcontinent in the second century AD (Pingree 1981: 10-12, 81; Stone 1981: 118-
19). In the specific case of western Nepal, however, the lack of historical sources does 
not allow to pinpoint with precision the local ramifications of these broader dynamics. 
The sporadic generalisations made through the thesis serve to contextualise the 
stories narrated, not what the latter necessarily illustrate.  
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a literal interpretation of the Bhagavadgītā,71 Kwak Duck-Joo and Han Hye-

chong argued that its correct interpretation shall suggest seeing freedom in 

the existential disappointment it conveys. This ‘disappointment’ consists of an 

intentional acceptance of fatalism rather than a passive capitulation to it, 

generating from the paradoxical human impulse to make sense of an 

ultimately meaningless existence (Duck-Joo and Hye-chong 2010: 59-60).  

Such a conclusion is highly suspicious, as it implies a tremendously 

rational self-awareness that has little resonance in most people’s lifeworlds, 

and that of Sinjalis included. More problematically still, it imposes the 

perspective of an atheist existentialism onto a context to which this cannot be 

transposed without risking distorting some of the basic tenets of the Hindu 

world. Jean-Paul Sartre’s apotheosis of absurdity, from which Duck-Joo and 

Hye-chong heavily borrowed, is indeed antithetical to the teleological 

understanding of existence in Sinja, namely, that birth is never casual but 

always imbued of a meaning established by the gods (see, also, Campbell 

1978: 220). Moreover, this reading of the Bhagavadgītā postulates Arjuna’s 

despair arising from feeling doomed to exterminate his own kinsmen (Duck-

Joo and Hye-chong 2010: 63), while, to me, what generates his angst seems 

precisely the prospect of a choice, ultimately up to him to make.  

Consequently, Hindu people do not really appear as intrinsically fatalist as 

Bista had portrayed them, that is, passively surrendering to the extra-human 

forces supposed to be at play. Quite to the contrary, they seem to be looking 

instead for viable manners to negotiate their destiny. Yet, the form this takes 

is rather different from its Western counterpart. In Western cosmologies, in 

fact, all the way since Aristotle’s Magna Moralia, the idea of ‘fortune’ has 

always been intimately linked with the intentional actions of moral beings (da 

Col 2012: 3, 9). In contrast, Hindu thought postulates a fate written down at 

birth by the gods. However, insofar as these divine entities affect human 

vicissitudes through the influxes of celestial bodies, conceived as their 

																																																								
71 Bista, too, suggested that a fatalist attitude is likely to follow from a literal 
interpretation of the Bhagavadgītā (2011: 78). 
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emissaries, destiny can hence be unveiled in advance and acted upon thanks 

to astrological forecasts (see, also, Young et al. 2011). 

 

Urban turmoil 
When we met again two weeks later, Jaggy was sitting in the cold waiting room 

of Kathmandu’s Bir hospital. Seeing him in such a different setting felt rather 

surreal. After the first diagnosis, the long waiting times had dissolved the hope 

for a rapid solution. So, not being able to afford the risk of jeopardising his own 

trading season, Jaggy’s brother was forced to proceed to India, leaving his 

brother in the care of his son, who studies at the local university. In the 

following weeks, my friend Bhuwan and I assisted him, visiting many offices 

with the paperwork he had to deal with. To make matters worse, at that time 

the blockade of Nepal’s southern border by the Indian government had made 

moving around town difficult and expensive. 

Nonetheless, thanks to a relative of Bhuwan who works at the hospital, 

the day before I went home, Jaggy was finally hospitalised to undergo the last 

medical checks before a major surgical operation aiming at removing a benign 

tumorous mass located outside the stomach wall. Compressing the nearby 

organs, this tumour was the cause of his illness. In the common hall, the 

patients’ beds were lined all next to each other, with groups of relatives 

shuttling around to provide medicine, food and other nursing tasks that fall 

beyond the concerns of the hospital staff. When I entered the hall, Jaggy was 

lying on his bed, a tight smile on his face. Bhuwan had fortunately volunteered 

to keep an eye on him, and had brought some blankets along with a camping 

mattress to improve Jaggy’s comfort. I sat down next to him, and we 

exchanged a few words. Not many, to be honest, as he appeared visibly 

nervous, and I could not really concentrate with the turmoil of mixed feelings I 

had about going home after the most disorientating year of my life.  

 

Jaggy: [About the operation] I don’t know if this will be successful or 

not… If it doesn’t, I will lose my life and my brother his money… It will 
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be very bad for me and my family… The future is dark, and when 

people act in the dark they are bound to fail (bhabiṣya andhakār cha, 

ra jaba mānche haru adhyāro ko chapet mā kām garchan tiniharu 

niras hunchan). 

 

A disquieting feeling of wonder followed me when, leaving the hospital, I asked 

the doctor in charge of Jaggy what would have happened without this surgical 

intervention. ‘He would have probably died in the next couple of months’, he 

replied, ‘February maybe’. 

 

Taming uncertainties 
It was a sunny and uncommonly warm 

Christmas day in Canton Ticino when, in the 

early afternoon, I received a call from 

Bhuwan, telling me that Jaggy’s operation 

had gone well. I was pleased to see him 

again, some two months later, upon my 

return to Sinja, where he wholeheartedly 

welcomed me, looking even a bit stouter than 

usual. We had tea and a long conversation, 

in which he recounted all the discomforts of 

his convalescence. Living with his nephew in 

a small room on the fourth floor of a building 

in Kirtipur was fairly inconvenient, especially 

during the days immediately after the operation, when the agony of going back 

and forth to use the only toilet, located on the ground floor, made him feel 

dizzy. Nights were cold without a fireplace, and the increasing shortage of gas 

forced them to cook on a small electric stove. This too was erratic because of 

the long hours of load-shedding: the interruption of electricity supply that used 

to be typical of the dry winters. Moreover, due to the scarcity of water, it was 

not always possible to maintain the hygiene essential for a safe recovery. All 

Jaggy’s photo, sent to me by Bhuwan. 
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this made him homesick, so, only a few weeks after the operation—and not 

without concern on my part—he rushed back to Sinja.  

A few days later, towards the end of a grey and drizzly afternoon, Jaggy, 

Sandeep and I were trying to keep warm with a cup of tea in our hands. Next 

to us on the rooftop, his son Kapil and other kids were playing football with a 

turf of grass they had uprooted for that purpose.  

 

Jaggy: Before the operation, I often thought of death, and I was quite 

sure to die in February, like my cinā says. Then, the night before the 

operation, a man died in the same hall where I was; he was 52. All 

his relatives came and took him away, and this made me really 

anxious, because my father also had died when I was only one year 

old, and, after his death, life became very difficult for us. So, I thought, 

‘now if I die it will be the same for my children too…’ 

 

Then, a moment later, he added: ‘I don’t know how to read the cinā, but now 

I’d like to know what is written in it…’ This last sentence stuck to my mind. 

All that happened since the dhāmī’s 

prophecy seemed to have reawakened, 

in Jaggy, old and long forgotten 

memories that unsettled him a great 

deal, leaving a much deeper mark than 

the big scar that now runs obliquely 

along his belly. During the following chat, 

I actually discovered that as soon as he 

had got back from the capital, he had 

asked a trusted astrologer to read his 

cinā again. He also told us about the 

death of his previous two sons, which 

had been predicted, too, by his father-in-

law. When Kapil was born they were all 
Astrologer preparing a cīna. 
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uncertain about his survival, and so they simply gave him an appropriate name, 

noting down the time of his birth in case of further use and to avoid spending 

again the significant sum of money required for a proper cinā lagāune.72 Then 

the years went by, and since the need to consult it never arose, Kapil remained 

to this day without a cinā. Now that Kapil is a healthy 10-year-old boy, this had 

been a recurring thought for his father since his hospitalisation, and so he had 

also asked the astrologer to prepare his son’s horoscope. 

Rather than being dismissed as a vestige of ancient times, Hindu astrology 

remains popular, growing in popularity even amongst urban dwellers, who 

consider it valuable to get a hold upon what is seen as the increasing 

elusiveness of a fast-changing world (Guenzi 2012: 41; Kemper 1980: 745). 

People are rarely satisfied by pure coincidence, and divinatory practices seek 

to provide access to knowledge normally inaccessible through intuitive 

methods that expand individual drama to include a cosmological design behind 

apparently random events. This cosmocentric vision transcends the human 

domain, since the entire nation, too, is subjugated to the same forces. 

Accordingly, both in India and Nepal, a national horoscope is regularly 

consulted to scrutinise matters of national and international relevance (see, 

also, Guenzi 2012: 46). 

This suggests that gaining a vantage point over the uncertainties of life, 

knowing that things happen for a reason, can be reassuring, especially when 

going through difficult times. Such an existential imperative can be observed in 

other contexts as well, since horoscopes, diviners, wizards and witch doctors 

are also prolific in the ‘adamantly rational’ contemporary West. According to 

the Comaroffs, indeed, occult practices are globally flourishing, which they see 

as ‘new magic for new situations’ (Comaroff and Comaroff 1999: 284). I 

wonder, however, whether this is actually a new phenomenon, as the appeal 

																																																								
72 According to the period of someone’s birth, astrological divination indicates a set of 
suitable initials for a personal name, which is then chosen by the relatives accordingly. 
Since the astrologer requires to be adequately remunerated for each of his 
consultations, this may constitute an important expense for the family, which is not 
taken light-heartedly. 
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of making indeterminacy approachable might have always exercised a 

formidable temptation. After all, the concern with ‘perplexities’, ‘uncertainty’, 

and ‘unpredictability’ does not seem to be exclusive of the millennial capitalism 

addressed by the Comaroffs.  

Notwithstanding the diverse form they take around the world, divinatory 

practices are brought together by the similar aim of ‘exploring the unknown in 

order to elicit answers […] to questions beyond the range of ordinary human 

understanding’ (Tedlock 2001: 189; see, also, Desjarlais 1992: 179; Peek 

1991a: 2). In Zaire, for instance,  
 

the Yaka do not see human life and affliction as deterministic, inevitable, or 
unintelligible and meaningless. It is in divination that the Yaka seek the answers to 
crucial existential questions (Devish 1991: 131).  

 

While political figures administrate the social domain, Devish explains, diviners 

search for the causes of unsettling events within an all-encompassing network 

of present and past interpersonal relations, suggesting thus viable resolutions 

other than simply blaming personal misdeeds.73 

 However, while most anthropological studies on the topic have described 

divination as an explanatory means to past occurrences, Rosalind Shaw 

argued that, more importantly, it also tackles the obscure areas lying beyond 

the reach of the public normative discourse (Shaw 1991: 141-42). Actually, 

contrary to other circumstances in which people summon previous sin (pāp) to 

justify their misfortune, Jaggy never really questioned the potential causes 

underlying his issue, which he simply attributed to the hardships of life in Sinja. 

Astrology, therefore, acquires the role of a specific ‘technology of anticipation’ 

(da Col and Humphrey 2012), taming the uncertainties of life not in relation to 

past events, but in a sort of anticipatory sense-making aiming at ‘presentifying’ 

the future. 

 
Seven months ago, I was in Kathmandu and I went to see an astrologer, who told me 
a person in my family was going to die, and indeed next month my mother died. 
 

																																																								
73 This appears to be the opposite of the Christian institution of mea culpa.  
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Nevertheless, these, 
 

can be seen as conceptual techniques for short-circuiting temporal subjectivities by 
creating a crack in time—a space of ‘compossibility’—where events deemed to be fatal 
and inevitable become negotiable (Ibid.: 1). 

 

Accordingly, these technologies of anticipation are presented as attempts to 

enhance fortune rather than avoid misfortune, since Giovanni da Col indicated 

the latter as constituting merely the flip side of a broader theory of ‘luck’ (da 

Col 2012: 15). Yet, Hindu astrology appears to contradict this argument, as 

the kind of anticipation it achieves aims precisely at foreseeing negative 

happenings in order to mitigate their repercussions. Interestingly, indeed, the 

idea of ‘misfortune’ seems to enjoy a much wider cross-cultural relevance than 

its positive counterpart, or even the holistic notion of an all-encompassing 

destiny, which are instead far from being universal features (Gow and Margiotti 

2012). Moreover, whereas the notion of fortune is deemed to introduce the 

unexpected into an otherwise boring everydayness (da Col and Humphrey 

2012: 2-3), Jaggy turned to astrology for apparently the opposite reason, 

namely, to locate the unforeseen within an ordered network of intersubjective 

meaning. 

 

Existential narratives 
As Jaggy had foreshadowed, some days later I was awakened by the hustle of 

some unusual excitement coming from outside. Venturing downstairs, I noticed 

the astrologer had finally arrived, and was getting ready to prepare Kapil’s cinā. 

His task consisted of interpreting the content of a horoscopic booklet (pātro), 

printed each year in Kathmandu and available in the local shops.74 Out of 

																																																								
74 Competence in astrological matters is part of the stock of expertise usually handed 
down, from father to son, in priestly families. In fact, the astrologers who enjoy the 
greatest reputation happen to be Brahmin priests (pujāri). In western Nepal, some of 
these priest/astrologers still do all of the complex astrological calculations contained 
in the pātro themselves, although this skill is being gradually eroded by the increasing 
availability of ready-made ones, published on a vast scale both in India and Nepal. 
The priest prepares the cinā for the people of all castes, with the exception of Dalit: 
the so-called untouchables, traditionally addressed with the derogatory term ḍum. 
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curiosity I bought one myself, and was astonished by its complexity. Basically, 

it contains astrological data suggesting suitable initials for a person’s name, 

which is then chosen by the relatives accordingly. Alongside, diagrams and 

tables of figures indicating the positions of the planets (graha) at the time of 

someone’s birth allow predicting, through mathematical operations, their 

influxes upon that person’s life. This practice operates therefore a sort of 

‘astrological reductionism’ (Guenzi, 2012: 41), tracing all existential 

vicissitudes back to the obscure forces that planetary motions are deemed to 

exercise on human life, rendered in terms of ‘fortune’ (bhāgya) and ‘bad luck’ 

(abhāgya—see, also, Campbell 1978: 211). 
 

The horoscope (pātro) is like a mirror (ainā) that shows [things] about life. But we can 
know only what it is written there, the rest we can’t know.  

 

Hence, astrology is heavily context-dependent, so that anyone is considered 

a unique combination of influences, a reason for which not even twins are 

deemed to share the same fate (Kemper 1980: 748). 

I took my place amongst a crowd of onlookers on Jaggy’s terrace, where 

the astrologer was seated before a wooden board covered with fine sand, used 

as a sort of ‘blackboard’ upon which to make the necessary calculations. The 

astrologer drew a round diagram on the sand, encompassing twelve distinct 

sections, or ‘houses’ (bhava), each of which symbolises a portion of the 

firmament and refers to a specific existential domain. Kapil was born in māgh 

27, 2062 BS (i.e., February 8, 2006). His birth was auspicious (śubha) for his 

entire family, putting an end to some previous difficulties. The divinatory 

forecasts that followed described him as a very gentle and clever person, 

destined to become a powerful man. He would always take care of his parents, 

of whom he would be the only son. He would receive a very good education, 

allowing him to secure a good job in the public sector. He would earn more 

																																																								
Dalit have their own priests, who take care of these matters in a fashion not too 
dissimilar from that described in these pages. 
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money than he would have the possibility to spend, and he would never suffer 

from a shortage of resources. 

The purpose of astrology, however, is not simply taking stock of one’s 

situation, but of identifying possible negative influences exercised by the 

planets. In Kapil’s case, the only planet in a bad position was Mars (maṅgal) in 

the fifth house, the one related to affections, which will remain strong until about 

the age of 35. Because of that, Kapil will encounter problems in the 

arrangement of his marriage, which will be successful only after several 

attempts. To minimise this negative influence on Kapil’s future life, the 

astrologer gave precise indications about the actions he should undertake 

when this issue arises.  

 

 

Actually, although Hindu ethno-ontology conceives of a person ‘as substance 

containing the principle of its own development’ (Ibid.: 746), this destiny is not 

fixed or absolutely determined. Far from positing a homeostatic perspective, 

due to the transit of the planets through the various ‘houses’, their influx is 

bound to change over time, so that fortune and bad luck might appear or 

disappear later in life. Moreover, subsequent events can partially alter the initial 

The wooden ‘blackboard’, 
 used to make the calculations. 
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predetermination, which can be seen either in terms of intentional acts or as 

the influences of external agents, along with the passing of time itself. Hence, 
 

In the context of Hindu culture, seeking divination is a strategy that involves accepting 
the external constraints of fatalistic forces while looking for areas of personal control 
that enable mitigating measures (Young et al. 2011: 1048; see, also, Wagner 2012: 
167). 

 

For such a reason, nine days after birth, the relatives perform a ritual known 

as nwāran, which consists of undertaking certain activities suggested by the 

priest to prevent the concretisation of any pending misfortune revealed three 

days before during the cīna lagāune. Nevertheless, sometimes it may happen 

that, for a matter of inauspicious timing or temporary impurity (juṭho) of the 

house, the cinā lagāune cannot be held on the sixth day, and, therefore, this 

takes place all at once on the day of the nwāran.75  

No other difficulty was foreseen for Kapil, whose life expectancy is going 

to be long according to the horoscope. The astrologer noted down all the 

results, and eventually handed Jaggy his son’s cinā. The family has the choice 

to either immediately get, for an average price of 1500 Npr (≈ £10), a simple 

piece of paper indicating only the main astrological findings, or, for a higher 

sum, an embellished one with colourful decorations and references to the 

gods. The cinā is then kept at home, and as most people cannot interpret it by 

themselves, they call an astrologer to read it when misfortune is perceived to 

be at play, or to check whether the time for certain activities—especially 

marriages—are auspicious (see, also, Campbell 1978: 212; Guenzi 2012: 52). 

If it gets lost, this document can be replaced with a new one, the reliability of 

which remains unaffected provided that the time of birth is precise. After death, 

it would be better throwing the cinā into a sacred river in a holy place, although 

this might not happen for years, or even at all.  

Making a person aware of these astral influences, ‘[a]strology projects the 

individual into an open future; but it is a future in which every individual has a 

																																																								
75 This might be the reason for the significant discrepancies, with this regard, between 
my account and that of Gabriel Campbell’s (see Campbell 1978: 223-230), along with 
the obvious time lapse that separates our research projects. 
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determinate place’ (Kemper 1980: 754). In light of that, divination narrows 

down ‘existence’ from an initially obscure plethora to a structured narrative, 

suggesting adequate responses to the problematic situations envisaged 

(Tedlock 2001: 192). In other words, Hindu astrology tames the wilderness of 

the world and the irreducible experience of it by providing existential	

narratives.  

 

 

This raises then a fundamental question, namely, whether ‘experience’ is then 

intrinsically narrative. The question of narrative, Hanna Meretoja pointed out 

(2014), is indeed an ontological one, as it implies questioning whether it 

constitutes just a cognitive effort to make sense of otherwise chaotic 

experiences, or, instead, a constitutive attribute of experience itself. Jean-Paul 

Sartre opposed the latter view, driven, as we have seen, by the belief in the 

incoherent and absurd nature of existence. Thus, in his novel Nausea, he 

presented experience as intrinsically anti-narrative, and the human 

compulsion of narrative sense-making as only a retroactive endeavour, bound 

to falsify the actual experiences from which it generates (Sartre 1965; see, 

also, Meretoja 2014: 92). However, privileging the supposed ‘pure experience’ 

stemming from immediate perception-of-the-world, conceived as ‘truer’ than 

Typical embellished cīna. 
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its subsequent interpretive elaboration, bears the ethnocentric mark of positive 

empiricism, which conflates a specific epistemological attitude towards the real 

with ‘reality’ itself (Meretoja 2014: 95, 102; see, also, Lambek 2015: 63-65).  

Conversely, influenced by the hermeneutical critique to ‘pure 

phenomenology’, Meretoja argued that albeit the conflation of ‘narrative’ and 

‘experience’ constitutes an epistemological error, both prove, nonetheless, 

essential for interpretive purposes. From a phenomenological-hermeneutic 

perspective, in fact, experience always entails interpretation (see, e.g., 

Heidegger 1996: 140-41; Gadamer 2004). This is made evident by cultural 

and historical imprinting, and, even more, by past and future horizons 

informing the intrinsic temporality of experience.76 The outcome of that, usually 

takes the form of a narrative, without yet obviously implying that human 

experience can then entirely be rendered as a cohesive narrative. In fact, more 

than for the mere sake of an account, this constitutes an attempt to link 

incongruent experiences to make them intelligible, shedding, thus, new light 

upon them. Eventually, it is neither just about finding meaning in the world nor 

of imposing it, since what really matters is their reciprocal entanglement.77 

Thus, narrative comprises a ‘double hermeneutics’ (Meretoja 2014: 98), since 

its further interpretation ties together isolated experiences already interpretive 

in their very perception. Accordingly, she concluded that narrative appears to 

be integral—despite not being synonymous—of human experience, 

constituting one of the possible ways in which past, present and future are 

brought together to make sense of being-in-the-world. 

																																																								
76 This notion had already been intuited by Husserl, who proposed to ‘bracket’ it out 
rather than ‘embracing’ it, as those after him, like Martin Heidegger and Hans-Georg 
Gadamer. Yet, it is worth mentioning that Sartre, too, spurred by the Marxist critique 
of his work, eventually reached similar hermeneutic positions, epitomised by the 
progressive-regressive method he theorised in the last chapter of Search for a Method 
(Sartre 1963). 
 
77 A constant hermeneutic circle between the self and the world, in fact, is the 
paramount tenet underlying phenomenological thought, in opposition to both 
rationalist and empiricist currents of Western philosophy. 
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Divination can thus be seen as another such form. Indeed, what the diviner 

reveals is a sort of ‘life plot’ that mediates between cultural axiology and 

personal agency, harmonising them with a reality in continuous flux. At the 

same time, by ordering these confused elements, divination sheds new 

meaning upon them, suggesting a right course of action leading to a new and 

more adequate form of understanding (Peek 1991b: 195, 204-05; see, also, 

Devisch 1991: 130). 

 

A revisited fate 
When Kapil’s horoscope (cinā) was 

done, it was Jaggy’s turn to have his 

own read again. Once rolled out, 

the crumpled paper, yellowed by 

time, showed portions of text and 

numbers adorned with red motifs. 

After some rather truthful general 

indications about the man’s 

personality and his past, the 

astrologer revealed an obstacle 

(khaṭko) arising at the age of 58, 

which was his current age.78 Then, 

according to the astrological 

calculations, Jaggy would come 

across another obstacle at the age 

of 63, and then again at 67 and 73. Khaṭko, Sandeep explained, is used as a 

euphemism to indicate death—a term the astrologer usually avoids, to prevent 

causing his audience unnecessary worries. Therefore, as I later ascertained, 

the cinā never really shows an accurate time of death but only tentative periods 

																																																								
78 As Sienna Craig pointed out, astrological obstacles are also deemed to explain 
misfortune amongst the Tibetan population of Mustang, either in that northern valley 
of Nepal or amongst its diaspora in New York City (Craig 2011: 195). 

Jaggy observes the priest  
unfolding his cīna. 
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of crisis, approximated at best to a month in which that person’s demise, 

although not certain, cannot be excluded.  

When the astrologer went away with his rich load of offerings, I asked both 

Kapil and Jaggy how they felt about knowing ‘all’ about their lives. In his usual 

shyness, Kapil simply mumbled ‘I don’t know’ before nestling next to his father, 

the bright colours of his brand-new school uniform contrasting with Jaggy’s 

worn-out and sun-faded black suit jacket. 

 

Jaggy: The astrologer simply says what the gods have decided for us. 

He said I’ll have many difficulties in my life, and my wife’s father also 

had told me the same… I was in great pain, so, I went to Kathmandu, 

and thus I’m alive. If I had no operation maybe I’d be dead now, but 

the gods saw that I’m an innocent man, so they entered my brother’s 

heart (man) and mine, convincing him to pay for my treatment and 

me to go to Kathmandu. Now I feel I have a new life, and that death 

has gone away. I hope to live for more years, but my horoscope says 

I’ll die at 63… 

 

As Caterina Guenzi pointed out, astrological knowledge is claimed to be 

ontological, and it is actually rendered with the verb ‘to be’, being generally 

privileged over ‘felt’ experience, despite not being always validated by it. A gap 

between the two domains is commonly acknowledged, and the consultation of 

oracles serves precisely to trace people’s phenomenologies back to a specific 

ontology (Guenzi 2012: 48). As for the case of Africa, divination hence appears 

as:  
 

another such truth-constructing process in which, through the public reclassification of 
people and events, a particular interpretation emerges as the authorized version of 
‘what really happened (Shaw 1991: 140).   
 

For many people in Nepal too, said Robert Desjarlais, there exists a ‘true 

knowledge’ about existential vicissitudes concealed from the understanding of 

most, as only a few people are able to master it. For this reason, ordinary folks 
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do not light-heartedly speculate about the reason of things, resorting instead 

to divinatory practices in an attempt to shed some light upon the obscure 

causes of events (Desjarlais 1992: 24-25). Consequently: ‘a divination often 

appears like an “epiphany”—an image that “shows” [...] the truth of a situation’ 

(Ibid.: 181). 

Although this endeavour to establish connections between apparently 

unrelated events has led some anthropologists to compare divination with the 

scientific enterprise (Peek 1991a: 10; Stafford 2009: 123; Tedlock 2001: 195), 

the comparison is not entirely fitting. Often, it is a misfortune that triggers the 

need to summon an occult design of fate, which these practices aim to tackle 

(see, also, Duck-Joo and Hye-chong 2010: 62). Moreover, notwithstanding its 

sacred guise, astrological truth tends to be approached with a much more 

disenchanted attitude than what is commonly expected from science, since 

people appear to be more aware of its limitations.  

 
The astrologer had told me that I would have gone away and would have seen places 
like America, but I’m 52 now and still I haven’t gone…  
 
Sometimes the astrologer tells things only to make the family happy, hoping they will 
give him more because of that. 

 

Indeed, Gregory Maskarinec noted discussing Nepali shamanic practices: 

‘Fatalistic realism tempers the hope for miracles’ (Maskarinec 1995: 60). This 

‘applied knowledge’ is actually meant to be discussed as a relative matter. Its 

acceptance, therefore, has often more to do with the expert’s authority than 

the veracity of the message itself, for instance in the case of sand divination 

in southern Mali (Jansen 2009: 124). 

Nevertheless, while many anthropologists around the world have shown 

the importance of personal reinterpretations and interpersonal negotiations of 

the enigmatic answers given by oracles, Martin Holbraad recognised their 

value in their alleged veracity. He criticised Evans-Pritchard and Boyer’s 

analyses of divination for their ‘mild’ approach to oracular disclosures, which 

they treated as mere options, whereas, ‘[i]nsofar as practitioners do believe 
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the verdicts, they take them as not only true but also indubitably so’ (Holbraad 

2012: 67-68, original emphasis; see, also, 244). This constitutes a major issue 

with the ontological turn, which, against common sense, insists on taking 

people’s assertions at face value (see, e.g., ibid.: 248). If this were to be the 

case, it would certainly imply the death of hermeneutics, and not just for the 

sake of a radical phenomenological description. Paradoxically, upon this 

epistemological agenda, its proponents construct giant theoretical machines 

that not only trespass those very voices but also refuse them any credit, 

conceiving of people as the passive products of specific cosmological 

ontologies. Holbraad’s essentialised rendering of Cuban divination, for 

example, deprives people of their agency—a position he acknowledged is 

liable to raise concerns for its exoticising tendency. Yet, he argued, even 

though the imperative of agency might appear desirable to us, it may not be 

the case for ‘the natives’, since it largely reflects an ethnocentric sensibility 

(Ibid.: 15).  

The fascination for cosmological ontologies and radical alterity promoted 

by the ontological turn, however, is quite problematic (see Jackson and Piette 

2015: 19-25; also, Vigh and Sausdal 2014). In fact, I have a hard time 

conceiving people as passively dominated by their ontologies, regardless of 

what they pay lip service to. Similarly, David Graeber questioned,  
 
do OTers really think that most of the people who anthropologists study would actually 
agree with the proposition that they live in a fundamentally different ‘nature’ or 
‘ontology’ than other humans—let alone that words determine things? (Graeber 2015: 
34). 
 

Although astrological ontology must be true in Sinja, its meaning is, indeed, 

endlessly reinterpreted. What emerged throughout these pages is actually that 

the phenomenological experience prevails over the local ontology, inasmuch 

as the latter provides a horizon of intersubjective meaning constantly 

reinterpreted in an attempt to make sense of unfolding events. This applies 

just as much to indigenous cosmologies as to scientific determinism, since: 

‘There seems always to be an experiential gap between our scientific account 
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of the world and our actual experience’ (Duck-Joo and Hye-chong 2010: 56). 

In other words, as the hermeneutic tradition suggests, the experience-of-the-

world always exceeds any narrative account of it, requiring thus ongoing 

interpretation (Meretoja 2014: 97). The ensuing turn of the conversation 

instantiates the point. 

 

A personally-tailored existential approach 
 

Me: Is it good then to know the time of our death? 

Jaggy: It is, because if a person already knows the time, s/he can 

prepare everything before s/he dies. 

 

Jaggy explained that this would consist of bidding farewell to everyone, paying 

debts and collecting credits still pending, and instructing the family about what 

to do after his death.79 These words echoed similar views I often came across 

during my fieldwork, and can be found elsewhere in Nepal too, bearing striking 

similarities with those of the Hyolmo people described by Desjarlais (2016: 

59). Nonetheless, they appeared to me rather dissonant with the personal 

feelings Jaggy had expressed in our previous chat. Thus, a moment later, I 

asked him if it would not be more peaceful living without such knowledge.  

 

Jaggy: If people knew the date of their death, some will complete the 

things still to do, while others will do nothing at all. If one is told s/he 

would die falling into the river, s/he would always avoid rivers… But 

this all depends on the gods; simple people don’t know about these 

things, and so we do everything normally. We should remember that 

one day we will die, but it’s better to ignore its exact time, because 

knowing it would arise ceaseless worries and unhappiness. 

																																																								
79 For example, Jaggy indicated what gifts would be better to give the priest during the 
mortuary rites, which are attained to reach the deceased thanks to the priest’s 
intercession. 
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Me: … and for you? 

Jaggy: Now I’m scared, because my cinā says I am going to die soon, 

and so I feel sad about having to leave my family here. A problem 

came and it was removed, and now another will come… Maybe, if I 

do something, I may have more time, so when I’ll turn 63 I’ll give the 

priest a cow (godān—see, also, Campbell 1976: 105-06), or whatever 

he indicates to remove this bad sign (kharāb daśā). Thus, I might live 

up to the age of 67… I would like to live longer, but I think my time is 

running out…80 

 

Initially, Jaggy showed a positive attitude towards a forecasted death, 

corroborating what a pious Sinjali would be expected to say. However, moving 

from this abstract domain to his actual situation revealed another story, 

suggesting that ‘the knowledge whereby one lives is not necessarily identical 

with the knowledge whereby one explains life’ (Jackson 1996: 2). In fact, while 

the means and the end of intersubjective life seem that of creating a collective 

narrative by which to live, personal experience cannot be fully enclosed in a 

cultural narrative. Nonetheless, people keep trying to adjust to those collective 

endeavours, though constantly reinterpreting them in order to accommodate 

the lives they actually live—a process Meretoja refers to as ‘triple 

hermeneutics’ (2014: 98).  

While she cogently speculated on the influence that shared narratives 

have on personal subjectivities, however, Meretoja only briefly touched upon 

how people’s reinterpretations lead to a constant reshaping of collective 

representations, attributing new meanings to these. This does not obviously 

mean that personal experience disproves cultural narratives, but, rather, that 

trying to retrace the former back to the latter is an ongoing impulse. Indeed, 

without invalidating its overall ‘truth’, the reinterpretation of Jaggy’s cinā not 

																																																								
80 It was with deep sadness that I learned the news that Jaggy had passed away, in a 
rather sudden and painless manner, one evening in the Spring of 2018. It is thus to 
the memory of my dear friend and informant, to whom I owe so much, that I wish to 
dedicate this chapter, and the professional glories attached to it.    
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only managed to account for his recently escaped death, but, at the same time, 

it also empowered him to feel capable of opposing the adversities to come.  

Sociocentric approaches, however, preclude accounting for these 

personal reinterpretations, conveying instead a fatalistic understanding of 

divinatory practices. Bista argued that astrological forecasts are intrinsically 

linked to the fatalist mindset he denounced (Bista 2011: 110). This conclusion, 

however, stems from a systemic study in which the Nepali anthropologist, 

influenced by Edmund Leach, postulated that ‘generalization is the only way 

with which we can learn anything about the complex society such as that of 

Nepal’ (Ibid.: 7). From this generalisation followed, unfortunately, a very 

essentialist portrayal of Nepali people, irrevocably condemned to the 

supposed fatalism they were said to embody. Consequently, the propositions 

he advanced concerned the country as a whole, whereas its population was 

patronisingly disregarded as the passive carrier of a worldview, as in the case 

of the ontological turn.  

Much has obviously changed over the past thirty years, but what Bista 

pointed out still remains pertinent. Yet, his absolutist rendering of fatalism in 

Nepal, in which people entirely surrender to their fate, does not do them 

justice. Here, divination may be seen as a sort of ‘agency in disguise’. 

Accordingly, Bista’s suggestion of tapping into the value systems of other 

ethnic groups as the only way out of this vicious circle appears deplorable to 

me, if only because it implicitly condemns to hopelessness those people 

already ‘infected’ by fatalistic attitudes. Instead, looking carefully, the seeds 

for more pro-active positions are already there. To germinate and bear fruit, 

though, it is important to foreground the ways in which fate is engaged with by 

actual people in their everyday lives, moving beyond the general worldview. 

René Devisch indeed misses the opportunity to concretely address the 

existential questions he mentions by approaching the network of relationships 

as a whole, albeit refraining from treating ‘the social’ as a homogeneous 

domain (Devisch 1991: 131). Along similar lines, and despite his 

phenomenological approach, it is a pity that, in his rendering of Hyolmo 
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divination, Desjarlais does not address potential scepticism and 

reinterpretations. Apart from briefly mentioning that not every oracular verdict 

is equally trusted (Desjarlais 1992: 184), these are presented as if they were 

unquestioningly accepted.  

Different circumstances induce different people to respond in different 

manners, which is why my argument is presented as a personally-tailored 

inquiry. However, by this I do not mean to treat astrology as a personal whim, 

for it certainly determines people’s lives well beyond their control.81 This 

foregrounds the struggle for being which this kind of anthropology aims to 

investigate. Jackson defined indeed the attempt to regain control—at least to 

the degree allowed by the circumstances—upon the world in which one is 

thrown, rather than to simply endure life as it comes (Jackson 2008: 182). 

Consequently, what follows is ‘a commitment to explore empirically the lived 

experience of actual people in everyday situations before venturing 

suggestions as to what human beings may have in common’ (Jackson 2013: 

9). Making Vincent Crapanzano’s words mine, 
 

I do tend to stress the individual—at least the individual perspective—rather than the 
social and the cultural taken as such. […] I find that the singular has often been 
sacrificed to the general in the human sciences and that, more often than not, this has 
resulted in a distorting simplification of the human condition; in a failure fully to 
appreciate its ambiguous nature and the ambivalence it generates; in an implicit if not 
explicit emphasis on determinism; in an indifference to human creativity, transgressive 
possibility, and imaginative play; and in a failure to address the question of human 
freedom, however delusional that freedom may be (Crapanzano 2004: 6).  

 

As a result, he suggested, this implies shifting the analytical focus from the 

products of imagination to the imaginative process itself (Ibid.: 1).  

Similarly, David Sneath, Martin Holbraad and Morten Pedersen (2009) 

argued against early psychologists by suggesting that imagination should not 

be seen as an infantile precursor of reason. Instead, following Kant and recent 

psychology, they consider it underlying fundamental aspects of life tout court, 

like narrative or pondering alternatives. However, they pointed out, in the 

																																																								
81 The stigma attached to an inauspicious birth chart can indeed represent a heavy 
burden, and heavily conditions an entire existence since early childhood. 
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analysis of imaginary processes the risk of psychocentrism is always lurking, 

typified by cognitive anthropological endeavours incapable of accounting for 

dynamics external to the human mind—a critique from which Crapanzano, too, 

cannot be entirely excluded. Consequently, moving away from the uniform 

domain of the rational mind, these authors proposed considering imagination 

not as an innate faculty providing horizons of meaning to human activities, but 

as the result of specific ‘technologies of imagination’. To put it simply, 

imagination is hence considered ‘an outcome rather than a condition’ (Ibid.: 

19).  

Interestingly though, despite problematising psychocentric tendencies and 

forwarding the need of considering the interplay between persons and towards 

objects, intersubjectivity is not even mentioned. Instead, imagination is 

conceived as a quasi-independent realm from subjectivity, which in turn gives 

rise to some major issues. In fact, one thing is the sharable intent of 

transcending the cognitive domain as such, but dismissing it altogether would 

paradoxically imply, once again, the diminishing of subjective experiences 

typical of sociocentric and ontological approaches. The limits of this supposed 

quasi-independence of imagination are quickly brought to the fore by the 

incapacity of this theoretical framework to address the ways in which these 

‘technologies’ come into play. Charles Stafford’s work on numbers offers a 

good example of this. As he pointed out, the Chinese do not simply use 

numbers to count, but these are seen as enhancing their imagination, allowing 

them to articulate their selfhoods and their lives (Stafford 2009: 115). 

Notwithstanding the elegance, this argument does not problematise numbers 

themselves, which appear as ‘natural objects’ ontologically given, albeit not 

actually existing outside human consciousness.  

Apart from that, my rendering of divination fits an imagination thus 

conceived, inasmuch as its technologies are understood to provide access to 

the indeterminate aspects of socio-cultural life (Sneath, Holbraad and 

Pedersen 2009: 24). Access, however, does not mean complete conditioning, 

since what they grant are open-ended perspectives, relating not so much to 
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their objects as to the process of being-with-them. Moving against imagination, 

seen as a fundamental aspect of modernity or just a synonym for ‘culture’, their 

proponents aimed precisely to stress its irreducibility, which is hence ‘best 

understood in non-holistic and non-instrumental terms’ (Ibid.: 6). Even though 

it appears less ‘monolithic’ than culture, the usual approach to imagination 

bears the same holistic vision (Ibid.: 8).  

The reliable system of sense-making elaborated by Hindu astrological 

divination relies upon a holistic account of life, which, nonetheless, rather than 

focusing on validating the whole existential narrative may change each time 

according to the specific issue it aims to address. In fact,  
 

if freely chosen effort is one wheel of the chariot and ‘fate’ is the other wheel, then it is 
obvious that the outcome is not completely predictable. This means that a horoscope 
cannot give a complete account of a person’s life (Stone 1981: 121). 

 

According to Roy Wagner (2012), therefore, ‘luck’ and ‘reason’ proceed along 

similar lines, that is informing a ‘double vision’ which makes sense of particular 

circumstances by splitting what is actually a continuous unfolding into a past 

causal event bringing a future one into being. Yet, the mysterious domain of 

fortune cannot by any means operate as a totalising abstract formula, which 

consists instead of gaining the right perspective that focuses on the details of 

specific happenstance without necessarily providing an irrefutable definitive 

answer. 

Nevertheless, while I may agree with this non-holistic emphasis, much 

more problematic is the other aspect that Sneath, Holbraad and Pedersen 

contest to current understandings of imagination, namely that it is assumed to 

serve a purpose, such as that of sense-making (2009: 8). Indeed, indicating 

numerical knowledge as helping people to articulate and situate themselves 

in their reality (Stafford 2009: 122), Stafford incurs in open contradiction with 

the non-instrumentalist claim of this approach, as numbers do actually appear 

instrumental to an end after all! A certain degree of instrumentalism appears, 

therefore, difficult to deny, albeit it does not necessarily imply resurrecting 

Bronislaw Malinowski or Alfred Radcliffe-Brown either. Hence, what I have 
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been advocating for is not a return to (structural-)functionalism, but rather a 

sort of ‘existential instrumentalism’ driven by the conviction that the imperative 

of sense-making constitutes the prerequisite to make unsettling circumstances 

bearable. 

The aim of an existential approach is hence not the exhaustive analysis of 

a phenomenon, but rather an inquiry into how it is experienced. As Ernestine 

McHugh pointed out with regard to the socio-cultural institutions of Nepali 

Gurungs: ‘one must know how such texts, rituals, and rules are interpreted by 

the people themselves before reliable statements about their meaning can be 

made’ (McHugh 1989: 76). Thus, in this case, it implied investigating how 

Jaggy engaged divinatory knowledge, and what repercussion this has had on 

his life, without the unsustainable claim of encompassing all possible ways in 

which astrology is experienced in Sinja.  

 

Epilogue  
One day, while going through the recordings of the conversations with Jaggy, 

Sandeep told me that these events had affected him deeply. His children were 

born during the tumultuous years of the Maoist insurgency (1996-2006), so, 

mainly due to lack of resources, their horoscopes had never been done. One 

unfortunate night, Sandeep’s house was completely plundered by Maoist 

rebels, his savings stolen, and his own cinā burned along with other 

documents.82 Sandeep had never perceived this as an issue, until, in recent 

times, some tensions had arisen in his family, which he confided had made 

him quite concerned. 

 

Sandeep: Now that we have seen what the horoscope says about Kapil 

and Jaggy, I would like to know what is happening to us [Sandeep’s 

family] too. But I’m unsure, because to see the horoscope is good 

																																																								
82 This had been one of the only tense occurrences that happened in the village during 
the civil war, which had also affected the District of Jumla, of which Sinja is a part of 
(see, also, Shrestha-Schipper 2013: 272-73).  
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and bad at the same time… Some people say it is helpful, and, to 

others, it gives only anxieties, because if the astrologer says you will 

have problems on a certain year, that year you’ll become very 

anxious. But for me, prevention is better than cure, so I think it would 

be better to do what the astrologer suggests, otherwise I’ll always be 

on moving ground. 

 

Sandeep’s words encapsulate what I have described so far. What has become 

progressively evident, in fact, is that the acceptance of a destiny thoroughly 

determined in advance does not suffice to bear the unsettling events 

encountered in life. Consequently,   
 
Even among peoples who believe that life patterns are established prior to birth into 
this world, it is possible through correct action based on proper information—
information available only through divination—to improve one’s life (Peek 1991b: 203).  

 

Providing access to the ‘hidden motifs’ written on his forehead, astrological 

divination appears then as a specific technology of imagination that has helped 

Jaggy cope with the problematic occurrences that came upon him. According 

to Martin Heidegger, ‘techne’ addresses indeed an activity that brings into 

being the remoteness of a possibility, revealing it as a reality (see, also, Gray 

2009: 206). Hence, astrology appears as a particular kind of intersubjective 

sense-making that, recasting order over a chaotic world, contributes to the 

dynamic cosmopoietic endeavour of a specific network of meaning. 

Consequently, despite the risks related to its Janus-faced character—which 

resulting prophecies might, at times, end up generating even more worries—

astrological divination offers then a resource to avert the feeling of constantly 

being on moving ground. However, it does not achieve this by overshadowing 

singular lifeworlds under a totalising worldview. On the contrary, within its 

system can be found the means for personal empowerment. 

In Jaggy’s case, the real value of divination was not so much that of 

establishing causes, but rather that of elaborating a plausible narrative, in 

which what really mattered were the consequences it brought along. That is to 
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say, it conveyed the perception that troubling events, apparently out of control, 

were liable not only to be endured but also to be acted upon. This was 

achieved primarily through acts of sense-making. So, making sense of 

undesirable circumstances may well constitute the first step towards their 

resolution, especially when one lacks other means to tackle them concretely. 

From an existential perspective, this is a form of resistance against the simple 

unfolding of life, which, here, took the form of an attempt to gain partial control 

upon the occult machinations of fate.  

Not that this necessarily constitutes a new discovery for anthropologists. 

As Michael Herzfeld elucidated (1996), in Greece too the widespread idea of 

a written fate might initially lead to it being mistaken for fatalism. However, 

people resort to it opportunistically, as a retroactive means to legitimise 

personal faults, mitigating possible reproaches. Moreover, representing death 

as marriage, Herzfeld showed how funerary lamentation enabled a widowed 

woman to rebel against male authority and the supposed irreversibility of her 

destiny, paving the way for a viable future lying beyond her painful condition. 

This led him to conclude that: ‘What is written cannot be unwritten, but what is 

sung or keened can most certainly be reinterpreted’ (Ibid.: 164).  

In fact, even though the existential narratives disclosed by the horoscope 

are supposed to reveal an inalterable truth, they may be reinterpreted in order 

to accommodate the life one actually lives. According to Anthony Stone, more 

than the actual position of the celestial bodies, what matters most is indeed 

the attitude one shows towards them (Stone 1981: 117). This recalls the 

existentialist notion of authentic existence, referred to by Sartre as being-for-

itself, in which ‘freedom’ is not simply granted by the circumstances, but rather 

depends on the intentional posture one assumes. Hindu astrology seems to 

whisper that existence precedes essence, namely: ‘man can choose, within 

the limits of his finitude, how he shall live, his existence occurs before his 

essence is determined’ (Killinger 1961: 304). However, the kind of ‘freedom’ 

granted by astrological divination appears to be precisely what strips life from 
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Sartre’s reckless conclusions on its ultimate absurdity, focused as it is on 

providing a sense to existential dilemmas.  

As Stone pointed out, ancient scripts contained in the Yājñavalkya Smṛti 

indicate human vicissitudes as a combination of both intentional endeavours 

and determinate fate, since: ‘Just as a chariot cannot move on one wheel, so 

“fate” is ineffective without human effort’ (Stone 1981: 112). A Sinjali proverb—

bhāgya cha bhanera doko mā dudh doyama addaina—epitomises this well, 

suggesting: ‘a lucky person is the one who doesn’t milk a cow in a wicker 

basket’. Therefore, while Campbell illustrated Jumli society as characterised 

by the coexistence of two antithetical power dynamics—a dominant hierarchic 

model based on Brahmanism and a ‘rebellious’ egalitarian one inherent to the 

local oracular religion (see Campbell 1978)—, I add that a permanent tension 

between ‘fatalism’ and ‘freedom’ constitutes another major force at play in the 

lifeworld of the people living in Sinja.  

More importantly still, the divinatory practices described in this chapter 

seem to contribute drawing the ontological horizon of a given lifeworld—what 

Sienna Craig calls ‘the realm’ of the possible”; that is:  
 

the combined cultural and ethical, political and socioeconomic circumstances that allow 
people to imagine futures, and that in some respects define their subjectivity in the 
present tense (Craig 2011: 194). 

 

In other words, if the intersubjective-I theorised throughout this thesis is a 

fragmentary jigsaw of situated experiences played out in the world, specific 

techniques of imagination like these allow weaving a narrative fabric to tighten 

together its pieces. Nevertheless, this does not at all mean that existential 

narratives are then holistic and coherent, or even just singular. The following 

chapter, in fact, will elucidate how, sometimes, more than one narrative may 

be at play in the existence of a certain person, and what consequences this 

has for the everyday co-presence of people.  
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5. Intersubjective dreams 
 

The life of the soul is a fickle equilibrium […] incessantly fluctuating 
between contradictory terms, and oscillating between opposite 
poles.  

Pirandello (2015a: 208-09). 
 

 

 

Unexpected news 
On a late morning in early February 2017, I took a break from writing up of my 

doctoral thesis to call a friend in Sinja I had not spoken to in a while. After a 

warm voice had welcomed me on the other end of the line, we exchanged the 

latest happenings in each other’s lives. Thus, I found out that Laxmi Narayan 

had passed away the previous month. This unexpected news brought up 

memories of the many hours I spent 

talking to the gentle and 

knowledgeable elder who had been 

one of my closest informants. I also 

recalled what his son, Prithivi, had 

once told me: ‘Because of a dream, 

my father believes I’m his father, but 

he doesn’t want to talk with me 

about that…’ 

Theirs is indeed an interesting 

story. At the time of our first chat, in 

March 2015, Laxmi Narayan was 

73. He was sitting on the ground of 

the quite narrow terrace of his 

house, his extremely slim figure 

Laxmi Narayan. 
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emphasised by a close-fitting, worn traditional dress (daurā suruwal). The thick 

purple scarf wrapped around his head added to his charisma. Around us, 

women were coming and going, busy with domestic chores, as Laxmi Narayan 

recounted his troubled youth. His mother died when he was only 10 months 

old, and, because of the 45-year gap between them, his father also passed 

away when Laxmi Narayan was still quite young. His wife died too, not long 

after that, leaving him no children. Despite these initial adversities, he 

eventually married another woman, with whom he had three sons and two 

daughters. In the last years of his life, Laxmi Narayan had handed the 

responsibilities of the household down to his eldest son Prithivi, and lived the 

tranquil life of an elder.  

Being one of the most respected persons living in the village, people 

regularly consulted him in search of advice, to make sense of upsetting 

dreams, or when they could not find an object they had lost.83 Moreover, being 

self-taught in the practice of astrology, he helped others to determine the 

auspicious days for marriages or initiations (vratabandha), or to find out the 

right number of days to perform austerities following a kinsperson’s death. 

Since astrological knowledge is usually handed over within priestly families, 

Laxmi Narayan was considered a sort of ‘serious amateur’, eagerly consulted 

to read existing horoscopes (cīna), but rarely asked to draw one anew. He 

patiently answered my questions about the local attitudes towards life and 

death with rather short and soft-spoken replies, following long, reflective 

pauses. At some point, to illustrate the vicissitudes of the afterlife, he 

recounted a puzzling occurrence that concerned him directly.  

 

Laxmi Narayan: My father died in 2019 BS [AD 1962-63]. One year later, 

in a dream, someone told me ‘your father is coming’, and indeed he 

walked into the house. He told me he had never managed to give 

back 2kg of beans he had borrowed from two villagers, inquiring 

																																																								
83 A practice known as sor herṇẽ. 
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whether this had been done after his death. I told him we hadn’t, and 

I asked when he would have come back. ‘In 17 years from now’, he 

replied. Then I woke up. The following day, I went to the people he 

had mentioned, and thus I discovered that one of them had actually 

lent my father the beans, whereas the other had no clue about it. 

I often thought about that dream. Still, the birth of my first son 

[Prithivi], 17 years later, seized me by surprise. I was 39 at the time. 

I immediately felt that he was my father, but I don’t know whether this 

is actually true or not… I think it is though, for my father said he would 

have come back the year Prithivi was born, and he was right also 

about the beans. So, when I look at my son now, I think they [father 

and son] are the same person. I don’t know what has happened… it 

is as if the water is the same, but the pot is different (pāni ekai 

bhayepani, bhāṇḍa pharak huncha). 

 

Reflecting on the (in)dividuality of personhood, Melford Spiro noted how, from 

a Western standpoint, one’s cognitive self-representation as another would 

constitute a psychopathological disturbance, whereas the actual existence of 

another psychological entity living within the self is simply quite unconceivable 

(Spiro 1993: 109; see, also, McHugh 2004: 29). The reasons for this have yet 

to be researched in the social history of the Western worldview and its 

ethnocentric prejudices, which preclude the appreciation of alternative 

theories of the self, positing, as in this case, the unproblematic coexistence of 

a multitude of ‘souls’. The Western person, from being the ‘mask’ of a role in 

the Classic world, has undergone a steady ontological emancipation that has 

progressively merged it with its actor, becoming the individual that 

characterises modern industrial societies (Bloch 1988; Dumont 1985; Mauss 

1985). The distinctive feature of individualism is, in fact, a reliable subject 

whose inner ties are envisaged to be stronger than those connecting it with 

the outer reality, who, consequently, cannot be divided. 
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Whereas the very perception of an empirical self may well be universal, 

Louis Dumont (1985; 1998) depicted this Western ideology—which values the 

singular individual more than society as a whole—as somehow a cultural 

anomaly. In effect, he argued, this is precisely the contrary of the sociocentric 

holism dominating traditional societies such as India, where the only possible 

individual is the world-renouncer: an ‘outwordly individual’ existing outside 

society. Hence, what makes the modern Western person different, said 

Dumont, is precisely that this is an ‘individual-in-the-world’ (1985: 95). Albeit 

on a different ground, McKim Marriott too presented the South Asian person 

as an unbounded dividual, inextricably embedded within a network of 

relationships that it embodies (Marriott 1976: 111; see, also, Philip 1995). 

These ideas were further elaborated by Marilyn Strathern (1988), who 

highlighted the dividuality of Melanesian personhood, which she conceived as 

the embodiment of relationships and exchanges making of the dividual an 

ongoing ‘society in miniature’ (see, also, Appuhamilage 2017: 4). The notion of 

dividuality has ever since enjoyed a certain fortune under slightly different 

guises,84 such as Roy Wagner’s fractal person (Wagner 1991; see, also, 

Gillison 2013: 118; Hess 2006: 288; McHugh 1989: 76; Mosko 2012). 

Notwithstanding some minor differences, both conceptual and geographical, to 

the stable bounded autonomy of the Western individual it is then opposed the 

fluid unbounded relationality of this ‘social microcosm’.   

The debate around these ideas has been lively, impossible to summarise 

here. Suffice it to say that, in the anthropological literature on the topic, 

invitations for more nuanced positions recur quite often, since actual lived 

experience does not really seem to validate these either/or, West/rest 

dichotomous views (Appuhamilage 2017; Bloch 1988: 16; McHugh 1989: 76; 

2002: 212; Ortner 1995; Smith 2012: 60; Spiro 1993: 116, 144-45). As 

Jonathan Parry cogently argued,  
 

																																																								
84 For a review of different approaches and understandings of dividuality, see Marta 
Rohatynskyj (2015; see, also, Smith 2012). 
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It is, no doubt, difficult for us to think ourselves into a world in which persons conceive 
of themselves as quite such protean entities ready to be shaped anew by every chance 
encountered, or to imagine a social world in which my intimate associate of today may 
be a substantially different person tomorrow […] Unlike either Dumont or Marriott, I am 
prepared to entertain the possibility of a contradiction here, for I am not persuaded that 
either Hindus, or others, really think quite so systematically as these authors imply 
(Parry 1994: 113-14). 

 

Arguing against simplistic models juxtaposing the intrinsic relationalism of 

traditional peoples to the individualism of modern ones, Sherry Ortner (1995) 

noted how Nepali Sherpas do recognise, indeed, an individual sphere, albeit 

not operating within the same Western mindset. Advancing a similar point, 

Ernestine McHugh suggested that a key factor leading Dumont and Marriot 

astray in their portrayal of the radical alterity of Hindu people was, basically, 

their conflation of a literary esoteric ideology with people’s everyday lives. 

Consequently: ‘while relatedness is of central importance in South Asia, this 

does not eliminate the concept of the individual’ (McHugh 1989: 77; see, also, 

Bloch 1988: 18, 25).85 Moreover, she added, ‘individualism’ fails to encompass 

the whole experience of selfhood in the West also.  

One of the major problems underlying this dichotomy has been the 

misleading conflation of essentialised models of personhood with its lived 

experience (see, also, Appuhamilage 2017: 5; Smith 2012: 54). Essentially, 

while ‘individualism’ should be seen, above all, as an ideological construct, 

‘dividuality’ has been illustrated in such abstract terms that it makes it very 

difficult to envisage what the life of a dividual actually looks like (see, e.g., 

Strathern 1988; Vilaça 2011: 248-49). Furthermore, in the vast majority of 

these accounts, the person ‘is considered to be sociologically part of a group 

rather than others considered ontologically part of the person’ (Rohatynskyj 

2015: 323-24). Informed by a particular ethnophenomenology of dreams, 

Prithivi’s (in)dividual lifeworld illustrates, then, ‘what could it mean to say that 

others are included within the boundaries of my self?’ (Spiro 1993: 108-09, 

original emphasis). The result encourages a critique of ‘empathy’ that 

																																																								
85 India, Marcel Mauss pointed out, has been indeed the most ancient civilisation 
aware of a personal consciousness (Mauss 1985: 13). 
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highlights ‘respect’ as a more effective approach to the otherness of the other, 

and the theorisation of a less linear Intersubjective-I that contributes to further 

sketch a ‘theory of multiple selves’ (Ewing 1990: 252). 

 

Intersubjective dreams  
‘Dreams are not all the same’, explained Laxmi Narayan a few days after our 

first chat, when I visited him again to discuss the significance of dreams in 

Sinja. That afternoon the village was deserted, since most people were 

absorbed in rice planting, a staple of the region. When I reached his veranda, 

Laxmi Narayan was lying, half asleep, 

over a hand-made woollen blanket that 

local people use as a ‘mattress’, 

warmed by the sun. Hearing 

Sandeep—my research assistant—

and I approaching, he rose to a cross-

legged position, greeting us with a 

scrunched-up look of someone who 

has just woken up, which further 

accentuated his many wrinkles. As he 

elucidated, most of the times dreams 

are merely re-elaborations of 

experiences (anubhav) occurred 

during the time a person is awake, 

constituting hence just meaningless illusions (bhram). Occasionally though, 

oneiric visions reflect real happenings in the world. In Sinja, dreams are 

actually conceived, at once, internal and external. That is to say, they originate 

both from the innate imaginative faculties of consciousness as well as from 

ventures outside of it.  
 
When we sleep, our soul is out of control (hāmro puruṣ aniyentrit huncha), and for this 
reason we don’t have control over our dreams.  
 

On the veranda, after a nap. 
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During sleep, in fact, the soul (puruṣ) sets free from the body, roaming around 

the world on its own.  

 

Laxmi Narayan: The puruṣ is like air: at night, it goes around like a bee, 

and our dreams show where it goes. Then, when it comes back to 

the beehive, we wake up. 

Me: Why does it do that? 

Laxmi Narayan: I don’t know… We like to move around, and so does 

the soul! [Laughs]. But it doesn’t always happen. Like with flights, 

sometimes the plane flies somewhere, and sometimes it stays at the 

airport.86 Similarly, we can never say when the puruṣ will go out, or 

when it will remain in the body (śarīr)… Sometimes, the soul faces 

some difficulties moving around, and it can even get stuck 

somewhere! 

Once, a man was sleeping and his puruṣ was visiting the kitchen 

of a woman, where it got trapped in a water pot when she covered it. 

The following morning, since nobody managed to wake him up, the 

man was declared dead and his body cremated. Sometime later, the 

woman uncovered the pot, freeing thus the puruṣ to go back to its 

body. When it reached the cremation ground, the soul entered 

another corpse that was awaiting cremation, bringing it back to life. 

When the man went back to his house though, nobody believed him, 

because he looked different. If somebody wakes you up suddenly, 

instead, the puruṣ comes back immediately. 

 

Sweating during sleep and restless nights are actually rendered as the 

consequence of strenuous activities underwent by the soul in its nocturnal 

journeys. Consequently, good dreams are the result of the soul embroiling in 

positive vicissitudes, whereas negative ones generate nightmares.  

																																																								
86 This is a reference to the flight to and from Jumla airport, quite often delayed or 
cancelled due to the prohibitive weather conditions.  
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Abundant are the ethnographic examples portraying dreams as outer 

journeys of the soul (see, e.g., Bloch 1988: 14; Groark 2013: 285; Herdt 1992; 

Hollan 1989). In Toraja (Indonesia), for instance, not dissimilarly from Sinja, 

dreams are conceived either as the re-elaboration of daily experiences, or as 

real journeys of the soul during sleep, often imbued with premonitory 

messages (Hollan 1989: 168-71). These ‘nocturnal cogitations’, Douglas 

Hollan argued, act as a cultural dispositive that permits the expression of 

personal emotions discordant with the social values. Consequently, their 

symbolic interpretation fosters their meaningful reconnection with a broader 

intersubjective project (Ibid.: 178). The problem with psychological arguments 

such as that of Hollan or Gilbert Herdt—who described similar dynamics 

amongst Sambia people of Papua New Guinea (Herdt 1992)—is the reiteration 

of a psychocentric bias envisaging dreams as cultural and symbolic 

externalisations of vicissitudes pertaining to the inner life of a subject (Ibid.: 82; 

Hollan 1989: 182). Yet, this appears quite an arbitrary choice to explore 

ethnophenomenologies of oneiric activities described, by the very people 

experiencing them, as motions away from the self rather than into the self.  

Actually, the psychocentric view of an ego’s ‘inner realm’ firmly opposed to 

the ‘outer world’ is rather ethnocentric (chapter 3). Indeed, Ernest Becker 

pointed out, modern history witnessed the rise of a ‘science of the mind’, 

culminated with Sigmund Freud, which did not create the psychical self ex 

nihilo, but triggered its progressive estrangement from collective ideologies, 

emancipating inner life from the religious domain of the soul. Thenceforth, the 

psychoanalytic person has been doomed to find meaning only by digging 

inwards, under the scrupulous guidance of these new masters of introspective 

confession (Becker 2016: 191, 194-95). More remarkably still, a clear 

distinction between ‘inner’ delusions of dreams and ‘outer’ veracity of wake has 

dominated Western metaphysics since its Classic origins. This view, however, 

is far from universal. Hindu Upanishads, in fact, maintain the very opposite, 

postulating the deepening of sleep as a rapprochement to the Real (Tedlock 

1992: 2-3). Yet, in tune with the local ethnometaphysics, Laxmi Narayan 
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nuanced both these radical views, harmonising them across intersubjective 

processes both within and without the perceiving consciousness.  

Arguing against psychoanalysis, Amira Mittermaier (2011) presented the 

oneiric realm much less as the reflection of internal dynamics, but rather as a 

fundamental component for the construction and the actual engagement in a 

shared reality. Consequently, validating the dreamers’ own phenomenologies, 

this hermeneutics of dreams allows ‘[b]racketing the hegemonic explanatory 

power of the “unconscious”’ (Ibid.: 15; see, also, Groark 2013: 287-88). The 

point, though, is not to invalidate the view of oneiric events as processes of 

self-articulation, but to pair them with what lies before the self and acts upon it, 

privileging thus the dream itself over the dreaming subject as the locus of 

agency. Sinjali people indeed treat unexpected dreams much more seriously 

than those merely re-presenting daily occurrences, due to the transformative 

potential they carry, as his story instantiates. As Laxmi Narayan elucidated, 

while imagination (kalpanā) is already there, the nocturnal wanderings of the 

soul may introduce new elements in the dreamer’s mind. It is worth reiterating 

that, for my interlocutor, his dream was not simply a fruit of his imagination, but 

an actual encounter with his father. 

A specific understanding of life and death underlies such a conviction. 

While during the day souls meet one another in their embodied form, the same 

happens at night in their disembodied journeys. For such a reason, I was told, 

sometimes we dream of people we have never met before.     

 
During the day, when we talk to each other, our puruṣ connect. But also when we are 
sleeping and our puruṣ goes around it meets other puruṣ, and thus we dream of them. 
 

Similarly cast out—forever—of their temporary residencies by death, the souls 

(puruṣ) of the dead roam around the world until they find another available 

shell, ‘like bees in search of a new hive’, explained Laxmi Narayan.  

 
The puruṣ is the power (śakti), and the body (śarīr) is like a beehive (ghāḍ). When the 
puruṣ goes away, the body is just like an empty hive. 
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Notably, a local proverb states: ‘sleep is the little brother of death’ (nindra kāl 

ko bhāi pani ho). In fact, the ethereal form acquired by the puruṣ during sleep 

has the same ontological status as the deceased in the liminal state before 

their subsequent reincarnation. So, moving around the world as disembodied 

entities during sleep, the spirits of the living can come across those of the dead 

too, which was actually how Laxmi Narayan made sense of his unusual 

encounter with his father. 

 
Our body is just flesh (māsu). It is like a cloth: getting older it wears out, and then we 
have to change it. So is death (mr ̥tyu): the puruṣ goes away and then it enters a new 
house, but it never dies. 

 

Nevertheless, whereas the soul is immortal and simply changes its dress, the 

memories stored in the mind (dimāg) during a lifetime do not survive the 

collapse of the body, and so one forgets everything about the life that has come 

to an end. 87 ‘That’s why my son doesn’t remember his previous life as my 

father’, Laxmi Narayan concluded.  

 

The controversies of empathy  
Although a temporary overlapping of identities is quite common in Sinja during 

spirit possession, the permanent nature it took in this case substantially 

shaped Laxmi Narayan’s behaviours towards his son. Especially in the past, it 

was customary for Sinjali people to address those junior to them with the 

vaguely pejorative second person pronoun ‘tā’, symptomatic of the 

gerontocracy that, in Nepal, conceives age a key factor of power. Speaking 

with his son, Laxmi Narayan used the pronoun ‘tumi’ instead, which, in the 

local Khas language, stands for both the Nepali neutral pronoun ‘timi’ and the 

courtesy form ‘tapāĩ’. More explicitly still, he addressed Prithivi with respectful 

																																																								
87 The idea that death implies the loss of memory is shared throughout Nepal (see, 
e.g., Desjarlais 2000: 261). However, there may be exceptions too. As Akhil Gupta 
(1992) elucidated through the concrete example of a little girl who seemed to 
remember her past life, stories like these are not uncommon in India. Yet, most of 
them are cases of untimely death (akāl), the sudden occurrence of which does not 
permit the gentle scission of the various components of personhood, so that the 
memories of a past life linger on into the next (Ibid.: 190). 
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words normally adopted to revere elderly people, and, each time he wanted 

his son to do something, he never ordered him anything, but only mildly 

suggested what ought to be done. Whenever he got angry at his son, he never 

shouted, scolded, or beat him, even when Prithivi was a child, feeling hurt 

when he heard someone else had done so. 

During our chat, my elderly friend also disclosed that he had never touched 

Prithivi with his feet, a local way to jokingly tease kids, nor had given him 

leftovers of his food—considered polluted (juṭho) and thus taboo for adults, but 

acceptable if given to children. Moreover, younger people habitually bow down 

before older ones, mimicking to touch their feet as a sign of respect. Yet, Laxmi 

Narayan revealed feeling always uncomfortable each time Prithivi did it, or 

when his son reverentially took his plate away at the end of a meal. For this 

reason, he told Prithivi not to do that, without ever explaining the motive of 

such a request. Indeed, being quite an introvert, Laxmi Narayan kept these 

behaviours concealed from other villagers, most of whom remained unaware 

of the situation. As he explained: ‘for the outside view (bāhiri rup mā—meaning 

here “social conventions”) I have to pretend he is my son, but internally (bhitra) 

I see him as my father’.  

The last time I discussed this with him, I had caught him, again, asleep on 

the veranda. In the farmyard below, his wife was roasting some rice, which 

she would have later flattened with a long pounder to obtain beaten rice (ciurā). 

The pleasant aroma filled the air, as we took our place under a narrow wooden 

ladder leading to the flat rooftop. His wife served us fine slices of apple 

scattered over a metal tray, remaining silent next to us for a moment before 

going back to her task. I thus took the occasion to further my understanding of 

their familial relations.  

 

Me: Does your wife know about your dream? 

Laxmi Narayan: I don’t think so… She’s never asked me about my 

behaviours [towards Prithivi], and I don’t remember having told her, 

since I never saw her scolding or beating him. For me, this has never 
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been a problem, neither I think it was for my wife or for my son… 

Maybe he knows, I don’t know. I’ve never told him either, and he’s 

never said anything. 

 

 

The above could suggest a lack of empathic understanding within his family, 

conceptualised as ‘some degree of shared feeling or emotional attunement 

between interlocutors’ (Hollan and Throop 2008: 386; see, also, Toren 2009: 

137-38). The term ‘empathy’ derives from the German Einfühlung, first 

introduced by Theodor Lipps and subsequently elaborated by Edmund 

Husserl, who conceived it as an analogic projection by which a consciousness 

attempts to bridge the gap with that of an alter ego, believed to share similar 

features despite its manifested alterity. Douglas Hollan and Jason Throop went 

as far as conceiving it as ‘the subjective experience of another from a quasi-

first-person perspective’ (Hollan and Throop 2008: 387).  

Whereas the concept has had some fortune both in philosophy and 

psychology, anthropologists have been generally more reticent about it, raising 

all sorts of objections. Clifford Geertz, for instance, hastily dismissed the 

possibility to gain empathic access to the inner world of emotions, perceiving 

Laxmi Narayan’s wife, greeting Sandeep. 
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what the native does, and proposed to focus instead only on outer behaviours. 

For Geertz, therefore, meaning is grasped not through empathic analogy, but 

understanding the other’s symbolic system by means of a hermeneutic process 

(Geertz 1975; see, also, Hollan 2008: 477-78; Leavitt 1996: 529-30; Throop 

2008: 405). Along similar lines, Webb Keane described the capacity for some 

kind of ‘mind-reading’ as a universal perceptive capacity developed in the early 

stages of life, achieved by reading the signs that others allow to transpire rather 

than by inborn telepathic abilities (Keane 2016: 31-32, 84). Actually, regardless 

of the distinctive forms it may be posited to take cross-culturally, the ultimate 

aim of empathy is always that of overcoming an initial otherness. Empathy has 

thus been commonly criticised as erasing alterity, equating the other’s emotive 

life with that of the ethnographer (Hollan and Throop 2008: 385; Leavitt 1996: 

530; Robbins and Rumsey 2008: 416). In fact, although some recent studies 

on mirror neurons in the neurosciences may be used to challenge these 

particularistic objections (see, e.g., Gallese 2003; also, Duranti 2015: 5, 223; 

Hollan 2008: 480), an unproblematic cross-cultural transposition of empathy is, 

anyway, likely to sink in the sea of socio-cultural specificities (Briggs 2008; see, 

also, Desjarlais 1992: 35). 

Not all human societies, in fact, contemplate the possibility of empathy, or 

even conceive it a desirable outcome. Notwithstanding the deeply 

intersubjective character of Hyolmo Sherpas’ lives, Robert Desjarlais pointed 

out that they actually deem it difficult to understand each other’s thoughts and 

feelings, tinging thus their relationships with suspicion and conflict (Desjarlais 

1992: 21, 54-55, 178-79). A fundamental scepticism about the innate empathic 

capacity of human beings has been particularly foregrounded by the so-called 

opacity doctrine (Robbins and Rumsey 2008). Especially amongst the 

indigenous peoples of the Pacific, scholars have indeed noticed a tremendous 

hesitancy concerning the possibility of knowing what other people might think 

or feel. Not to mention the important ethical and political implication that the 

attempt of reading other people’s minds would bring along, as ‘too accurate an 

understanding of the inner states of another may actually be experienced as 
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an impingement, violation, or threat’ (Groark 2013: 282; see, also, Duranti 

2008; Keane 2016; Robbins 2008; Robbins and Rumsey 2008; Stasch 2008). 

Consequently, advocating for the opacity of other minds, Joel Robbins and 

Alan Rumsey have postulated that the notion of a transparent mind revealing 

itself to others could possibly be just a Christian construct, constituting, indeed, 

the main tenet of confession (Robbins and Rumsey 2008: 411; see, also, Paul 

1995: 44-45).  

Hollan and Throop’s rendering of empathy shines indeed with noble 

humanism, but appears rather misleading. As Hollan noticed, for this quasi-

first-person perspective to function some degree of participation is essential, 

usually established through ongoing dialogue (Hollan 2008: 476). However, 

from the moment we acknowledge that spoken words are seldom the exact 

transposition of intentions, ‘empathy becomes a problematic endeavour to say 

the least’ (Hollan and Throop 2008: 389). Furthermore, in spite of the positive 

connotation of the concept, rooted in the Scottish Enlightenment and 

particularly accentuated in North America, Nils Bubandt and Rane Willerslev 

(2015) cogently argued that empathic capacities may well be employed 

‘tactically’, to serve aims far from compassionate. Besides, anthropological 

debates on empathy usually pivot around the ethnographer’s capacity to gain 

empathic insights on others, foregrounding less often those processes 

amongst ‘the others’ themselves.  

The problem with real people, however, is not only that we may struggle to 

understand them, as David Graeber suggested (Graeber 2015: 28). Crucially, 

and more importantly still, they themselves, very often, lack such a degree of 

reciprocal understanding. In effect, while cross-cultural encounters certainly 

exacerbate interpretive uncertainties and misunderstandings, ambivalence 

and doubt also characterise interpersonal dynamics between fellow people. 

So, even within the same household, relationships can be quite opaque, as 

Laxmi Narayan just illustrated. Consequently, one may conclude: ‘much of 

social life goes on without empathic-like awareness or when such awareness 

is actively suppressed or discouraged’ (Hollan and Throop 2008: 394). 
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Against all empirical evidence though, Throop proposed a top-down 

approach liable to show the relevance of empathy even where, like amongst 

Yap people, this seems, instead, rather non-existent (Throop 2008: 421). 

Strangely, though, this agenda appears to impose, onto the ethnographic 

context, one of those superstructures that the phenomenological approach 

embraced by Throop encourages instead to bracket. Alas, Throop’s argument 

epitomises a common bias imputed to empathy, namely of presuming what it 

is, instead, supposed to prove (Lutz and White 1986: 415). Actually, Jean 

Briggs admitted touching upon a paramount issue: ‘abstract concepts tend to 

disintegrate before my eyes—especially when I look for them in real life—and 

“empathy” turned out to be no exception’ (Briggs 2008: 449). So, even if 

analytic concepts such as ‘empathy’ or ‘(in)dividuality’ might prove valuable to 

frame ethnographic accounts, they still ought to be what the very ethnography 

elucidates, rather than what, instead, explains it. Only thus anthropology may 

aspire to generate knowledge along with the people rather than upon them. 

Some valuable insights on the controversies of empathy vis-à-vis the opacity 

of other minds actually came from Laxmi Narayan’s son, Prithivi.  

 

A respectful co-existence  
I had turned to Prithivi, now in his mid-thirties, to further investigate the 

intersubjective reality informed by his father’s dream. Thus, on a sunny 

Saturday veiled by some haze, Sandeep and I walked over the narrow dividing 

paths that run through the fields towards a grazing area near the main river 

flowing down the Sinja Valley. The ears of barley surrounding us, luxuriant at 

that time of the year, gently waved in the afternoon breeze, creating dynamic 

patterns of different green hues on their even surface. Prithivi was sitting alone 

on a rock by the stream, looking after a few cows. Since our arrival had 

attracted the attention of another group of men, who glimpsed a source of 

entertainment in the otherwise dead calm, I asked him to move behind a tin-

roofed shelter nearby, where we sat on the ground, with his cows in sight. 
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Despite the warmth, he was wearing a thick jacket; his acute and good-natured 

visage in the shades of his inseparable blue baseball cap.  

It was not without a bit of clumsiness that I introduced the reason for my 

visit. Yet, as I vaguely referred to the topic I wished to discuss, Prithivi turned 

out to be perfectly aware of the situation. He had actually known of his father’s 

dream some 20 years before from Sandeep, who, then, had somehow 

forgotten all about it, and appeared indeed visibly surprised by Prithivi’s 

revelation. 

 

 

Me: What do you think about this story? 

Prithivi: Maybe… This is a dream: it may be true and it may be not, who 

knows. For him, it is good if he sees me also as his father, feeling he 

[the latter] is still alive. For me though, it isn’t. A father should love his 

son, and a son has to respect his father. Instead, he behaves 

reverentially to me, and I don’t like that. 

 

The long fronds of a willow gently hissed in the wind. The sound of axe blows 

came from behind us, pleasing the nostrils with a rich essence of cedar. After 

a brief pause, Prithivi observed how fitting that location was to discuss such a 

Prithivi, looking after the cows.  
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matter, for, at home, it would have been different. ‘If my family and other 

friends were around’, he said, ‘I wouldn’t have fully opened up’ (khulasta hune 

thiyena).  

This last remark suggests that the situational circumstances of a 

relationship are paramount in determining the perception of comfort according 

to which a person decides to what extent to disclose or withdraw. Accordingly, 

as Alessandro Duranti pointed out, it is not really a matter of choosing between 

either total opacity or thorough mind-reading, but, rather, of their degree of 

enactment in light of both personal and cultural sensibilities (Duranti 2015: 

185, 232). Our following exchange further clarified the matter.  

 

Me: How did you react when you found out about it [the dream]? 

Prithivi: We’ve never talked about that… I can see it only from his 

behaviours. When I try to wash his plate, he doesn’t want me to do 

that, and I’ve to always insist. Same when I want to bow to his feet… 

I wished to know why he doesn’t like it, but he has never told me. I 

don’t know why.  

Me: Why haven’t you asked him directly, then? 

Prithivi: [Silence, he seems hesitant] It’s difficult… I didn’t say anything 

because otherwise he’d feel uneasy (apṭhāro lāgyo). One day, he 

should do so, because I’d like to ask whether my personality and my 

grandfather’s are truly the same. In that case, it will be proved that 

people can actually get another life. I don’t think this would change 

anything though, as I’ve always behaved the same with him, and I 

don’t think my mother and my siblings know about that story. I don’t 

think my father has ever told them, and neither have I. Anyway… 

We’ve always had a good relationship [in my family]. 

 

Prithivi’s awkwardness towards his father may well have been exacerbated by 

the fact that he grew up mostly with some close relatives in another house, and 

left Sinja when he was 16, to continue his studies. After graduating in sociology, 
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Prithivi worked a few years for a Kathmandu-based NGO, before returning to 

Sinja in 2015, when he was appointed a temporary contract as a 

schoolteacher. Yet, their apparent ‘distance’ must not be mistaken by 

carelessness. As Laxmi Narayan explained, he had decided to entrust his 

son’s education to his kin for he saw they were providing him with all what he 

needed, avoiding Laxmi Narayan the embarrassing feeling of having to 

educate his own father. Their relationship intrigued me, for I wondered to which 

extent, then, they could claim to know one another. Thus, I asked:  

 

Me: Do you think you know him well? 

Laxmi Narayan: [Thoughtful] I think he feels he’s my son, not my 

father… He behaves like a son, not like a father. We live together and 

we’ve never had any fights. In the evenings, we have dinner next to 

each other, discussing everyday matters. He behaves well and we’ve 

a good relationship, but I don’t know what he thinks or how he feels…  

 

There is nothing surprising in Laxmi Narayan’s answer. Interpersonal dynamics 

take place, indeed, within broader socio-cultural settings, which may be 

organised according to values divergent from detached ratiocination or mutual 

understanding. For instance, discussing ‘gratitude’ as a social emotion, Arjun 

Appadurai (1985) suggested that, in southern India as in other societies based 

on morals of reciprocity, ‘authenticity’ or ‘sincerity’ are not at issue. Ultimately, 

in fact, what truly matters are the behaviours in which a situation concretises, 

and not any presumed inner state (Ibid.: 244).  

Actually, Laxmi Narayan and Prithivi’s relationship suggests a modality of 

being-with-others that does not entail a hold onto the other’s mind, but a 

reciprocal assessment of behaviours seemingly quite independent from verbal 

interactions. Eliciting corresponding reactions, this allows the viable co-

presence in a shared lifeworld. As Michael Jackson noted about the Kuranko 

of Sierra Leone:  
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Empathic understanding is […] not only thought to be impossible; it is regarded as 
largely irrelevant to behaving as a moral being possessing social intelligence or common 
sense (hankilime). The Kuranko emphasis is less on being of one mind than on moving 
with, working with, eating with, being with, and sitting with others (often in amicable 
silence) (Jackson 2012: 149). 

 

Precisely in such a way my interlocutors seemed to refer to ‘love’ (māyā), 

which, in Sinja, appears as something else than an abstract feeling. Pointing 

instead towards the concrete capacity to co-exist in a viable manner, this 

actually elucidates the need for Laxmi Narayan’s father to return.  

 

Laxmi Narayan: I don’t know why he [his father] decided to come back 

home. I think he wished so… But it was luck (bhāgya). Anyone can 

throw the ring, but not all win the prize [referring to a popular game at 

local festivals]. I was his only son and I was quite young when he 

passed away. So, maybe he desired to be with me again, because 

he wasn’t fully satisfied with the love he’d given me. This might have 

happened also to others, but they don’t know. Instead, I was lucky 

that he informed me in the dream before he came, because now I’m 

happy that my father is here with me. It’s a good thing. 

 

Remarkably, Laxmi Narayan did not frame what had supposedly happened in 

terms of his enduring affection for his father, but, rather, the other way around. 

So, taking this seriously means that it was not enough for the father to simply 

express his love for his son in the dream; he actually had to be with him again, 

which he accomplished in the form of Prithivi. 

Accordingly, the above seems to suggest ‘sympathy rather than empathy: 

not a feeling inside what someone else is feeling (em-patheia), but a feeling 

along with (sum-patheia)’ (Leavitt 1996: 530). ‘Sympathy’, however, is quite 

controversial too. As previously mentioned, empathy effaces otherness by 

projecting the self onto the other, who becomes thus the mere simulacrum of 

oneself. Conversely, sympathy reverses this motion, as it implies the erasure 

of oneself in the compassionate embracement of another (Ricoeur 1954: 385). 
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In sympathy, therefore, it is not the other that becomes the self, but the self 

that becomes the other—‘fellow-feeling’ or ‘ego-effacement’, in Geertz’s terms 

(1975: 53). Still, the result is always the same: otherness disappears. Both 

sympathy and empathy, in fact, tacitly convey a benevolent inclination towards 

others, which may be the case just as it may not. Possibly, this simply does not 

constitute the precondition for a viable coexistence, as both Laxmi Narayan 

and Prithivi foregrounded.   

Paul Ricoeur prospected a possible alternative to these intersubjective 

processes that does not imply overcoming the otherness of the other, valuable 

to frame a critical hermeneutics of the events narrated here. In a 

phenomenological analysis, he argued, any intersubjective feeling carries the 

same weight. Thus, privileging any modality of being-with-others at the 

expense of another would be equally capricious, as it risks exacerbating the 

endless fragmentation constantly looming over phenomenology. Nonetheless, 

Ricoeur suggested, ‘respect’ goes deeper than any other mood, constituting 

what he defined ‘the original intersubjective fabric’ (Ricoeur 1954: 393). So, if 

respect may be what justifies sympathy, it is also the ground, say, of hate, 

insofar as this upsetting feeling stems from the discomfort towards a respectful 

evaluation of another which it fails to erase. Focusing on respect, therefore, 

rescues intersubjectivity from the romantic tendencies of both losing oneself 

into the other (sympathy), or absorbing the other into oneself (empathy), 

partaking instead in the emotional life of another as other from me. As Ricoeur 

beautifully puts it:  
 
respect digs a ‘phenomenological distance’ between beings, sheltering the other from 
the encroachments of my indiscreet sensitivity: sympathy strikes and devours from the 
heart, respect watches over (re-garde) from afar (Ibid.: 391). 
 

Notably, the relationship between Laxmi Narayan and Prithivi suggests that 

the cornerstone of being-with-others are not enlightening verbal clarifications 

or mutual empathic understanding, but a more practical ‘position d’être’ (Ibid.: 

380, emphasis added), equally dodging the ideological tentacles of both 

empathy and sympathy. The good nature of their household relations, which 
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appeared to matter most to them, rested indeed upon concrete tasks like 

sharing a meal or simply inhabiting the same space, respectfully addressing 

one another while, simultaneously, keeping distance. This, yet, did not 

undermine their relationship, as everyday life is, anyway, mostly lived pre-

reflectively. So, mitigating the emphasis on inner intentions may consequently 

generate ‘a theory that is closer to what people actually do, think, and feel 

when they go about their daily life’ (Duranti 2015: 179).  

Unfortunately, though, validating the otherness of the other may result in 

unattainable claims of radical alterity, or in conceiving antagonism as its 

driving force. Whereas some envisage a humanist harmony in interpersonal 

dynamics, others posit these as inherently conflictual. Famous is the example 

of Jean-Paul Sartre, who described the encounter with another as an essential 

threat to one’s freedom, for the possibilities available to one are limited by the 

agencies of others (Sartre 1956: 263). Nevertheless, Prithivi’s ‘otherness’ did 

not seem to pose any threat to Laxmi Narayan, neither was their reciprocal 

alterity approached as an obstacle requiring to be overcome through the 

cognitive grasp of an alien consciousness. Then, respect offers a valuable 

analytical tool to navigate interpersonal dynamics without getting stuck in the 

mud of mind reading, or of its opacity—‘not to let the foreign become too 

foreign or the familiar too familiar’ (Kearney 2003: 11).   

This story appears thus to highlight a respectful relation of otherness, 

indicating, contrarily to a deep-seated Western prejudice, that difference can 

be approached, rather than an impediment, as a manner of co-presence. As 

Rupert Stasch forcefully argued in his study of Korowai (2009), untraversable 

boundaries of otherness should hence be seen as an intrinsic element of 

sociality, paramount to fully appreciate its actual scope. Otherness—and this 

is where Stasch’s discussion becomes stunningly engaging—can be 

subsequently turned onto itself, and conceived ‘as a relation—as a quality 

through and around which people are mutually close’ (Ibid.: 4, original 

emphasis). Consequently, it is precisely because of the fact that no one can 
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be treated as the miniaturisation of a whole (like instead the ‘dividual’) that 

alterity really matters, since any ‘other’ is primarily other to another.  

By the same token, the situation informed by Laxmi Narayan’s dream 

should neither be seen as a projection of his own self, as Freudian psychology 

would have it, nor as the return of another, fully autonomous individual, but the 

manifestation of a particular relation of otherness at once inter-personal and 

intra-personal. In fact, accepting Mittermaier’s challenge to confer agency to 

unusual forces acting upon personal subjectivities (Mittermaier 2012: 260-61), 

I am eager to conceive Laxmi Narayan’s father’s lingering existence as a 

fragment of personhood living, across people, within the distinctive network of 

intersubjective meaning from which it arose. In effect, beyond its idiosyncratic 

particularities, this story encourages postulating an Intersubjective-I whose 

fragments are played out in the world as situated experiences equally part of 

those entangled in them. The situational personhood resulting from this 

dynamism may thus include fragments of other people without necessarily 

implying an invasion of their minds, as, quite literally, parts of those 

subjectivities are already ‘played out’ in a world of others, where they 

contribute to informing other such ‘persons-in-activity’ (Skinner, Pach III and 

Holland 1998: 3-4).  

 

Towards an Intersubjective-I 

As I have argued extensively throughout the thesis, personhood in Sinja is 

conceived as an ensemble of attributes at the disposal of the soul (puruṣ), 

envisaged as the queen bee dwelling a bodily beehive. This appears to be what 

best addresses ‘subjective consciousness’. Nevertheless, the puruṣ is far from 

a monolithic entity, since, in it, gods and demons fight a metaphysical battle. 

Hence, someone’s feelings and behaviours change according to which of these 

entities is momentarily in control of the soul. Like dreams, however, these are 

not just internal vicissitudes. The forces at play in the human soul are indeed 

the same that shape the cosmos. The puruṣ, somehow, is then like a mirror 

that reacts to the situation lying before it with an appropriate reflection. 
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Consequently, a situational soul takes over the lead of personhood whenever 

strengthened by a symmetric experience of the world in which it is played out 

as a suitable response. 

Resorting to critical hermeneutics, I presented the above as a 

kaleidoscope of situational fragments of personhood living in the blurred 

margins between interiority and exteriority, unhinging, thus, a firm distinction 

between an ‘inner psyche’ and an ‘outer world’. This inextricable 

correspondence of the self with the world foregrounds the ontological primacy 

of intersubjectivity, conceived as an open-ended network of meaning from 

which distinctive subjectivities come to exist (Lat. ex-sistere, i.e., ‘to stand 

out’). Nonetheless, the Intersubjective-I that I am trying to sketch never 

emerges once and for all from its intersubjective background, but endlessly re-

exists in different ways, constantly rearranging according to the circumstances 

and the relationships in which it gets embroiled. In other words, like the 

phenomenological consciousness, the essence of ‘pure existence’ cannot be 

grasped, being always, so to speak, the existence of something. Selfhood 

appears thus simultaneously dividual and individual: made of situated 

experiences informing distinct fragments of personhood which, actualising in 

the present moment, are yet always experienced by a ‘singular’ being in 

constant becoming.  

The perceived singularity of the Sinjali person stems mostly from the 

ownership of an individual body. However, Laxmi Narayan explained: ‘the 

body is like a pen, and the puruṣ is like the ink inside (śarīr euta kalam kokhol 

jastai ho, ani puruṣ bhitra ko masi jastai ho)’. Actually, like ink indeed, what 

matters most is not really the means, but rather the content of what is ‘written’ 

with it. Hence, when the ‘beehive’ falls and disappears, the binding which 

momentarily brought these experiential ‘scripts’ together vanishes, setting 

them free to readjust, in new ways, amongst new companions. Consequently: 

‘death stops being a total loss but rather becomes a stage in a long and 

continuous transformation of taking apart and putting together’ (Bloch 1988: 

17).  
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Laxmi Narayan: Death is a natural phenomenon (prākr̥tik niyam). We 

wear out, like these clothes [indicates a tear in his dress]. So, when 

they get too old we have to change them. The same is for us: we are 

limited by time (kāl). Nothing stands still in this world—some people 

come and some people go; this is the cycle of creation (yo euta srṣ̥ṭi 

ko cakkar ho). But only the body dies, the spirit does not (śarīr 

mārcha, puruṣ mārdaina). Yet, like the rice we plant in the fields, it 

cannot stay there forever. At some point, it has to be cut, and then we 

use those grains to plant it again. The next harvest will thus be the 

same, but different. That’s why Prithivi and my father are not the 

same, and yet they are… Both don’t talk much, and they prefer milk 

more than meat. They also look alike, being chubbier (moṭo) than my 

other two sons, who are very slim like me. 

 

‘So’, Laxmi Narayan continued, ‘after this life there will be another one, like 

when, reading a book, we turn to the next page as one is finished (ek pāto 

sakyo, arko pāto palṭayo)’. With a new ‘pen’ another story is written anew, but 

using ‘words’ from the previous chapters. In other terms, each person is a 

unique combination of previous and current experiences informing future 

ones, stretching hence the arch of existence beyond the physical life of a 

biological organism, the ontological premises of which precede birth and 

transcend death.  
 
Everything dies but the puruṣ, which goes away and becomes another person (mānis), 
and thus we have another life (arko juni). 

 

If the building blocks of existence are then constituted by situated experiences 

informing specific fragments of personhood, nothing precludes the possibility 

to envisage the detachability of a situational ‘soul’ from the actor(s) who plays 

it out. Accordingly, after having been conferred intersubjectively full ontological 

status, a troubling experience may thus be pinned to the situation that was 
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triggering it, disappearing from one’s self (as in chapter 3). Another, instead, 

may remain played out in the world after the physical disappearance of its 

main player, finding new modalities of expressions, such as a dream. 

Consequently, the fragment of Laxmi Narayan’s father living across the 

coprotagonists of this story further challenges the punctual finitude of human 

existence, for which an individual either is complete in its components and 

therefore alive, or is divided, ‘which in our system means being nothing at all, 

or in other words, dead’ (Bloch 1988: 16).  

 

 

Living, hence, as much in themselves as in a world(-of-others), the fragments 

of an Intersubjective-I retain the agency to act upon personal subjectivities, 

entangling in different ways across people, and contributing thus to shape 

brand-new situations. Actually, the dream around which this chapter pivots 

informed a distinctive relationship between Laxmi Narayan and his son/father 

Prithivi, in which the latter’s Intersubjective-I appears to be the result of pre-

existing experiences contributing to his present condition, yet free, at the same 

time, to expand in new directions.88 On the one hand, Laxmi Narayan and 

																																																								
88 It would be tempting here to present this as a critical hermeneutics of karma, which 
remains in the world after death and continues affecting others’ existences within a 

The ‘pen’ may well die, but not what is written by it.  
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Prithivi established a new relationship as father and son. On the other, a 

fragment of personhood of Laxmi Narayan’s father—who kept existing within 

an oneiric network of intersubjective meaning—overlapped with this 

relationship, reversing their roles. So, Prithivi said in English, laughing, during 

our chat: ‘My role is twofold (mero dohoro bhūmikā bhayo): one person—two 

roles!’ 

Holding multiple roles simultaneously is not per se problematic, especially 

when these are not mutually exclusive. Conversely, this paradoxical story 

invites an appreciation of a situational dividuality, the inconsistencies of which 

feature as central components of everyday life rather than problems awaiting 

a solution. In Nepal, the uniformity of personhood is not perceived as a 

threatening necessity. The self, Robert Levy noted, is not a pre-existing given, 

but articulates in and through the relationships with others, exercising thus its 

agency both towards the external context and towards other aspects of 

subjectivity (Levy 1998: 327-28; see, also, Lamb 1997: 296). The result is the 

interrelatedness of plural selves, who may thus come to share the same 

fragment of personhood living across them as a situated experience arising 

under appropriate circumstances. 

																																																								
specific network of intersubjective meaning. In the Hindu-Buddhist world, in fact, 
karma is “as basic and commonsensical […] as the law of gravity is to others, in which, 
quite simply, any moral act, good or bad, brings about a correspondingly positive or 
negative result, either in this or in a future lifetime” (Desjarlais 2000: 267; 2016: 13; 
see, also, Dandekar 1962: 15; Munz 1956: 148). In Sinja, this is understood as work 
(kām): either morally good actions (dharma-karma, literally ‘religious work’) and sinful 
ones (pāp). Thus, at the end of a life, the lord of death—Yamaraj—is deemed to judge 
the nature of the work done in one’s life, according to which are determined the 
conditions of rebirth (punar janma). In other terms, as Sinjali people say often: “if you 
cultivate barley, you will get barley”. For this reason, the night immediately after 
someone’s death, ashes taken from the fireplace are spread outside the main door of 
the house, and covered with a wicker basket kept in place with a stone. The following 
morning, the traces found on the thin powder are attained to be an indicator of the 
deceased’s new existence. However, in the Buddhist world, what is said to continue 
after death is not conceived to be the self, but the properties of the actions undertaken 
by it, which will determine the conditions of rebirth like the motion applied on a ball 
determines the direction of its further movement (see, also, Dandekar 1962: 17; Gupta 
1992: 202; McHugh 2002). Nevertheless, I must refrain from such a conjecture, since 
Laxmi Narayan never summoned any karmic reason behind the return of his father, 
which he attributed simply to ‘luck’ (p. 225). 
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In the eyes of his father, in fact, Prithivi happened to embody two persons 

at once, whose unproblematic coexistence grafted upon a situational relation 

in which Prithivi’s shifting selfhood was not perceived as an issue. At times, 

Laxmi Narayan acted as a father and, at other times, as a son, according to 

the appropriateness of the circumstances. Moreover, this situationality may 

well be the reason for which, laughing quietly, Laxmi Narayan answered one 

of my questions disclosing that he did not consider Prithivi’s children as 

brothers, but only as grandchildren, since, he said: ‘they are not related to this 

story’. Still, this fluctuating relation did not seem to pose any ontological threat 

to neither of them, epitomised by Prithivi’s readiness to contemplate the 

possibility of actually being his grandfather (p. 223). Notably, his discomfort 

did not stem from whatsoever conviction his father may have had about his 

identity. What troubled him was the impediment to perform those filial duties 

through which the relationship with his father would have been constantly 

vivified, like bowing before him or taking his plate away at the end of a meal. 

Alfred Gell might then be right about indicating behaviours as what actualise 

selfhood, which ‘is nowhere except in what it accomplishes’ (Gell 1996: 117). 

So, the point here is not so much that of opposing autonomy and 

heteronomy, but of conceiving an Intersubjective-I that does not dismantle ‘the 

subject’ as a mere humanistic mirage, as Lévi-Strauss and Foucault had it 

(see Levy 1998: 322-23), nor that it dissolves into an indistinct midstreaming 

of verbs (Ingold 2015: 124, 152). Even less, it is the case of denying the reality 

of an inner cogito. Simply put, rejecting their ontological supremacy by 

underscoring the elemental intersubjective component of being-in-a-world-of-

others reiterates that:  
 
the very enterprise of establishing an anthropology of the person often seems to take 
for granted that we know what the boundaries are between one person and another 
while even this most fundamental assumption should be challenged (Bloch 1988: 16).  

 

In effect, what needs to be challenged is not the core of subjectivity, but the 

blurred and overlapping fringes that ‘mark the limits of consciousness itself’ 

(Ram and Houston 2015: 8), disrupted by Laxmi Narayan’s father’s lingering 
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existence beyond the borders of physical life. The ideology of an autonomous 

individual appears now, anyway, irremediably compromised. Yet, rather than 

throwing out the baby with the bathwater, it would prove more beneficial to 

forge a new subject, whose ontological autonomy is repudiated in favour of its 

interconnection. The result would be neither an individual excluding the 

possibility of ‘being multiple’, nor a dividual ‘micro-society’ incapable of 

addressing any personal idiosyncrasies. This impersonal Intersubjective-I tries 

instead to bypass these positions, postulating a shifting selfhood rearranging 

according to the situations in which it is played out, keeping though a certain 

consistency in each experiential moment.  
 

Epilogue 

From a Nepali perspective, an impersonal existence is certainly not 

unthinkable. As Dor Bahadur Bista pointed out, it is a common belief in Nepal 

that all the members of the same clan (kul) will eventually merge within a 

singular clan deity (kul deutā). This, merging in turn with the cosmos, indicates 

the final reabsorption of the manifold into a single unitary principle. This, Bista 

speculated, might be one of the possible explanations for the ‘collectivistic self’ 

found throughout Asia, so different from Western individualism (Bista 2011: 

158-59; see, also, von Fürer-Haimendorf 1981: 7-9). Yet, rather than opposing 

relationalism to individualism, the situationality illustrated above wishes to offer 

a conceptual alternative for the cross-cultural investigation of personhood, 

challenging both egocentric and sociocentric tendencies underlying the 

various manifestations of (in)dividualism. Actually, while humorously 

decomposing the Western ideal of a monolithic-I by showing that non-Western 

selves can be plural, the above does not advocate for dividuality either. 

Seemingly incapable of getting over its individual nemesis, the latter appears 

indeed simply to celebrate its absence, without yet managing to illustrate how 

this absenteeism is actually lived.  

Postulating an Intersubjective-I—conceived as a situational personhood, 

constantly readjusting in response to the surrounding context—elucidates 
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why, in Sinja, ‘the soul’ is addressed in impersonal terms. What one’s 

consciousness perceives while awake, sees in dreams, and continues after 

death, in fact, is not exactly ‘oneself’. Rather, situated experiences inform 

fragments of personhood indissolubly linked to the world in which they are 

acted out. What emerges is thus a mutable consciousness, oscillating 

between distinct ontological states, which ‘can be represented as a struggle 

between souls, contending each other the full effective dominion of 

personality’ (Pirandello 2015a: 209).89 Temporality grants a certain degree of 

continuity across these fragments, inasmuch as new ones come to exist in 

light of the composition of the precedents, intertwining thus a sort of 

hermeneutic fabric that determines any subsequent positionality. However, 

sometimes, an unexpected source of agency—such as a dream—may act 

upon the perceiving self, giving rise to a fragment less cohesive than the 

others, or even contrasting, as in this case.  

Consequently, more than actually offering a model of personhood, 

foregrounding its situationality elucidates why phenomenology cannot really 

provide any firm theory of subjectivity—a major criticism levelled against this 

epistemology (Good 2012: 26). In fact, if personhood is situational and 

constantly embedded in mutual exchanges with the world, how could there 

ever be anything like a stable, reliable psychology to draw upon? Moreover, is 

this actually necessary for the exploration of lived realities, or rather an 

ingrained habit that scholars have grown progressively incapable to 

problematise?  

																																																								
89 The conceptualisation of a bounded individual, Luigi Pirandello suggested, fails to 
encompass the whole experience of selfhood even in the West (see, also, McHugh 
1989: 83). Thus, in his most famous novel, Uno, nessuno e centomila (Pirandello 
2016), he narrated how an innocent comment by his wife on his crooked nose causes 
Vitangelo Moscarda a crisis of identity, when he realises to be not only the person he 
thought to be, but also the very many by which he is seen by other. Such a striking 
intuition leads Vitangelo to completely reject the idea of personhood, culminating in 
the eventual collapse of his personality. In Pirandello, however, such multiplicity 
appears as a sort of reflective ‘psycho-perspectivism’, whereas what is presented here 
exists independently of its meditative realisation.  
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The situationality highlighted by Laxmi Narayan and Prithivi feels precisely 

like wind blowing against the houses of cards erected by essentialist theories, 

in the whistle of which one can hear whispered that existence precedes 

essence. As Sartre warned: ‘to say what man “is” is also to say what he can 

be—and vice versa’ (Sartre 1963: 93). Yet, he continued, the human being is 

always confronted with an overabundance of possibilities which, although 

limited by the circumstances, still overwhelm the final assessment of any 

essential nature. Accordingly, shifting the focus from the subjective to the 

intersubjective leads to downplay the psychological in favour of the 

existential—that is, how personal subjectivities relentlessly erupt and dissolve 

within specific networks of intersubjective meaning. ‘The self’ finds therefore 

its essence in the endless manifestation, at the forefront of consciousness, of 

alternating fragments of personhood heavily dependent on the circumstances 

from which they arise.  

However, rather than theorising abstractly yet another ‘person’, this story 

illustrates what the life of an Intersubjective-I may actually look like, and what 

are the repercussions of the situationality of personhood for everyday being-

with-others. A mutual understanding fostered by a quasi-first-person 

perspective needs, in fact, a distinctive alter ego with whom to empathise. 

Nevertheless, in the case of an impersonal self, what exactly ought to 

empathise with what? This may be the reason for which my friends in Sinja 

seemed unwilling—or incapable—to gain a hold upon another’s mind, being, 

at each given time, ‘many at once’. However, both father and son pointed out, 

a viable relationship with another may have nothing to do with cognitively 

devouring the otherness of the other to digest it as a simulacrum of sameness, 

as envisaged by empathy and sympathy. Rather than turning the other into 

oneself (empathy), or oneself into another (sympathy), their co-existence 

seemed to rest upon the respectful acknowledgement of one another precisely 

as other to each other. ‘Respect’ could thus be considered as the distinctive 

modality of interaction of situational subjectivities actualising in their being-in-

situation in the world in which they are played out. 



	 237	

In the respectful co-existence of fragments of personhood, at times even 

mutually exclusive, have hence to be found the mundane elements of what 

could otherwise be dismissed as an exceptional event, with little to say beyond 

the idiosyncratic situation it informed. Leapfrogging long-standing divides such 

as autonomy and heteronomy, individualism and relationalism, egocentrism 

and sociocentrism, inner and outer, this Intersubjective-I and its respectful 

interactions may thus project the anthropology of personhood in new 

directions. As Anne de Sales cogently suggested (2011), it is not really ‘time’ 

as such what changes, but a changing self that, projecting itself away from 

itself into the future, sets in motion the stream of history. Consequently, one 

could ask, what kind of temporality would produce the projection into the future 

of situational self? Or, for that matter, how might be experienced the sense of 

belonging of a situational self, or a situational network of kinship? Still, what 

implications situationality might have for a gendered Intersubjective-I? 

Furthermore, what would look like the jurisprudence and criminal law for an 

intersubjective-I, or an intersubjective ethics and morality? Indeed, if ethics is 

intrinsic to self-fashioning, as Michael Lambek suggested (2010: 25), then, 

what sort of ethics would come along a selfhood relentlessly erupting out of 

an intersubjective magma? Although they framed their arguments in different 

terms, Jarrett Zigon (2018) and Dimitri Tsintjilonis (forthcoming) have recently 

moved in this last direction. Yet, an impersonal theory of personhood that, at 

the same time, does not result in an amorphous collectivism, is just setting off 

in anthropology. Wide, however, appears its horizon, as the unexplored area 

lying before it. 
 

*** 
The morning I found out about Laxmi Narayan’s death, as the Skype call came 

to an end, I stood up from my desk and looked out of the window. For a 

moment, a fragment of myself went back to Sinja, as I wondered whether 

father and son ever had a chance to discuss this strange story… 
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6. Encounters in retrospective 
 

  

 

A sad gathering 
Mornings can be often quite cold in Sinja well into the fall. A thin and velvety 

layer of frost covers the fields now empty, while the icy air hurts to breathe 

through the nose. Columns of smoke rise from the flat rooftops, filling the 

surroundings with the smell of burnt firewood. The villagers, gathered around 

the pleasant warmth emanated by a stove, share a tea and a morning chat, 

waiting for the sun to appear from behind the mountains. The quiet atmosphere 

is broken only by a chorus of intermittent expectorations. Then, all of a sudden, 

when the crisp sunlight finally reaches the silent hamlet, the tiny lanes start 

swarming with people ready to go about their daily chores in the countryside.   

That very morning, when the sun reached us, Sandeep and I had just 

finished interviewing one of his colleagues from the local school where they 

both teach. We were standing next to each other, in the pleasant warmth of the 

rooftop, when a man approached, informing us that Junga Bahadur Budha had 

died in a motorbike accident. Despite that name not meaning anything to me, 

the expression depicted on Sandeep’s face betrayed the gravity of the news. 

Junga Bahadur was a 33-year-old young man from the neighbouring village of 

Lekhpor, and, like most of the local youth, had been one of Sandeep’s students. 

Thus, in a hurry and without having the chance to pose any questions, we 

rushed to a place near the local cremation ground (masān-ghāṭ), where the 

dead body had been taken.  

A big crowd had already gathered in the courtyard of the sawmill. Many 

had come, from all the neighbouring villages, to give their condolences and 

express solidarity with the family. Most of them stood in little groups, appearing 
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concerned and vaguely uncomfortable. Warmed up by the morning sun, piles 

of sawdust scattered everywhere released an intense aroma of pinewood, as I 

asked Sandeep to tell me some more about the deceased.  

 
Sandeep: Junga Bahadur came from a large chettri family from the 

mountain village of Lekhpor, where he started school. I became his 

teacher only later, from class 6 to 10. He was a very good boy, very 

disciplined and honest… I remember he liked to play volleyball… 

After the SLC [School Leaving Certificate] I don’t know where he 

went, I think he continued his studies in Bardiya, where some of his 

relatives lived, and then moved to Jumla Bazaar. A few years ago, I 

had met him again, and he had told me he had a shop there, selling 

stationary goods. Later, he sold the shop, and with the money he 

bought an excavator, with which he was working at the construction 

of the Karnali Highway going up to Mugu. He earned a lot of money 

from that, so he bought another excavator, and founded a 

cooperative with 3 other partners. After that, his economic condition 

got much better, so he bought some land near the river from my 

uncle, where he built this sawmill. He used to work in Mugu, coming 

down only sometimes to stay with his family, who lives in a small 

house nearby. Next to it, he also founded a boarding school, which 

his daughters are now attending. He had a big entrepreneurial spirit! 

He was quite rich, and he knew many people. He belonged to the 

UML [United Marxist-Leninist party], and was part of the district 

committee. Despite that, he was still the kind person I met when he 

was a student of mine. Sometimes people here get involved in politics 

only to oppose people they don’t like [in another party], but he wasn’t 

like that. He loved Sinja, even though he wasn’t living here much, and 

wanted to do good things for this place. That’s why everybody loved 

him, even his political opponents, and he had good relationships with 

everyone. Some people were saying he was frustrated though, for he 
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only had two daughters but no sons, and, for this reason, he had 

started drinking, but I don’t know whether this is true or not… 

 

We then joined a group of men who were discussing in soft tones what had 

happened. Apparently, according to their reconstruction, the night he died 

Junga Bahadur was riding on the back of a motorbike, going up the valley from 

Nagma to Jumla Bazaar. In Nagma, he was supposed to meet the man in 

charge of the construction of the road, hoping to get a contract to dig another 

section of it. Yet, as time passed and that person did not appear, Junga 

Bahadur had started drinking heavily with some other friends he had met there. 

The driver of the motorbike was there too, but refrained from drinking, as he 

had caught a cold and was not feeling well. When Junga Bahadur expressed 

his wish to go to Jumla Bazaar, the driver recommended staying in Nagma for 

the night, as Junga Bahadur was drunk and he was not well, suggesting leaving 

the following morning. However, Junga Bahadur insisted, and pressed the 

driver saying they had only one helmet, which, in the daytime, would have 

caused trouble with the police. Thus, eventually the other man agreed, and 

they both set off late at night.  

 

Nagma Bazaar. 
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On the way, a jackal crossed the road out of nowhere, causing the driver to 

lose control of the motorbike and they both fell. Whereas the driver managed 

to get by with just a few scratches, Junga Bahadur banged his head violently 

against the hard surface of the road, and consequently lost consciousness. He 

was immediately taken by jeep to the Karnali hospital in the district 

headquarters, and then, the following day, by plane to Nepalgunj. Due to the 

severity of his injury, however, later that day he was moved again to Lucknow, 

northern India, to surgically remove a lump of coagulated blood in his brain—

an operation he did not survive. This had happened three days before. From 

Lucknow, the corpse was taken by jeep to Surkhet, reaching Sinja only early 

that morning. 

Now, Junga Bahadur lay on a stretcher, wholly wrapped in black plastic 

sheeting. After some time, the corpse was moved to a corner, hidden from sight 

behind a curtain of blankets held by several men. As Sandeep explained, this 

was done to allow the preparation of the body for the cremation ceremony (citā 

garnu),90 since ‘some people can’t bear the view, and might faint’. Yet, as soon 

as the corpse disappeared behind the cloth, a curious crowd pushed forward, 

jostling to secure a position from which to peek through. Some people started 

taking pictures with their mobile phones. 

The head was wrapped with an orange scarf, in a fashion vaguely 

reminiscent of a turban. After the dead man’s visage was cleansed with a wet 

cloth, a big coin was placed on the forehead—where Hindus usually wear a 

ṭikā—‘as a sign of respect’, explained later a priest. The corpse, still wrapped 

in its plastic shroud, was then laid down over a wooden palanquin, built from 

scratch each time to carry the dead to the cremation ground. Before being 

shown to the public, Junga Bahadur was covered with a red and orange scarf 

praising the god Ram, always present in Jumli mortuary rites; his head reclined 

on a pillow, and the edges carefully lined with orange cloth, so that only his 

																																																								
90 Cremation is the usual—albeit not only—manner for the disposal of the body 
amongst Hindu people. In Sinja, the ceremony is carried out in a slightly simplified 
manner compared to the classic model (see, e.g., Das 2012: 134, 40; Davis 1988: 46; 
also, Parry 1994).  
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visage could be seen. A garland of red and white ribbons intercalated with 10 

or 20 rupees notes completed the funerary decoration.  

 

 

At the very top of one of the poles of the palanquin was the silhouette of a 

plane, roughly carved out of a piece of wood and painted red. When I draw 

Sandeep’s attention to it, asking him what was the reason for that, his eyes got 

teary, as he hastily replied: ‘It is only a sign of affection’. Only then, did I start 

to sense how emotionally involved in the situation he probably was, seeing one 

of his former students lying dead before him. Yet, being one of the local ‘big 

men’ (ṭhulo mānche), this prevented him from displaying his emotions any 

further, since a man is not supposed to do that in public.  

When everything was ready, the curtain was removed, and the palanquin 

positioned in such a way that, one after the other in small groups, the people 

present could approach to pay their last regards to Junga Bahadur before his 

cremation. The first to come forward were some women, followed by other 

family members, friends, and fellow villagers. As soon as they neared the 

palanquin, most of them exploded into tears and had to be carried away. It is 

difficult here to discern genuine feelings from social expectations. As Valerio 

Valeri suggested, mourning is a combination of ‘sincere’ personal feelings, yet 

The red and orange ‘Ram’ scarf. 
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framed by appropriate social conventions by means of which ‘the individual 

work of mourning is extended and transcended in a kind of theatre where the 

subject’s ambivalent feelings are represented and objectified’ (Valeri 2013: 

369). In a similar manner, I always had the impression that the women’s 

despair at the time the dead body is carried to the cremation ground reflects 

the customary norms more than their actual feelings, or, rather, a combination 

of both. Moreover, some of the reactions appeared overtly exaggerated and 

theatrical, varying according to the degree of familial and social proximity. For 

instance, a young man about the same age as Junga Bahadur immediately 

collapsed to the ground, shouting and agitating his legs until he was carried 

away. This was before he managed to successfully place a huge communist 

flag over the palanquin. 

 

 

However, compared to similar gatherings I had witnessed, this time the 

atmosphere was undeniably different. Despite death being never welcomed as 

a joyful event, everyone seemed strangely quiet. Severe expressions were 

depicted on most faces. The men too appeared deeply touched by this loss, 

some of whom had their faces wet with tears, and did not seem to bother in 

trying to hide their feelings. ‘His parents are now neither dead nor alive’, said a 

woman next to me. ‘Neither can they kill themselves, nor can they live in peace 

A typical wooden palanquin.  
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(santa saṅga). They had hoped for their son’s support in their old age, but now, 

they have to take care of his wife and children instead’. 

	 

 

Junga Bahadur’s wife lay on a bench. She was covered in blankets and was 

being taken care of by her mother-in-law. When she eventually approached the 

palanquin, she screamed aloud violently before fainting and being carried 

unconscious to a nearby hut, where a doctor took care of her. Witnessing the 

scene, Sandeep commented: 
 

Sandeep: His wife will now get some money for the excavators and will 

continue getting the profits of the school, so she probably won’t have 

problems running her family alone. Yet, it won’t be easy for her, 

having no sons and with a husband who died at a very young age… 

but at least she has enough money to feed the family. 

 

Months later, on a rainy day in early spring, I went to visit her in the corrugated 

metal cabin near the sawmill where she lived with her two daughters, Junga 

Bahadur’s parents, and his sister. Initially, she appeared rather shy and 

evasive, but eventually, as we sat before the fire pit to have some boiled 

Women’s (social?) sadness. 
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potatoes and tea, she gradually came out of her shell. Her juvenile voice—

which made her sound much younger than a 29-year-old woman—was barely 

audible in the din caused by the rain and the wind, amplified by the metal roof 

and walls.  

 

Dil Maya: Junga Bahadur was a nice person… He was very thin when 

we met, 15 or 16 years ago, but he was getting a little chubbier 

(moṭo). We met here in Sinja, while playing volleyball in my natal 

village (māiti): Luma. We decided to get married some time later, 

when our parents agreed. It wasn’t an arranged marriage… I’m 

uneducated, I only know how to cook and how to work in the fields, 

but not to read and write. He had deep thoughts (dhyān soc), and 

many ideas about what should be done here, and for this reason he 

joined the UML. He was always saying that having good relationships 

with people is better than earning a lot of money, because anyway 

we can’t take it with us [when we die].  

I knew about the accident the day after [it happened], but only after 

they brought him here I knew he had died… Every time I called him, 

someone else picked up the phone, saying not to worry, that he had 

some scratches only. When I asked to speak to him though, they 

always said he was sleeping or busy… I thought they were telling the 

truth, and instead they were deceiving me (bhulāunu).  

The day he had left home to go to Nagma [i.e., the day of the 

accident] was the last time I spoke to him. I never expected he could 

have died, so, when I found out, my heart was full of pain (mero bhitra 

mā pida cha). That day, people were telling me ‘don’t worry, we’re 

here and we’ll help you.’ They were saying this only to give me 

courage, but they didn’t do anything for me [in a neutral tone, without 

resentment]. He had a lot of friends, and they were all very sad 

(dherai chiṭṭa dukhyo). Still, they said that even if we cry a lot, he won’t 

come back to us anyway… Sometimes they come to visit me; they 
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haven’t forgotten. They never say they want to help me, or support 

my children… They simply ask how I feel (ke cha?) 

Me: … and how do you feel? 

Dil Maya: How do I feel… Sometimes I wish to kill myself, but I can’t do 

that, because I’ve two daughters, one is 8 and the other 10, and I’ve 

to take care of them. I want them to be well educated, not like me. 

I’ve a lot of property, so I don’t have to worry about what to eat or 

wear, or how to provide them with an education. I’m only anxious 

(cintā) because he’s gone forever (u sadā ko lagi gaye), and even if 

I’ve property, he won’t come back again… Sometimes, he appears in 

my dreams, saying ‘I’m alive, I haven’t died. I’m fine, don’t worry.’ In 

my dreams, I’m happy, for I feel he is alive, but when I get up I’m in 

this situation (yo abasthā)… 

 

‘Meeting the face’ 
That morning at the sawmill, it was pleasantly warm and sunny, with the intense 

blue sky that characterises autumn in the Himalayan region. I found this in stark 

contrast with the grief that permeated the crowd. Somehow, it seemed almost 

inconceivable that, for the rest of the world, it was just a day like any other, 

regardless of the sorrow concentrated in that tiny piece of land. After most of 

the people had paid their homage to the dead, and the atmosphere had 

quietened again, I could finally take a glance at the dead myself. Junga 

Bahadur appeared immersed in a deep sleep, with the same serene 

expression that death has always had each time I came across it on the faces 

of family members, acquaintances or unknown people. Discussing with each 

other, I overheard someone saying: ‘He was so young, and he had such an 

unexpected death… Who knows then how we would die too one day…’ This 

remark echoed quite often that day.  
 

We know that one day we are going to die, but we don’t know how. We don’t know the 
time and the manner of death (samaya ra tārikh thāhā chaina). 
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Death, perceived as an unavoidable outcome of existence, appears indeed to 

arise a certain degree of ‘angst’ in Nepal too, fostering not despair, though, but 

a reflective attitude (see, e.g., Childs 2004: 167; Desjarlais 1992: 144, 153; 

2003: 205, 338; Laidlaw 2005: 186; Lecomte-Tilouine 2006: 59; Shrestha 2006: 

218). Those conceived as timely occurrences do not really arise the need to 

summon any obscure design of ‘fate’. However, premature losses disrupt the 

order of the cosmos, laying bare the imperative of sense-making. In such 

circumstances, people do not seem satisfied by simply taking stock of the 

situation, and, instead, they speculate often about its possible meaning. In fact, 

when I asked her about the possible causes, Dil Maya replied: ‘It was a matter 

of bad luck (bhāgya rahena cha). He had no luck, otherwise he’d be alive now, 

and I wouldn’t be alone’. 

The unavoidability of Junga Bahadur’s death was actually a matter of 

debate. For some people, this was irrevocably written in his forehead, and the 

jackal had simply been the means (nimitta) for the actualisation of his kāl.91 

However, suspecting a murder, someone had questioned the innocence of the 

driver, who had thus been taken into custody by the police while an 

investigation was carried out. Nevertheless, as the fatal lesion was clearly the 

outcome of an accident, and Junga Bahadur had been seen in amicable 

relations with the driver the night he died, a month after the events, the man 

was cleared of all charges and released.  

Wandering amidst the tight crowd, I joined Sandeep and asked him 

whether, in his opinion, this was a case of timely (kāl) or untimely (akāl) death, 

since, at that point, I felt quite puzzled. In effect, until that day, I thought I had 

managed to gain quite a clear picture of how death is conceptualised in Sinja, 

and of the particular circumstances leading to one outcome or the other. An 

accident was usually portrayed as a straightforward case of akāl death, with 

little or no margin for interpretation. Noticing with surprise an uncertainty in 

																																																								
91 As described at length in chapter 1, kāl means ‘time’, and refers to the supposed 
lifespan allocated to a specific human being-in-the-world. Thus, when the ‘time’ 
comes, life turns towards completion and death inevitably supervenes. 
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Sandeep too, though, we asked clarifications with a Hindu priest (pujāri) next 

to us, who, quite coldly and without any hesitation, confirmed the untimely 

nature of the young man’s demise.  

Putting a bit of distance from the situation, the interpretability which this 

death was subjected to might not have been totally out of place or 

incomprehensible. Actually: ‘in the immediacy of its impact, many a death, 

particularly if it is unexpected, provokes a sense of outrageous and 

irreplaceable loss which cries out for equivalent requital’ (Mimica 1996: 220). 

In fact, especially under the emotional burden of the moment, having to admit 

Junga Bahadur’s untimely demise must have been hard for those who were 

closer to him, due to the non-negligible consequences this is deemed to 

imply.92 Thus, people may well have half-consciously lied to themselves, in the 

endeavour to find, through an alternative hermeneutics, a more comfortable 

explanation than the one suggested by the common view.  
 
He died a natural death (kāl le mārnu), because no one killed him, and when he had 
the accident he didn’t die on the spot, but only later on in Lucknow. That was his kāl. 
 

Indeed, as Sandeep candidly noted on our way home: ‘If somebody would have 

died at such a young age but would have been known only for his bad 

behaviours, nobody would have thought these things’.  

Quietly retracing our steps on the rough road we had rushed through a few 

hours before to go to the sawmill, we kept chatting.  

 

Sandeep: When I heard he’d died, I immediately wanted to see him one 

last time, and to give my condolences to the family.  

Me: Why is it important to see the dead one last time? 

Sandeep: If somebody is sick and old, from time to time people would 

go to visit, so, when that person dies, no one would be shocked. You 

remember the old man who died last year? We all expected his death, 

																																																								
92 Whereas a timely death is alleged to result in the achievement of another life after 
the performance of the customary mortuary rites (kr ̥yā), dying untimely leads to an 
existence as a wandering spirit (muiyã). 
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so I wasn’t sad about it, even though, when I went to his house and I 

saw him dead and his wife crying, I realised he was gone forever, and 

tears came to my eyes… When two people manage to meet soon 

before one of them dies, this is known as ‘rakhigali’, and people think 

it’s a sign that they had dharma [i.e., ‘good connection’].93 That’s 

important, because people should keep a good relationship until 

death, and, if they’ve rakhigali, this means the dying person is well 

assisted by the closest ones until the end. When rakhigali happens 

unknowingly [i.e., visitors are unaware of what is happening], that’s 

even better, for people would say: ‘oh! What a good dharma you had, 

you’d rakhigali!’ 

If someone dies unexpectedly, like Junga Bahadur, people will 

think: ‘We had just met yesterday and he was fine… how was that 

possible?!’ In that case, nobody could have had rakhigali with him, 

taking care of him at the time of his death. For this reason, people 

feel sad when someone dies young or away from home, because they 

can’t see or be next to that person until the end.94 They all wanted to 

see him one last time, so they all came down this morning. We call 

this ‘mukh-bheṭ’ (lit. ‘meeting the face’). It’s a common practice here, 

but usually this happens at the dead person’s house. This time, it was 

different: I’d never seen that many people at a mukh-bheṭ… If he 

would have been a bad man, nobody would have come to see him, 

but he did so many good things… That image will remain in our mind, 

that’s why it’s important, because after the body is cremated, no one 

will be able to see his face again. 

Me: So it’s like a photograph?! 

																																																								
93 ‘Dharma’ usually means ‘cosmic order’, and it is often made to correspond, 
somehow, to what, in the West, is addressed as ‘religion’ (see, also, Letizia 2012: 84). 
Yet, in this context, it indicates the affinity between people.   
 
94 As described in chapter 1, the assistance provided by other people at the time of 
death is considered fundamental. About the issues that dying away from home 
implicate, see, also, Craig (2011: 203).  
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Sandeep: Yes, something like that…  

Me: … When you saw his face, how did you feel? 

Sandeep: I thought ‘but is he really dead? He looked like before [when 

he was alive]: his face was clean, and he seemed asleep… In my 

mind, I knew he was dead, but looking at his face I thought ‘why is he 

sleeping instead of talking to us?’ 

Me: Yeah, I had the same feeling. He didn’t look dead…  

Sandeep: Yeah… [Pause] When someone dies, people always say 

good things about the dead [as a polite habit], but he was really a nice 

man… I always wanted to go to visit him, but I never found the time 

for that, and when I saw him this morning, I thought that now he’s 

gone forever, and so did all his knowledge and skills…  

 

Despite mediations on impermanence being common and elaborate in South 

Asia, Sandeep’s last remark demonstrates that, there too, people are often so 

busy in their everyday lives to afford to make time to visit dear ones they might 

wish to. This is thus postponed, as if the possibility would never fade away. 

Yet, death often comes unexpected, marking, as Robert Hertz had it, a 

passage from visibility to invisibility (Hertz 1960: 80). Consequently, in a society 

in which the access to visual equipment is a recent phenomenon, mukh-bheṭ 

offers a very last chance to save a graphic memory of a beloved person. 

Consequently, it would be interesting to observe whether, over the next few 

decades, the increasing availability of mobile phones with cameras in rural 

areas will affect this tradition, as in the case of Sushila’s mother’s devotion to 

a photo of her dead son (chapter 2).  

 

A phenomenology of juṭho? 
We reached home way past lunchtime. Sandeep’s sister-in-law (buhārī) urged 

us to have our meal, which was getting cold. Yet, instinctively, I headed straight 

to the public tap, to take a bath. I felt quite dirty, but it was something deeper 

than the sweat I could feel running down my torso beneath my shirt. There is 
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actually something quite dirty about death. The black plastic in which Junga 

Bahadur’s body was wrapped, spotted in mud and wet by the water the priest 

had sprinkled to bless the corpse; the smell of decomposition, only partially 

hidden by a sweet fragrance of incense and body spray; the dirty white cloth 

used to clean the face, lying on the muddy ground and continuously trampled; 

and Junga Bahadur’s visage itself, slightly yellow and oily, still stained by 

encrusted blood at the edges where it was more difficult to remove; all this had 

contributed to my feeling of uncleanliness.  

My decision appeared to be welcomed by my fellow villagers, most of 

whom are observant Brahmins, who glanced at me with approval, as if I had 

managed to grasp the intrinsic polluting nature of death. Actually, they could 

not be further from Ernest Becker, who postulated: ‘Corpses are perfect in their 

helplessness: they can’t possibly hurt you or disgrace you; you don’t have to 

worry about their safety or their responses’ (Becker 2016: 250). In fact, in the 

Hindu world, the corpse is as problematic for the living as it is for the deceased, 

requiring thus to be carefully disposed of, as discussed in the following section. 

Except for extraordinary cases,95 according to the Hindu sacred laws, death is 

attained to generate spiritual ‘pollution’ (juṭho), which contaminates those who 

come in contact with it, and needs thereafter to be neutralised through specific 

ritual practices.96 For most people, this consists merely by washing pollution 

away—reduced to the symbolic gesture of sprinkling some water when the 

outside temperature drops. However, this does not suffice for the relatives of 

the deceased, whose polluted state endures throughout the accomplishment 

of the mortuary rites, ending only with a purifying bath (see, also, Das 2012: 

137; Oestigaard 2004: 10, 23).  

																																																								
95 One of these is bali dân, the sacrificial gift of oneself on the battlefield described by 
Marie Lecomte-Tilouine (see 2006: 52).  
 
96 Pollution, Veena Das pointed out, represents amongst Hindus what in other 
societies is rendered in terms of danger (Das 2012: 125; see, also, Douglas 1966).  
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Thus, washing myself in the icy water, I thought I might have had an embodied 

glimpse at what juṭho means beyond a simply virtual understanding of it, 

helping me, as Maurice Merleau-Ponty would have it, to ‘look beneath the 

explicit meaning of definitions for the latent meaning of experiences’ (Merleau-

Ponty 2005: 116). This, according to the French philosopher, is achieved 

mostly in and through the body, and the perceptions stemming from it. In the 

Phenomenology of Perception, he actually defines the body as the anchorage 

to the world, into which one is initiated through perception (Ibid.: 167, 300; see, 

also, Reischer and Koo 2004: 307). In fact, Merleau-Ponty saw the body as the 

primaeval locus of being-in-the-world, ‘through which we can consequently “be 

at home in” that world, “understand” it and find significance in it’ (Merleau-Ponty 

2005: 275). In fact, if there-being is inherently embodied, and the body is an 

integral part of the world, this means that these elements cannot be treated as 

severable from one another, and must then be considered in their 

interdependency. Therefore, Merleau-Ponty’s argument challenged previous 

‘intellectualist’ theories of consciousness, in particular Husserl’s understanding 

of intentionality, drawing attention on the body not as a mere object, but as the 

End of the mortuary rites. 
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very subject of being-in-the-world (see, also, Čargonja 2013: 26-27; Csordas 

1990: 5; Jackson 1983: 330).   

Recently, the body has enjoyed a lively interest in anthropology too, and 

contemporary approaches have been heavily influenced by these ideas. In fact, 

from a neutral substance upon which culture left its mould, the body has 

progressively emerged as a dynamic agent, with its own legitimacy.97 Yet, as 

Michael Lambek pointed out, the body ‘is anthropologically relevant only in its 

relationship to other significant categories […] Anything less is simply biology’ 

(Lambek 1998: 104). Accordingly, and not dissimilarly from Marcel Mauss, who 

considered the body ‘man’s first and most natural instrument’ (Mauss, cited in 

Dyck 2004: 4-5), Michael Jackson theorised that cultural norms are acquired 

mostly and more effectively through embodied practices rather than through 

concepts and words. For this reason, he objected to the privilege enjoyed by 

ratiocination over corporeality in academic circles, which appears highly 

unwarranted considering the experiential priority of the latter (Jackson 1983: 

330). In fact, according to him, the body constitutes a common ground between 

people—almost a universal ‘lingua franca’ of experience. One of the outcomes 

of ethnographic fieldwork, therefore, is precisely a convergence of the 

modalities in which we come to experience the world before any abstract 

conceptualisation of it (Jackson 2010: 47; 1983; see, also, Čargonja 2013: 37-

38, 45). Actually, Hrvoje Čargonja summarised embodiment as ‘a call to attend 

to the body but also to attend with the body as well’ (Čargonja 2013: 42, original 

emphasis). 

Nevertheless, anthropological analyses have elucidated that it would be 

erroneous to see the above only as a unidirectional movement from the body 

to the (cultural) mind, as this may work the other way around as well—a point 

Jackson acknowledges (see Jackson 1983: 336). Actually, one of the problems 

of this ‘embodied universalism’ is that it overshadows the ways in which cultural 

frameworks shape the processes of perception. Indeed, as experience-of-the-

																																																								
97 For a review of the body in anthropology, with a specific emphasis on embodiment, 
see Čargonja (2013; see, also, Desjarlais and Throop 2011: 89). 
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world is not exclusively corporal, a long-term exposure to the concepts intrinsic 

to a specific socio-cultural worldview is liable to operate, pre-reflectively, a 

substantial alteration of sensorial perception itself, adjusting it to fit the new 

context. Robert Desjarlais’s first book on Nepal (Desjarlais 1992) offers a good 

example of such an embodied initiation into a different cultural world, in which 

not only the anthropologist’s intellectual understanding was affected, but, also, 

his bodily apparatus. Thus, I thought, the same might have happened with my 

experience of juṭho. Namely, after months during which I had often come 

across instances of ‘pollution’ in my daily life, this had started to become a ‘part	

of me’—an embodied sensation rather than simply something I was aware of.  

 

 

Trying to resolve the problematic body/mind and subject/object dichotomous 

interplay, Thomas Csordas, borrowing from Merleau-Ponty and Bourdieu, tried 

to formulate an alternative paradigm (see Csordas 1990). He postulated that, 

in the immediacy of embodied perception, the body is not a pre-existent 

objective given, but ‘an integral part of the perceiving subject’ (Ibid.: 36, 9; see, 

also, Merleau-Ponty 2005: 239). According to Merleau-Ponty, indeed, in the 

pre-objective sphere of perception it is not yet operated a distinction between 

subjective psyche and objective biology, so that: 

Relatives in state of juṭho. 
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The first philosophical act would appear to be to return to the world of actual experience 
which is prior to the objective world, since it is in it that we shall be able to grasp the 
theoretical basis no less than the limits of that objective world, restore to things their 
concrete physiognomy, to organisms their individual ways of dealing with the world, 
and to subjectivity its inherence in history (Merleau-Ponty 2005: 66). 

 

So, what Csordas urges to focus on is precisely this pre-objective realm of 

embodied experience—pre-abstract but not pre-cultural—in which the mind-

body duality disappears altogether (Csordas 1990: 10). 

Nevertheless, the embodied nature of juṭho should not be exaggerated, as, 

most likely, my experience had little resonance in the Sinjali lifeworld. In fact, 

whereas for me a mix of sensory experiences had generated a physical 

sensation that I quite literally washed away, for them, ‘pollution’ is rather a 

metaphysical condition deeply ingrained in the cultural worldview. Albeit 

usually associated with the proximity to a polluting source like a corpse,98 the 

deceased’s relatives become automatically polluted in light of their ‘contacts’ 

of kinship, to different degrees according to their position within the family (see, 

also, Orenstein 1970: 1357-58). In fact, only unrelated people can simply wash 

their pollution away when they come back from the cremation ground. The 

relatives, instead, have to wait until the end of the mortuary rites marking the 

end of a prescribed period of mourning, regardless of how many baths they 

might take in the meantime. Essentially, death appears to be considered 

polluted mostly for it is seen as the intervening of a bad occurrence (alacchin), 

which requires certain austerities to be observed. Watching Sandeep sprinkling 

some water over his head before entering the kitchen for lunch, I asked him for 

some clarification.  

 

Sandeep: If it’s not rotten, scientifically the corpse isn’t juṭho. But in a 

spiritual and cultural way, it is.  

																																																								
98 Menstruating women and so-called untouchables are also seen as polluting 
subjects. However, the pollution related to the former is known as ‘chui’, whereas the 
latter as ‘achut’. For such a reason, the higher castes have traditionally considered 
them ‘untouchable’ (na chune), namely, people from whose hands water cannot be 
accepted.  
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Me: Before sprinkling the water you were juṭho, right? How did you feel? 

Is there a difference when you are juṭho? 

Sandeep: Only mentally, not physically. 

Me: So it is mainly a concept? 

Sandeep: Mainly. This was a bad activity (āshuvakam), for people were 

sad, and that’s why it’s juṭho. Physically, though, there are no effects. 

Yet, mentally, we know we have to do some work [i.e., purifications] 

to become cokho (pure) again, which is the normal state. I don’t know 

why, that’s the tradition here…  

 

 

Staring into the flames  
Mid-afternoon, I was informed that the cremation of Junga Bahadur was about 

to begin. Thus, I hurried to get to the little ground, next to the river, where the 

ceremony normally takes place. Upon my arrival, I was impressed by the pyre, 

uncommonly big compared to the usual size. When people decide to attend a 

Purification before returning home. 
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cremation, typically they carry along a piece of wood, which they will dispose 

on the pyre as a homage to the deceased.99  
 

When someone dies, people think about all the things they didn’t do for the dead. So, 
now that he’s gone forever, they wish to bring at least a piece of wood for him. It has 
nothing to do with the way he died, only with his personality.  

 

This implies that the affection felt by the community finds a tangible indicator 

in the dimension of the pyre. The fondness Junga Bahadur enjoyed was indeed 

quite evident, as, in more than a year I had lived in Sinja, I had never witnessed 

anything like that. 
 

Look how many people came for the last visit… It means he kept good relations with 
everyone. This can’t be known before [i.e., during life], but, when someone dies, we 
can all see his work (kām).  

 

Consequently, this offers another facet still in which death, explicitising the 

implicit, may come to be seen as a process of synthesis of social realities 

(Course 2007: 79). 

Yet, there is also an element of opportunism in all this. As Sandeep 

explained: ‘bringing firewood for another person, I can hope that others will do 

the same for me too when my time comes.’ In fact, Alphonso Lingis pointed 

out, whereas Heidegger clearly distinguished one’s own experience of death 

from that of others, the two are instead intimately related (Lingis 2009: 72). 

Thus, envisaging in the other’s dismissal an indicator of one’s own, the 

donation of wood represents something like an ‘investment for the future’.  

Then, finally, the corpse was unwrapped from its plastic cocoon, and 

placed onto the pyre. As it was lifted from the palanquin, the orange scarf 

wrapped around the head slipped away, unveiling for a moment Junga 

Bahadur’s bare head. On the back, his broken cranium bent unnaturally 

																																																								
99 This practice concerns the women too, although they do not attend the actual 
cremation, in light of a supposed ‘emotional weakness’ that would impede them to 
bear the shocking view. After a year, the people who brought a piece of wood to the 
cremation ground should then be invited to the common meal that marks the full end 
of the mourning period—the barkhi mentioned in chapter 2. However, to limit the 
expenses of that event, now it has become customary to honour this gesture 
immediately on the day of the cremation, by giving people a packet of biscuits.  
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inwards, while the forehead, sawn from temple to temple, opened and closed 

like the lid of a moka pot because of the bumping movement. As my blood 

pressure abruptly dropped, I suddenly started hearing my ears whistling, and 

everything started to go dark. Fortunately, with a quick move, I managed to 

step aside, sitting on a nearby rock to prevent a fainting spell. To buy some 

time, I pretended to jot down some notes, while recovering from the shock of 

that unexpected scene. After a while, I went back to observing the scene 

amongst a vast crowd.  

As Lingis noticed, a dead body is actually much more than Heidegger’s 

neutral rendering of it as an existence turned into a mere being ‘on hand’. Up 

close, it always carries the mark of an unspeakable violence, source, at the 

same time, of horror and attraction (Ibid.: 72). Indeed, although Junga Bahadur 

appeared simply asleep, the upsetting power of his decaying body seemed to 

cry for acquittal. Perhaps, this is the underlying meaning of juṭho.  

Consequently, cremation may then constitute a common effort to neutralise the 

affront set by the corpse, which ‘continues to proclaim life when the decay of 

death has already imposed its worms’ (Valeri 2013: 370).  

Actually, in Nepal as in many other societies, for death to be unproblematic 

the corpse requires special care, as its simple abandonment would be 

conceived as unseemly (see Shah 2008: 483, 492; also, Huntington and 

Metcalf 1991: 34; Straight 2006: 103). Interestingly, whereas in other contexts, 

the customary practice consists in preserving the body through mummification, 

in the Hindu world such ‘special care’ entails nothing less than a complete 

annihilation of the deceased’s worldly remains (see, also, Malinowski 2004: 

20). As Edgard Morin pointed out, in light of the inalterable state they produce, 

both mummification and cremation must be seen as triumphs over 

decomposition (Morin 2014: 139). 
 

If a corpse is buried, it may still stink, and a jackal might dig it out again. That’s why 
corpses are burned.  
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Cremation is a form of respect. Kids instead are not respected yet, and therefore they 
are buried in the ground.100 

 

Yet, cremation should not be seen as a chaotic destruction, but, rather, as a 

microcosmic ritual endeavour that, symmetrically, restores the order in the 

macrocosms (see, also, Oestigaard 2004: 24). In fact, as elucidated in chapter 

2, the human body, the house, and the cosmos are all, somehow, 

manifestation, on different levels, of the same all-encompassing order. Thus, 

while food is offered to the domestic fire—seen as a manifestation of the divine 

fire Agni—before it is consumed, cremation is conceived as a sacrificial offering 

too, in which the sacrificer’s body becomes the substance of the sacrifice (see, 

also, Davis 1988: 44-45; Gray 1987: 183; Parry 1994).101 Accordingly, like 

guiding a spirit back home by means of a thread, cremation is not merely a 

symbolic act, but operates an ontological shift, inasmuch as Hindu  
 

rituals associated with death attempt to act upon the deceased (and by extension on 
his former milieu), to accomplish a metamorphosis in his condition, in accord with the 
overarching organization of the cosmic world (Davis 1988: 44). 
 

When the pyre was finally set alight with the help of some kerosene, it 

immediately turned into a huge fire, and every activity ceased. Vincent 

Crapanzano, discussing Jonathan Parry’s work on death in Banaras, noticed 

that: ‘As the end marks a new beginning, so cremation marks not just 

destruction but also creation’ (Crapanzano 2004: 208). Similarly, this sacrificial 

fire is deemed to bring a person to completion, extinguishing the last 

attachments to a life that has come to an end, and thus freeing the soul (puruṣ) 

to move to another form of existence. ‘The elements of the body are 

																																																								
100 More than a matter of respect, however, Dor Bahadur Bista described it in terms of 
dependency. A mutual dependency between the living and the dead is deep-seated 
in Nepal, epitomised by the regular offerings of ‘embodied memory’ described in 
chapter 2. Nobody, instead, depends on children, who are thus buried and more easily 
forgotten (Bista 2011: 62; see, also, Campbell 1976: 117-19). 
 
101 An extreme example of that is the self-immolation of Tibetan monks, in which the 
body is voluntarily offered as the ultimate sacrifice, becoming thus like a butter lamp 
(Makley 2011: 463). 
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reabsorbed into their sources, but the soul has meanwhile been freed’ (Davis 

1988: 49). There is certainly quite a fair bit of evidence of how death may thus 

come to be seen as a regeneration of life (see, e.g., Bloch and Parry 1982).  

However, this is a somewhat idyllic metaphysical narrative, whereas, 

existentially, death feels also as an irreparable rift. In fact, this thesis tries to 

move beyond the ‘classic’ arguments on death, to foreground, instead, those 

existential vicissitudes traditionally overlooked by anthropological studies on 

the matter. As Sandeep commented, sitting next to me on a grassy slope where 

most people had found a spot: ‘looking at the pyre burning, we think he’s gone 

forever’. For them, this was truly the last farewell before Junga Bahadur would 

set off for a long journey towards a new life, which, as any departure, leaves 

those who remain feeling a little emptier.   

 

 

Nearby, a bellow caught my attention. Holy animal to the Hindus, the cow is 

actually believed to be of great help for Junga Bahadur at this moment.102 In 

fact, holding its tail, he will easily cross the Vaitaraṇi river—the main obstacle 

lying on the way to the gods’ residence (swarga), where the nature of the next 

																																																								
102 For a discussion on the sacred cow as a political animal, see Zharkevich (2017). 
 

Junga Bahadur’s pyre, uncommonly big. 
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rebirth is decided according to the deeds performed during the previous life 

(see, also, Campbell 1976: 106; Crapanzano 2004: 205).103 Therefore, the 

animal was a gift (godān) to the priest, who is seen as an intercessor between 

the world of the living and that of the dead, and is given whatever people wish 

the deceased (pitra) to receive (see, also, Bista 2013: 16).	 
 

The priest is like an image of the gods (bhagawān ko rup), so, when people offer things 
to him, they think the pitra can get them, because after death this can’t be done directly 
anymore.  
 

Yet, in Sinja as in the rest of Nepal, this is amongst those practices that have 

contributed to the conversion to Christianity. In effect, some people perceive 

these traditions as a clever strategy instigated over time by the priests for their 

own benefit, rather than for that of the dead. In contrast, the foremost feature 

of Christian rituals highlighted by converts is precisely that of being free of 

charge.  

Sandeep went home. The flames, rising high into the air, were gently 

dancing cradled by the afternoon wind. Sitting on my own in front of the burning 

pyre, I watched wood, flesh, bones, hopes, and fears being devoured by the 

flames, and their ashes dissolving into the river. I found somehow an 

enchanting spectacle the disappearance of a person from the world. Around 

me were many people. Some elders were looking straight into the fire, silent, 

each of them lost in thoughts impossible for me to penetrate. One by one, the 

others stood up and walked away, as if the climax of the event had been 

reached with the lighting of the pyre, and there was no more reason for 

remaining there.  

‘When the soul goes away, the body is just like soil (java puruṣ udera 

jāncha, hāmro śarīr māto jastai huncha)’, said a man just before he left. Here, 

contrary to the latest academic trend, especially in so-called 

																																																								
103 Actually, Ernestine McHugh pointed out, mortuary rites are where the need of 
others appears more evident (McHugh 1989: 79; see, also, Seremetakis 1990). 
Amongst Buddhist Newars of the Kathmandu Valley, for instance, this transmigration 
is instead achieved thanks to a musical horn known as neku (see Greene 2002: 93).  



	 263	

postphenomenology (see, e.g., Ihde 2008: 7; also, Tsintjilonis 2007: 176), 

Sinjali people seem to downplay, somehow, the role of the body. According to 

Linda Connor, this is due to a different conception of the body in the Hindu 

world, which is associated with other values. In fact, if in the West the corpse 

plays a paramount role in the Christian performance of the mortuary rites, it is 

instead just a tiny component of the way in which Balinese Hindus tackle death 

(Connor 1995: 539). After the departure of the soul, indeed, apart from its 

dangerous pollution, the bodily remains of a person are conceived as raw 

material to be returned to the earth.104  

Consequently, Lambek suggested, it would be erroneous to consider the 

mind/body duality a peculiarity of Western thought. In fact, a certain degree of 

distinction appears likely to be universal, although it does not need to imply the 

same ontological polarisation operated by Descartes. Quite simply, the two are 

conceptualised differently, even though such a dichotomy is then generally 

overlooked in lived experience (Lambek 1998: 105; see, also, Kohrt and Harper 

2008). In Sinja, rather than mind/body, which both disappear with the collapse 

of the latter, the duality opposes the body to the soul. This manifests openly at 

death, when one disappears and the other is freed to migrate to another 

beehive. Musing on this, I recalled an interesting anecdote Sandeep had 

shared with me some time before, which elucidates the matter.   

In the 90s, a group of archaeologists had gone to Sinja with the intention 

of digging the ruins of the Malla winter palace, still visible under a thin layer of 

soil on the top of Gadi hill overlooking the valley.105 During their preliminary 

survey, they set an encampment next to the river, not far from the cremation 

grounds. One morning, while he was washing his face, one of their Nepali 

partners saw a man throwing a baby into the river, which he thought was alive. 

This created some bewilderment amongst the group of scholars, who left soon 

																																																								
104 On the Hindu dichotomy of body and soul, see, also, Campbell (1976: 114). 
 
105 Apparently, the permits for that were never released, since the local people 
protested against what they perceived as a usurpation of their historical heritage, and 
the project was abandoned, or at least this is what I was told in Sinja.  
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afterwards. After some investigation, my research assistant found out that the 

infant was actually stillborn, and kept wondering if that had been the reason for 

the team’s departure.  

Intrigued by the story, I asked him to introduce me to Gauri Shankar, the 

man alleged to have committed the infanticide, who is now a renowned 

drunkard in his early 60s. Thus, on an evening when he was sober, we went 

up the craggy alleys that lead to the upper part of the village where he lives. 

We met him on a neighbour’s terrace, where he was smoking his pipe (sulpa), 

chatting with some friends. After climbing two sets of steep and rather 

precarious wooden ladders, we reached the top of a multi-layered house, and 

we sat on a ledge near his door. Some of the man’s kin took their places next 

to us, but without disturbing the flow of the conversation. A young child, clumsily 

wrapped in a little blue down jacket, crawled all around us. On the nearby 

rooftops, clearly visible from our elevated position, other men had gathered in 

small groups, to chat in the evening chill. Despite the gentle breeze, it was not 

cold, and the colours of dusk, soon after sunset, filled the landscape with 

aesthetical charm.  

 

Gauri Shankar: My wife was having problems with her pregnancy, so I 

had called a doctor from Jumla Bazaar, who had arrived that evening. 

During the night, the situation got worse, and the doctor said it was a 

very difficult case, with a high risk of losing both the child and the 

mother. Eventually, he had to force the birth, pulling out the baby, 

who was a girl, but already dead. Then, a very old woman who was 

there too, told me that to avoid the risk of losing other babies in the 

same way, it was better not to bury the baby, but to throw her into the 

river. I don’t know the reason for this [action]; she only said that, doing 

this, other babies would survive. I trusted her, because she was old 

and had much more experience (anubhav) than us, and might have 

seen this already, or even done it herself. So, I wrapped it [the corpse] 

in a piece of cloth, and, very early in the morning, I went down to the 
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river. There, I went up a boulder, and I threw it into the water. I felt 

sad when I did it, but I also hoped to have another child [who could 

have survived after that action], and, in fact, later my wife had a son 

and a daughter, who are living with us. 

Me: Wasn’t it pāp (sin) to do this?  

Gauri Shankar: No, I couldn’t put the baby on my shoulders, or sleep 

together [meaning usual conviviality]… She was dead, and I had to 

do something [with the corpse], I couldn’t keep it in my house. If what 

I did was pāp, then burning it would be sinful too [i.e., cremation], but 

the tradition (paramparā) here is that, after death, the body is nothing 

(māre ko śarīr kehi pani hoina). Burning people alive is pāp,106 but 

after their death it’s not. 

 

A loud, cracking sound diverted me from these recollections, bringing me back 

to the cremation ground. The central part of the pyre had just collapsed on 

itself. Incandescent logs, turned into charcoal, generated clouds of vapour 

falling into the cold water of the river. The enchantment was broken, leaving 

me with the same sense of emptiness after having watched a dear one 

disappearing behind the turnstile of an airport or a train station, embarking on 

a long journey. The swirl that had brought Junga Bahadur and I close to each 

other seemingly vanished in the continuous stream of existence, or so I 

thought. Thus, I paid my regards and left, heading home.  

 

Encounters in retrospective 
Soon after crossing the short wooden bridge that leads to the cremation 

ground, instead of taking the left turn towards Sandeep’s house I instinctively 

took the right path that runs along the river. After slowly strolling along for a 

while, I sat on a big rock next to the water, presumably not far from where Gauri 

																																																								
106 A reference to the riots that, in those days, upraised in a nearby district, during 
which a few policemen died after having been doused with gasoline and set ablaze by 
the angry crowd.  
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Shankar had thrown the little corpse of his dead daughter into the river. For 

some reason, in spite of all the work I still had to do before the details of the 

day would start to sink into oblivion, I stood still, unable to move. In the other 

cremation ceremonies I had attended, the age of the deceased had usually 

made death an expected outcome, which, generating little debate, left those 

lives rather unknown to me. Writing in my journal later that night, I realised that 

I had been too busy during the day to notice the deep influence this story was 

having on me. As Fëdor Dostoevsky wrote, it actually happens, sometimes, 

‘that we meet people—even perfect strangers—who interest us at first glance, 

quite suddenly and unexpectedly, before a word has been spoken’ 

(Dostoevsky 2014: 42). Although we had ‘met’ only after Junga Bahadur’s 

demise, inquiring about the life and death of a young man who could have been 

me under other circumstances had transformed a complete stranger into a 

familiar presence.  

Notwithstanding an initial sense of loss, in fact, networks of intersubjective 

meaning do not cease by the mere physical disappearance of people, founding 

hence the premises for the social existence of both the living and the dead 

(Valeri 2013: 375, 371). Consequently, mortuary practices have often been 

described as a process of separation from dear ones, collectively achieved 

through a set of specific practices (see, e.g., Course 2007; Hertz 1960; 

Seremetakis 1990). Thus, in Southern Chile, for instance, the funerary 

narration of the deceased’s biography (nutramtun) operates a synthesis of the 

endless process of socialisation within which spawns the Mapuche person, 

bringing it to completion in order to consent its dissolution. In fact, the scattering 

of the crowd at the end of the ceremony dissolves the deceased’s social 

network, allowing the person to finally die—‘a cessation which must be 

achieved by others’ (Course 2007: 95).  

In these pages, though, I wish to complement this argument by positing the 

eventuality of its reversal; namely that, sometimes, across intersubjective webs 

and existential narratives, the dead might be—voluntarily or involuntarily—

‘rescued’ back into the dynamic cycle of life. Indeed, my feelings had made me 
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wonder about the possibility to form interpersonal relations with the dead 

‘anew’: not just extending pre-existing ones based on lingering memories, but, 

quite literally, ‘getting to know’ people after they die, like encounters lived 

retrospectively. In fact, until that very morning, I had never met or heard about 

Junga Bahadur, and, had he not died, chances are that our paths would have 

never crossed. Yet, sitting on that rock and looking into the stream in which his 

ashes were now flowing on their way to the Ganga, I felt a strangely intimate 

connection with him, hard to explain. Obviously, to dissipate any possible 

misunderstanding, let me stress the provocative nature of my argument, for I 

am far from suggesting that anyone can thus be ‘resuscitated’ by a simple 

cognitive operation. In fact, more than the actual relationship between Junga 

Bahadur and I, what I wish to challenge are the paradigmatic concepts of 

embodiment and intercorporeality, and, more in general, the heavily body-

dependent understanding of phenomenology in the Anglo-Saxon intellectual 

landscape.  

These musings eventually found endorsement in an anecdote narrated by 

Desjarlais, in which he described his reaction after seeing, on a friend’s 

Facebook page, the photograph of a young girl who had died during the 

earthquake that devastated Nepal in the spring of 2015. This vision created an 

unusual tie between the dead and the ethnographer, haunting him for quite 

some time as he tried to find out who she was (see Desjarlais 2016: 258-59). 

Even more so, and well beyond these somewhat extemporary instances, there 

might be cases in which what I am postulating here may acquire a much deeper 

existential meaning. That is the underlying theme of the novel Heat and Dust 

(Jhabvala 1986), in which the protagonist gains progressive intimacy with her 

grandmother through the letters she had sent to her sister, reconstructing thus 

her life in India in the 1920s.  

Not that intimacy with the dead is anything new in anthropology. Dimitri 

Tsintjilonis, for instance, described a mortuary practice called ‘sharing one 

breath’, in which remembrance gives rise to a sense of intimacy with the 

deceased, achieved, in that case, through the sharing of milk. In chapter 2, I 
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described something similar, where offerings of ‘embodied memory’ nourished 

the continuation of such intimate connections. What differs, in Tsintjilonis’s 

argument, is that the particular kind of ‘remembering’ he describes is 

independent of pre-existent memories or face-to-face encounters with the 

dead, constituting, therefore: ‘an intimacy which gives rise to familiarity rather 

than the other way around’ (Tsintjilonis 2004: 383). Accordingly, he argues, it 

is necessary to recognise that the dead have their own agency. This, however, 

according to Tsintjilonis, is confined to the mortuary rites only, and thus does 

not affect everyday life at all.  

Bilinda Straight, instead, presented death as constituting a distinctive 

temporal and existential domain while simultaneously trespassing back 

constantly into the mundane, so that, in its proximity, ‘the agencies of the living 

and the deceased are mutually entangled’ (Straight 2006: 107). What 

Desjarlais and I both experienced seems to provide an opening in this direction, 

pointing towards another way still in which these entangled agencies affect 

ordinary intersubjective existence. In light of that, one is tempted to ask: ‘Can 

people empathize with “imagined” people and communities in the same way 

they do with those who are physically present, or are the processes necessarily 

different in some way?’ (Hollan and Throop 2008: 386). In other words, is the 

kind of intersubjectivity described throughout this thesis—encompassing the 

dead as active elements—to be considered congruent with that assumed to 

connect people in flesh and bones?   

Usually, embodied subjects are presented as intrinsically intersubjective, 

inasmuch as this ‘is ingrained in the elementary structure of the flesh’ 

(Čargonja 2013: 29). In fact, although intimate consciousness remains largely 

inaccessible, mutual intelligibility is achieved through the perception of 

embodied signs imbued with meaning, stemming from what Groark defined an 

‘‘attentive body’’ (2013: 284; see, also, Keane 2016: 92; Persson 2010: 798). 

Csordas, in his enduring attempt to collapse the body/mind dichotomy, and, 

consequently, the distinction between subjective ‘meaning’ and objective 
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‘behaviour’, proposed thus a shift from a disembodied co-presence of alter 

egos to an embodied intersubjectivity, or ‘intercorporeality’ (Csordas 2008).  

Yet, notwithstanding his theoretical complications, eventually Csordas 

does no more than restating, over and over: ‘the body is a productive starting 

point for analysing culture and self’ (Csordas 1990: 39). In fact, praising 

corporeality in the attempt to curtail the prominence of a disembodied cogito, 

he merely inverted the poles of the Cartesian conjecture, reiterating rather than 

resolving its fundamental duality (see, also, Lambek 1998: 120; Tsintjilonis 

2007: 176). The mindful bodies postulated by phenomenology, then, Lambek 

argued, are just as inherently dual as the embodied minds suggested by 

cognitivists. Thus, according to him, it is much more profitable to 

simultaneously pay attention to ‘body and mind in body (embodiment), and also 

to body and mind in mind (imagination)’ (Lambek 1998: 105). In fact, albeit not 

the same, ‘mind’ (or ‘soul’) and ‘body’ are equally intrinsic of human 

experience, or, borrowing from the Sinjali framework, as long as one is alive 

‘the bees’ and ‘the beehive’ are both vital components of the same existential 

project. Any partisan stance favouring one over the other would hence appear 

essentially erroneous. Accordingly, one should first and foremost refuse to start 

with a firm dichotomy, even if it is just to resolve it subsequently. The intrinsic 

mistake of Descartes’s model, in fact, is precisely the rationalisation of this 

ambivalence into a conclusive distinction (Ibid.: 110). 

Tsintjilonis shares the very same aim, but criticises Lambek for envisaging 

an endless corporeality, since, if that were the case, its limits could not be 

investigated (Tsintjilonis 2006: 559). Instead, he summons the ontological turn, 

which aims to reach precisely a monistic account, independent from any pre-

existent duality‘—a duality which, over the years, has been polarized in a 

number of oppositions which are always one and the same: 

representation/reality, culture/nature, mind/body, and so on’ (Tsintjilonis 2007: 

176; see, also, 2004: 428). The solution envisaged by Tsintjilonis consists then 

in replacing epistemology with ontology, forwarding—radically different—

indigenous ‘sensual realities which do not represent but instantiate and 



	 270	

actualize death’ (Tsintjilonis 2007: 173). Thus, in an awkward wedding of 

phenomenology and the ontological turn, drawing from his fieldwork in Toraja, 

Tsintjilonis describes a specific embodied agency by which the dead are said 

to communicate with their living kin, snaring them to share the ‘illness’ they 

carry, that is to say, death. Contrary to habitual understandings, ‘death’ comes 

hence to be seen as an essential presence in life rather than an absence 

opposite to it, inasmuch as it can be considered the dead’s own modality of 

existence (Ibid.: 174, 191). However, regardless from Tsintjilonis’s efforts, what 

he describes is circumscribed to the limited time elapsing between death and 

the end of the mortuary rites, the aim of which is precisely that of dis-embodying 

the dead. Consequently, when these come to an end, the temporary ‘presence’ 

of death in life fades away again into absence (see ibid.: 190). 

In fact, according to Tsintjilonis, the crucial item that has to be understood 

in a non-representational manner is precisely the body (Ibid.: 176). 

Accordingly, ‘corporeality’ is not a mere attribute of existence, but the very 

‘programme for living’ that actualises it (see Tsintjilonis 1997: 269; also, 2004: 

450; 1999: 625). Therefore, if the body is not dual—as life cannot exist out of 

it—the dismemberment achieved by the mortuary rites brings to an end the 

person altogether, celebrating hence ‘the primacy of embodiment’ (Tsintjilonis 

1997: 270). However, flirting with the ontological turn does not do service to 

Tsintjilonis’s argument, whose ‘ethnophenomen-ontology’ falls irremediably 

into radical alterity. Making ‘them’ intelligible only in and through their own 

cosmologies, indeed, one is left wondering ‘what kind of anthropology can we 

generate out of this ethnography?’ (Tsintjilonis 2004: 384). This appears to be 

another example of what Lambek has labelled the tendency to find, amongst 

others, the solution to ‘our “mind-body problem”’ (Lambek 1998: 105). Yet, 

Lambek added, most likely a problematic coexistence of monistic and dualistic 

tendencies characterises all systems of knowledge (see, also, Hopkinson 

2015). 

In actual life, oftentimes, things are much more complicated than that. For 

example, Steven Parish presented the brilliant case of Mary, a young woman 
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in a coma, and of the attempts to determine whether she was still conscious, 

and, crucially, had a wish to live (see Parish 2014: 38-45). Whereas, in an 

abstract sense, it was indeed quite obvious that a body alone would not suffice 

to constitute a person, her concrete situation brought to the fore all the very 

many nuances and doubts surrounding the matter. In fact, despite being seen 

as a clear indicator of an embodied subject, the passivity of her vegetative body 

raised fundamental questions about personhood and its ontology, which, 

Parish warned, should not be hastily and light-heartedly generalised. Junga 

Bahadur’s case presented the opposite scenario, with no body to share 

intercorporeality with, nor self-awareness yet to be determined, which made 

him very much dead. Nonetheless, apparently, across the network of 

intersubjective meaning we had come to share, something had kept on living, 

as it did also in his wife’s dreams. Reflecting on these ambivalent 

intersubjective realities, Parish offered another, complementary anecdote, 

describing another woman, Helen, whose dead husband kept tormenting her 

with a heavy ‘emotional presence’ (see ibid.: 37).  

This seems to suggest a less literal understanding of the ‘perceptual 

capacities’ allowing the living to share their lives with the dead than that offered 

by Tsintjilonis (2007: 181). Both instances could thus be seen in light of what 

Michal Pagis has defined ‘silent intersubjectivity’ (Pagis 2010: 324). Actually, 

envisaging interpersonal relations stretching beyond verbal interactions finds 

common agreement amongst the apostles of ‘embodiment’. However, it is a 

pity that, especially in the Anglo-Saxon world, the contribution ascribed to 

phenomenology remains, way too often, limited to corporeal experience. 

Betraying its philosophical underpinnings, this becomes, in fact, just another 

form of an anthropology of and through the body. However, not every aspect 

of being-in-the-world has a foothold on the body, and is hence liable to be 

rendered in terms of intercorporeality and embodiment, like the experience of 

juṭho described above, or the act of reading Bruno Latour in Bahia. Actually, 

described Mattijs van de Port (2015), reading Bruno Latour was made very 

difficult amidst the racket of everyday life in Bahia, which required a sort of 
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disembodied estrangement from the outside world—a retreat within a 

concentrated mind. Actually, Csordas suggested: ‘By restricting the human 

experience of otherness to the category of the social, Durkheim committed a 

major error of reductionism’ (Csordas 1990: 33)—the very same error that 

Csordas committed with regard to the body. So, as the scope of the inquiry 

should not be limited to the social or the linguistic domain alone, that of 

corporeality too, per se, would leave other fundamental aspects of existence 

completely overlooked.  

Consequently, Kevin Groark proposed to embrace a ‘multimodal 

intersubjectivity’ liable to encompass experiential fields usually considered out 

of its scope. Accordingly, he suggested:  
 
Just as we recognize that other-than-human entities and agents (such as spirits, 
saints, ancestors, and deities) may be the objects of intersubjective relations […], so 
too must we nuance our understanding of the other-than-corporeal dimensions of self 
(such as component selves, souls, or alters) that may be understood as relational 
subjects (Groark 2013: 285). 

 

Accordingly, whereas ‘disembodied minds do not exist’ (Parish 2014: 44), 

disembodied persons are much less unambiguous, and might prove useful to 

investigate the abovementioned situations. However, I must add, it is not to 

individual persons that I am referring here. Rather, as it has emerged 

throughout the thesis, what I am referring to is a fragment of personhood of an 

irreducible person named Junga Bahadur, the one situationally experienced by 

a specific aspect of my own self. Actually, the ‘Junga Bahadur’ I came to know 

is, most certainly, entirely different from the version living in the intersubjective 

dreamscape of his wife Dil Maya.  

However, I am not trying to pay homage to Descartes here, presenting 

Junga Bahadur as ‘a mind’ opposed to ‘a body’. Both were obviously gone. 

Yet, it is essential not to conflate ‘minds’—or ‘bodies!’—with ‘persons’ either. In 

fact, at the core of the Cartesian model is the celebration of an ethereal 

cognitive subject, completely blind to ‘the ways people connect, clash, and 

experience each other—as this is worked out in the “space between” persons’ 

(Parish 2014: 32; see, also, Tillich 1956: 741). In its initial theorisation, 



	 273	

‘intersubjectivity’ had been conceived precisely to contrast Descartes’s 

solipsistic understanding of human consciousness, postulating that, even in its 

most private depths, personal experience always summons ‘others’ (Duranti 

2015: 221, 228; see, also, 2010).  

So, if one of the chief criteria to confer the status of ‘person’ is said to be 

the ability ‘to establish some kind of intersubjective connection’ (Parish 2014: 

41), Junga Bahadur had definitely succeeded. Indeed, since that day, he has 

surprisingly become as much a key figure of my fieldwork experience as any 

other of my main (embodied) characters. This is rather astonishing considering 

we never shared a chat, and our brief mukh-bheṭ failed to provide a lingering 

recollection of his physical appearance. The main question solicited by Junga 

Bahadur, Helen’s husband and Desjarlais’s anecdote, therefore, is: can 

intersubjectivity still be said to exist in the absence of dialogue, pre-existing 

memories, and meaningful bodies? Crucially, the intersubjective life of the 

dead raises an even more ‘inescapable existential challenge: how is one to 

respond to the existence of another person?’ (Ibid.: 33). 

Perhaps, the problem lies in its wrong formulation. Tim Ingold proposed 

shifting from conceiving the matter as an intermediation connecting two 

opposite poles—or intersubjectivity—to their joined ‘midstreaming’ (Ingold 

2015: 150). Accordingly, Junga Bahadur and I could have been tightened in 

the same ‘knot’, as Ingold described the coming into being of persons and 

relationships within the dynamic meshwork of existential lines constitutive of 

social life. In his model, then, ‘minds’ and ‘bodies’ dissolve into the stream, 

since: ‘Knots don’t have insides and outsides; they have interstices. Their 

surfaces, rather than enveloping their material mass, lie between the lines that 

make them up’ (Ingold 2016: 10). Thus, in mutual with-ness, another self does 

not appear as an opposite object to the subject, as the two midstream in an 

almost flirtatious ‘correspondences of the middle voice’ (Ibid.: 18).  

Despite Ingold acknowledging that ‘midstreaming’ does not necessarily 

lead to mutual understanding, he urges us to ‘fill the gap’, turning the otherness 

of the other into a togethering sympathy (Ibid.: 12, 19-20). Unfortunately, this 
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reveals the humanist bias that has always characterised the concept, infusing 

‘sympathy’ with the disturbing tendency to ‘devour otherness’ ascribed to it by 

Paul Ricoeur, who advocated instead for a more detached and respectful 

stance (Ricoeur 1954; see, also, chapter 5). In fact, if everything merges into 

the same stew, one does not understand how it could ever be that ‘the joining 

of lives is also their continual differentiation’ (Ingold 2016: 11).  

Ingold appears indeed to forward the romantic hermeneutics that Richard 

Kearney has contested to philosophical attempts such as that of Gadamer, who 

envisaged the overcoming of otherness through its appropriation, in a sort of 

‘fusion of horizons’ (Kearney 2003: 17). At the same time, though, I reject the 

radical hermeneutics of Tsintjilonis and the ontological turn, with its equally 

romantic serenade to the ‘“sublime” nature of alterity’ (Ibid.). Following 

Kearney, instead, I eagerly elect Junga Bahadur amongst the many different, 

but not absolute, ‘figures of Otherness’ dwelling in the twilight zone between 

reason and fantasy (Ibid.: 3). In fact, like strangers, gods and monsters, the 

dead too upset our ontological tranquillity with the extreme experience of an 

almost inconceivable otherness, which philosophy—as this kind of existential 

anthropology—endeavours to bring back ‘onto the horizon of philosophical 

understanding’ (Ibid.: 7). 

 

Epilogue 
According to Merleau-Ponty, at the core of philosophical understanding is not 

a transcendental item, ‘but the perpetual beginning of reflection, […] the point 

where an individual life begins to reflect on itself’ (Merleau-Ponty 2005: 72). In 

fact, the episode narrated in these pages is first and foremost a personal 

experience, out of which I am not trying to carve a paradigm. Yet, personal 

insights are sometimes liable to illuminate broader existential dynamics (see, 

also, Jackson 2010: 36). I wish indeed to welcome this fragment of Junga 

Bahadur as a friend, in a diacritical hermeneutics postulating ‘that friendship 

begins by welcoming difference (dia-legein)’ (Kearney 2003: 18). This allows 

approaching the dead’s otherness without turning it into the mere scarecrow of 
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ourselves, but, instead, as a proper ‘monster’, in its double etymology of 

‘showing’ and ‘warning’ (Ibid.: 5). In other words, the lives of the dead show 

both the potentialities of all what may ‘exist’ amongst networks of 

intersubjective meaning, while, at the same time, warning about any hasty 

reduction of their ontological reach. The encounter informing this chapter is, 

indeed, ‘the description of the tension—both horrific and pleasurable—that the 

gap between life and its cultural representations generates, and the 

imaginative and performative work to which these tensions give rise’ (van de 

Port 2015: 84). 

Because of deep-seated assumptions regarding the fate of what has 

already died, conceived as no longer present and thus unable to act, the 

modern Western thought has precluded all other possibilities to approach the 

life of the dead—seeing them as ghosts, ancestors, or, as in this case, 

unconventional companions. However, firm ontological boundaries separating 

life and death appear rather ethnocentric, as most other peoples envisage 

instead their continuity (Bloch 1988: 13). My friends in Sinja would certainly 

have no problems positing the (re)creation of bonds with a deceased who has 

turned into a wandering spirit (muiyã); they were actually speculating about a 

possible return of Junga Bahadur too in such form. Still, this could easily give 

rise to exoticising views. Many are indeed the ethnographic examples of the 

dead’s agency within particular worlds, easy to dismiss, though, if one does not 

share the same ontological commitment. However, ‘is there any society where 

the voice of ancestors is utterly silenced?’ (Lingis 2009: 74). Consequently, I 

would add, is there any one lifeworld in which the dead cannot make 

themselves ‘heard’ again, somehow?  

Letting this happen, though, implies bridging metaphysics and 

everydayness (Tsintjilonis 2004: 384), in a ‘monster narrative’ in which ‘the 

self is never secure in itself’ (Kearney 2003: 3). This was precisely the reason 

for Ingold’s dismissal of intersubjectivity, which he described as the mere ‘in-

between’ two finite ends: ‘a reciprocal to-ing and fro-ing between subjects, in 

which what each undergoes is framed by what the other does’ (Ingold 2015: 
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151). However, Ingold’s critique does not seem to have grasped the full 

potential of the concept. In fact, it does not simply mean that one person 

influences what another does, but, rather, that ‘subjectivity’ itself comes into 

being only inasmuch as it is involved in a world of others, in an endless process 

by which subjects mutually shape and construct each other. Merleau-Ponty 

explained this through the example of the baby and the Other’s mouth, in 

which, from an initial correlation with the body of another, perceived, yet, as 

having similar properties, the baby progressively gains awareness of being a 

distinctive personal self (Merleau-Ponty 2005: 410). Whereas I agree with this, 

I also try to move beyond ‘intersubjectivity’ as a necessarily embodied 

process, insofar as the intersubjective existence of Junga Bahadur—and of 

the other dead appearing through the thesis—seem to reveal a blind spot in 

this narrative.  

Embodied or not, intersubjectivity implies, then, an interdependency that 

rescues the subject from Cartesian solipsism, without yet denying it altogether, 

like Lévi-Strauss or Foucault. Simply, if ‘[m]an is but a network of relationships, 

and these alone matter to him’ (Ibid.: 530), the primaeval element is not ‘the 

subject’ but ‘the network’, from which fragments of personhood subsequently 

‘stand out’ (Lat. ex-sistere). The subjects posited by intersubjectivity are, 

hence, as dynamic and on-going as Ingold’s lifelines. Accordingly, in his 

critique of the concept, Ingold seems to fight a strawman, since both projects 

are rather convergent. However, the prefix ‘mid-’ he advances over ‘inter-’ is 

not convincing (Ingold 2015: 152), since it appears to envision an amorphous 

mass, whereas, in the mutual entanglement of fragments of personhoods, 

otherness does not vanish into a sort of primordial ooze. Consequently, while 

intersubjectivity is not just intermediacy, it is not midstreaming (or sympathy) 

either. In effect, this ‘being-with’  
 

does not signal recourse to some speculative metaphysical system that would wrap 
opposites into some happy ending. […] It is more a matter of gracious affinities. 
Constellations. Interlacings of alterities (Kearney 2003: 12). 
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Then again, despite being ‘the alterity of the other that grounds the objective 

character of reality’ (Gallese 2003: 177), what is really ‘real’ remains a very 

slippery ground, which is vital not to strip of its irreducibility. For such a reason, 

the ethnographic quest—specifically when phenomenologically oriented—is 

doomed to remain enigmatic and potentially controversial: a journey through 

the uncertain and perilous lands on the edges of knowledge, where the 

monstrous creatures we find warn us that ‘[l]ife-as-lived is always in excess of 

life-as-imagined’ (van de Port 2015: 84). 

In fact, whereas Terje Oestigaard defined the separation between mind 

and matter the most striking feature shown by a corpse’s lack of life (Oestigaard 

2004: 23), this story brings to the fore that the cessation of embodiment is not 

equivalent to the end of existence, but just an ontological metamorphosis—

perhaps another face of the transformative properties Hindu people ascribe to 

fire. An open conceptualisation of the dead, therefore, rescues us all from the 

ugly perspective that ‘one is stuck in one’s embodied self whether one likes it 

or not’ (Mimica 1996: 225). Actually, intersubjective existence cannot be limited 

just to bodily co-presence. At the same time, it does not fall prey to the 

psychologism forwarded by cognitive science either, and its equally terrifying 

plan of petrifying us ‘into a state of perpetual isolation, each forced to exist as 

a private self, shut out of the space between persons where life goes on’ 

(Parish 2014: 32). 

By the same token, the life of the dead problematises another dichotomy, 

even more elemental than the eternal mind/body skirmish: ‘Can being at the 

point of death be reduced to the ontological dilemma of being or nothingness?’ 

(Levinas 2000: 8). Whereas for Heidegger there was no doubt about the 

ultimate resolution of death into nothingness, according to Levinas, instead, to 

question is much less rhetorical, as neither the certitude of death nor the 

annihilation it is supposed to imply can be declared with absolute certitude. As 

he pointed out: ‘The death of someone is not—despite everything that seemed 

so at first glance—an empirical facticity […]; it is not exhausted in this 

appearing’ (Ibid.: 12). I actually got to know Junga Bahadur only after his death, 
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like an encounter lived in retrospective. This has raised questions that 

transcend the idiosyncrasy of the situation. Is, indeed, the possibility to get to 

know someone anew bounded only between the walls of physical life? Thus, 

in the absence of pre-existing memories, can we still connect with a person 

after he or she has died? 

The prospect that intersubjective bonds, once established, may continue 

summoning others even when these are no longer in sight is a view now quite 

agreed upon (see, e.g., Duranti 2015: 212; Groark 2013; Pagis 2010: 322). So, 

according to Ingold, the act of remembering rescues the deceased from the 

past, projecting them again into the present, allowing thus a protracted 

correspondence between the living and the dead enacted through storytelling 

(Ingold 2016: 21). However, he says, the full potential of anthropology is 

unlocked not by revisiting the past, but by venturing forward, towards ‘an 

ongoing, speculative, and experimental exploration of what the possibilities and 

potentials of life might be’ (Ibid.: 24). Accordingly, what I posit here is even 

more radical, asking: to which extent can we know people in retrospective? 

That is to say, might an offspring establish a meaningful existential bond with 

a dead parent they have never met? Can Australian ‘Stolen Generations’—the 

descendants of aboriginal people subtracted in their infancy from their families 

and relocated amongst whites described by Jackson (see Jackson 1995)—or 

their Swiss counterpart107 recompose an existential background that, for most, 

has irreparably vanished?  

An existential anthropology aiming at exploring these eventualities could 

enhance the realisation that the modalities by which the living and the dead 

interact are more variegated than generally assumed, and their entangled 

agencies, transcending time and space, liable to mediate ‘between the past 

and the future in the present’ (Tsintjilonis 2007: 176, original emphasis). In fact, 

Junga Bahadur’s intersubjective life beyond the borders of death reveals that 

																																																								
107 In Switzerland, the same title of ‘Stolen Generations’ could indeed be claimed by 
the offspring of single, divorced, poor, or nomad mothers who, until the 1980s, the 
State and the Church judged to be the products of ‘indecent’ unions, and were thus 
relocated to other, more ‘acceptable’ families. 
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these domains are probably much less firmly distinct, challenging the dramatic 

opinion that ‘living is a long, draining process of dying’ (Mimica 1996: 234). On 

my way home, the pyre now completely dissolved into soft ashes journeying 

towards the Ganga, I walked by a group of hens fighting over a dead mouse 

for the right to eat it. I had just walked away from death only to find it again, in 

a different guise, lying on the path before me. I smiled at the irony. 
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7. (Resist) Conclusions 
 

He who fears death will never do anything worthy 
of a man who is alive.  

Seneca (1932: 257). 
 

The purpose and the essential properties were not 
somewhere behind the things, they were in them, 
in everything.  

Hermann Hesse (2003: 76). 
 

 

 

Intersubjective lives and intersubjective selves 
The aim of this thesis has been to explore the manners in which an optic of 

death could shed light upon how people in the Sinja Valley make sense of their 

lives. The result has hence brought to the fore a distinctive ethnophilosophy of 

existence, the metaphysics of which conceives the world as a deathworld 

(mr̥tyu-lok). Life, in Sinja, appears to be understood as the unfolding of an 

existential project, fuelled by desire (lālaso). When the time (kāl) for it to unfold 

runs out, the dying person is helped by the living to eliminate any enduring ties 

to this world, harmoniously dissolving the person, who ceases to exist. Similar 

to Martin Heidegger, therefore, being-towards-death appears as a catalyst of 

existential sense-making, and a sort of time-keeper. It is time itself, in a sense. 

Actually, warned Dor Bahadur Bista, the existential time envisaged by Nepali 

ethnophilosophy must not be conflated with the collective objectification of a 

linear temporality that characterises the Western worldview (Bista 2011: 84). 

Heidegger conceived ‘death’ as one of the foremost essences of 

existence—which he defined ‘existentials’—constituting the horizon of a 

historical there-being (Da-sein) subjected to becoming (Heidegger 1996: 303; 

see, also, Levinas 1985: 37; Piette 2014). Thus, for him, the troubling 

awareness of human finitude is bound to generate angst about the dreadful 
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possibility of non-being, which he considered, like other existentialists, the 

propeller of authentic existence, allowing a distinctive Da-sein to emerge from 

the anonymous inauthenticity of das Man (Heidegger 1996; see, also, Tillich 

1956: 744-45). Nevertheless, whereas existentialist thinkers appear to treat 

‘death’ and this threatening ‘nothingness’ almost interchangeably (see, also, 

Killinger 1961: 307-09), the ethnographic realities presented in this thesis 

complicate the matter. Actually, in Sinja, death appears as something else 

than non-being, namely: ‘the final sucking up, the total submergence and 

negation’ (Becker 2016: 54). Instead of equating the end of physical life with 

the cessation of existence altogether, what has emerged through these 

chapters encourages pondering: ‘Can being at the point of death be reduced 

to the ontological dilemma of being or nothingness?’ (Levinas 2000: 8). 

The body (śarīr), like the other components of personhood, is conceived 

as an instrument at the disposal of the soul (puruṣ) to exist as an appropriate 

situational response to the surroundings. This, I have argued, informs specific 

fragments of personhood that come to stand out, amidst a determined network 

of intersubjective meaning, as situated reactions to the world. Curiously, 

whereas Heidegger too conceived there-being utterly intersubjective, the end 

of it remained, for him, largely an individual matter: the mere annihilation of a 

life-project leaving the surrounding world unaffected (see, also, Lingis 2009: 

74-75). Such a conclusion is rather strange, since one’s existence appears so 

deeply entangled with that of others to hastily dismiss its supposed ‘end’ as a 

private affair. The optic of death that informs my argument has thus 

encouraged to explore what happens to the fragments of an Intersubjective-I 

after the vanishing of the physical actor(s) who played them out. 

They are reabsorbed by the group, Robert Hertz’s sociocentrism would 

suggest (see Hertz 1960). Nevertheless, this recalls the tragedy of 

subjecthood, in which the human being becomes close to a god thanks to a 

self-understanding that, yet, merely spawns the tormenting awareness of its 

pending extinction (see, e.g., Becker 2016: 26). In other words, subjectivity 

rises above an intersubjective magma only to be devoured again by it 
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sometime later, like a solar explosion that falls back into the anonymous 

sphere after having traced a little arch on its own. The episodes presented 

throughout this thesis have challenged such a view, showing how certain 

fragments of personhood may well survive the collapse of the body, pointing 

towards ‘a perpetuation of being in another mode, that of invisibility, and not a 

passing into nothingness’ (Crapanzano 2004: 203; see, also, Ingold 2015: 

132). Indeed, in a number of situations, ‘the dead’ acquired their own 

expressive modalities, which, albeit not identical to those of the living, 

conferred them similar subjectivities.  

The life of the dead is not new to anthropologists, who have often observed 

how, in most societies, ‘some of the life forces and powers of those now dead 

persist in some sort of existence’ (Lingis 2009: 73). These have been 

portrayed as benevolent, neutral, or malevolent entities, depending on the 

cases. As Bilinda Straight cautioned (2006), the dead are indeed as diverse 

as the living, with distinctive personalities and agencies. Therefore: ‘Whether 

absorbed into de-individuated ancestral substance, annihilated, memorialized, 

or simply forgotten, the agencies of the living and the deceased are mutually 

entangled’ (Ibid.: 107). What has progressively come to the fore are open-

ended networks of intersubjective meaning in which reality and imagination 

meet and combine, as do the living and the dead. It was precisely in these 

intersubjective spaces that Ek Raj was taken care of and regularly fed; 

Sushila’s brother was rescued and given shelter; an anonymous soldier was 

eliminated; Laxmi Narayan received news from his dead father that revitalised 

their relationship, and I came to meet Junga Bahadur.  

However, these fragments of personhood must not be seen as the 

personal attributes of individual selves, but distinctive situated experiences, 

living across the people brought together by them. The stories narrated here 

should have weaned the reader off the myth of a bounded individual opposed 

to an objective world, as neither the living nor the dead feature as monolithic 

entities separated from the world in which they dwell. However, despite 

challenging sociocentric arguments by foregrounding the existence of 
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distinctive characters, my analysis does not wish to be an apotheosis of 

individualism either, but to underscore the situationality of personhood.  So, 

evading both private and collective dogmas, this existential anthropology 

wishes to appear as a third way between psychological and socio-cultural 

anthropology, illustrating how ‘we remain, paradoxically and inescapably, both 

islands and parts of the main, entire of ourselves as well as involved in all 

mankind’ (Jackson 2012: 3). 

Like psychoanalysis, Luigi Pirandello too postulated a fragmentary self, 

but both of them confined it within the recesses of an inner psyche. On the 

other hand, phenomenology unbounded the self towards the world, postulating 

an intentionality that projects consciousness towards an outer object, without 

ever really problematising its individual ontology. The Intersubjective-I 

sketched through these pages is thus an attempt to bring a fragmentary 

personhood, quite literally, out in the open, unhinging any conclusive 

distinction between an ‘inner psyche’ and ‘outer world’ by showing how the 

one is firmly present within the other. Fragments of personhood appear hence 

simultaneously ‘inside’ and ‘out there’, where they come to constitute other 

such situational selves. Consequently, for different reasons, one of these 

fragments may remain snagged in the network of intersubjective meaning 

within which it arose as an appropriate response to the circumstances. There, 

it continues to exist under a different guise, challenging (dis)embodied and 

(in)dividual portrayals of existence. 

Consequently, Hrvoje Čargonja suggested: ‘Phenomenological thinking is 

unfortunately counterintuitive precisely because it attempts to describe reality 

in terms that cut across dualities imposed by our “natural attitudes”’ (Čargonja 

2013: 45). Perhaps, though, it is quite the contrary. The dualities I touched 

upon—mind/body; inner psyche/outer world; subject/object; 

meaning/behaviour; predetermination/freedom; visibility/invisibility; the 

living/the dead—coexist smoothly in the irreducible stream of intersubjective 

existence. What is very much counterintuitive, instead, is precisely their 

aseptic polarisation, in what appears as a hyper-rational autopsy of existence. 
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Contradictions and paradoxes are indeed central components of these stories. 

Simplistically, Sandeep had once suggested: ‘Maybe people don’t realise it...’ 

This may be certainly true. However, rather than logical puzzles awaiting 

solution, I have conceived the episodes I presented as some of the irreducible 

marvels stemming out of open-ended networks of intersubjective meaning.  

Irreducibility, however, has constituted an enduring problem in Western 

thought. Since the pre-Socratics, the messy realm of appearances has always 

been gazed at with suspicion, for this is considered to be veiling a truer reality 

of hidden essences that it is precisely the scholar’s task to bring to light (see, 

also, Jackson 2015: 299). The advent of the modern era has further glorified 

this suspicious attitude, postulating ‘science’ as the only means to reveal the 

underlying laws informing a single objective discourse on the true nature of 

being (i.e., ontology), devoid of any illusory subjective hermeneutics (Graeber 

2015: 15-17). Thus, progressively equating the mediating faculty of 

imagination with falsity, philosophy got relegated to epistemology—the 

perspectival ways by which ‘the real’ may be known—‘in an economy of 

knowledge in which the search for the true nature of things has become the 

exclusive prerogative of rational science’ (Ingold 2013: 735). Consequently, 

strolling in the twilight zone between reality and imagination, these fragments 

of personhood humorously tease the standoffish distrust that characterises the 

Western intellectual landscape as ‘the school of suspicion’, as Paul Ricoeur 

elegantly criticised the reductionist theories of Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud 

(Ricoeur 1970: 32). Resisting instead any firm conclusion, the open-ended 

situationality of this Intersubjective-I paves thus the way for an alternative to 

the hermeneutics of suspicion: a hermeneutics of wonder, or a ‘wonderful 

anthropology’.  

 

A hermeneutics of wonder, or a ‘wonderful anthropology’  
According to Pirandello, the fever to project ourselves beyond the given 

circumstances, which distinguishes humans from all other beings, is enhanced 

by what he named the ‘infernal machine’ of logic, which has informed Western 
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thought all the way since Aristotle. Operating like a filter pump, logic extracts 

sentiments from the heart and transforms them into abstract ideas, freezing 

and purifying what is instead warm, fluid and murky, and giving an absolute 

value to what is instead relative. Accordingly, he said: 
 
many wretched people believe they can heal the many evils of the world thus, pumping 
and filtering, pumping and filtering, until their hearts become like arid pieces of cork 
and their brains similar to the shelf of a pharmacy, filled with jars featuring a black label 
illustrating a skull between a pair of crossed shins and the legend: POISON (Pirandello 
2015a: 215). 
 

This, concluded Pirandello, simply makes matter worse, for, at the heart of our 

evils, lies precisely the underlying sentiment we have of life. In other words, 

‘suspicion’.  

A hermeneutic alternative to suspicion could hence be that of rescuing the 

pathos of wonder that characterised the origins of philosophy (Kearney 2003: 

13-14; see, also, Lloyd 2018), flirting with ‘reality’ in the intimate complicity of a 

lover rather than trying to ‘rape’ its secrets.108 However, I am not advocating 

for a Kierkegaardian leap of faith here. After all, what kind of ‘logos of the 

Anthropos’ would there be if logic is rejected altogether? Thus, my point is: 
  

not against reason per se, but against the fetishisation of a logocentric notion of 
reason, born in the Enlightenment, that has eclipsed our sense of the variety of ways 
in which human beings create viable lives—emotional, bodily, magical, metaphorical, 
anthropomorphic, practical and narrative […] to remind ourselves that other forms of 
reason, less preoccupied with intellectual certainty and truth, are equally significant in 
the struggle for life (Jackson 2008: xxviii-xxix).  
 

Scholars, scientists and theologians, in effect, appear to be the legitimate heirs 

of Icarus, whose carefully crafted explanatory models endlessly melt before the 

overwhelming complexities of the world. Yet, if being-in-the-world is 

approached with a respectful feeling of wonder rather than with inquisitive 

suspicion, its irreducibility might cease to upset. A hermeneutics of wonder 

stems indeed from a sense of enchantment towards the marvels—positive, 

																																																								
108 Actually, Ernest Becker has pointed out, in today’s confusion the increasing 
tendency to rape can be seen as an attempt to regain a false sense of empowerment 
in a world that makes everyone feel otherwise rather powerless (Becker 2016: 245).  
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neutral, or negative makes no difference—arising from intersubjective 

existence, infusing then the scholarly endeavour with ‘an existential 

commitment to the world in which we find ourselves’ (Ingold 2013: 746). In 

other words, what underlies the quest of this existential anthropology is not 

simply knowledge, but ‘a way of knowing-in-being’ (Ibid.: 747; see, also, 

Jackson 1998: 204). 

Existential anthropology shares, thus, with the ontological turn, the attempt 

to move beyond the epistemologies of suspicion, validating other modalities of 

being(-in-the-world) through ‘a stance of creative respect towards the object of 

ethnographic inquiry’ (Graeber 2015: 21). Actually, offering a brilliant instance 

of philosophy done along with the people rather than upon them, Michael Scott 

(2016) suggested a comparative anthropology of wonder, focusing not only on 

that of the ethnographer before an incommensurable alterity, but also on what 

generates amazement amongst ‘the others’. He thus juxtaposed the ‘wonder 

discourses’ of Western thought with those of the Arosi of the Solomon Islands, 

liable to destabilise, according to Scott, the ontological premises of ‘realist 

rationalism: the law of non-contradiction according to which a thing cannot be 

both itself and something else at the same time’ (Ibid.: 478). Consequently, this 

undermines the belief in a single objective reality, showing that ‘something may 

appear wonderful to different people—or to the same person—by reason of 

different onto-logics’ (Ibid.: 478). 

I do appreciate Scott’s aim very much. However, the anthropology of 

ontology ends up completely eclipsing ‘the Anthropos’ behind its ‘Logos’, in a 

sublimation of alterity that appears rather impervious to the stakes of actual 

people and to their subtle wisdoms. In fact, in its reversal of the tenets of 

modernity,109 the ontological turn postulates (verbal) incommensurable 

realities, which, yet, the anthropologist comes eventually to understand. 

Ultimately, though, ‘essentializing and exoticizing the Other is one way to avert 

																																																								
109 Modernity is conceived to rest upon the unity of nature and the plurality of cultures, 
to which the ontological turn opposes—especially Eduardo Viveiros de Castro—a 
multinaturalism and a monoculturalims (see, also, Graeber 2015: 18). 
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the challenge of cultural difference’ (Gupta 1992: 207). Moreover, one should 

add: 
 

Does knowledge actually lead to wisdom? Does it open our eyes and ears to the truth 
of what is there? Or does it rather hold us captive within a compendium of our own 
making, like a hall of mirrors that blinds us to its beyond? Might we see more, 
experience more, and understand more, by knowing less? And might it be because we 
know too much that we seem so incapable of attending to what is going on around us 
and of responding with care, judgement and sensitivity? Which of them is wiser, the 
ornithologist or the poet—the one who knows the name of every kind of bird but has 
them ready sorted in his head; the other who knows no names but looks with wonder, 
astonishment and perplexity on everything he sees? (Ingold 2015: 134). 

 

According to Scott, wonder is ‘a response to that which is not merely new or 

different but inexplicable’ (Scott 2016: 477). Yet, if what really matters is 

inexplicability, ‘wonderful’ should hence not be conflated with ‘exceptional’, as 

Scott implied. Actually, romantically exoticising of ‘the others’ and nailing them 

to their radically different extravagances, rather than challenging ‘modernity’ 

simply reiterates ‘a recurrent problem in contemporary academia, namely, the 

separation and isolation produced by hyper-specialization’ (Duranti 2015: 9; 

see, also, Crapanzano 2004: 3). 

Paradoxically, in the essentialist enterprise of socio-cultural anthropology, 

there is rarely room for others; ‘The error is always the same: hasty distinction’ 

(Pirandello 2015a: 45). As it is worth reiterating: 
 

In the distance, it is well known, some bright colours, scattered here and there, fade 
away, soften, and merge with the general hue, azure or grey, of the landscape. In order 
for these colours to stand out, regaining entirely their distinctiveness, we have to move 
closer: we will recognise then how we got fooled by the distance (Ibid.: 25). 

 

Anyway, as Michael Jackson pointed out, a deep commitment to people’s lives 

makes generalisations and analytic indifference quite difficult (Jackson 1998: 

189). Thus, taking my informants seriously has meant, first of all, to avoid 

treating them as an anonymous mass passively embodying a set of values and 

cosmological notions. Rather, I like to conceive the anthropological quest as 

the joint product of an encounter—an ongoing debate not only with other 

scholars, but, crucially, with the very people I met in the field (see, also, 

Graeber 2015: 10). Thus, like a snapshot taken from a certain angle at a certain 
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time, ethnography carries weight not as a vestige of Truth, but as a testimony 

of the irreducible complexity of existence, which cannot be wrapped up, 

polished, and rendered in bullet points. As Tim Ingold succinctly put it, ‘thinking’ 

ought to be, first and foremost, the capacity ‘to attend’ (Ingold 2015: 139, 

original emphasis). 

Enhanced by the episodic formula of the thesis, I thus have re-represented 

the lives of humorous characters trying to represent themselves: Sandeep, the 

chicken-livered ‘big man’; Sukhiram, made a fool by the course of events; Prem 

Raj, the theatrical dhāmī; Sushila’s mother, trying to bring her son’s spirit back 

home; Jaya Laxmi, embodying a dead woman and eating for her; Laxmi, nailing 

the shadow that was chasing him; Kapil, afraid of the dark; Jaggy, fighting his 

future; Laxmi Narayan and his father/son Prithivi; Dil Maya, wealthy but 

desperate; Gauri Shankar, the drunkard who threw his dead daughter in the 

river;  and, finally, myself, making friends with a dead Junga Bahadur. As 

Pirandello suggested, however, humour does not aim at arising laughter, but 

at decomposing ideal constructions through a particular kind of existential 

hermeneutics, fostering a respectful understanding of the other that he called 

‘the feeling of the opposite’ (Pirandello 2015a: 173). 

The goal of a humoristic ethnography, hence, is not the humanistic 

endeavour to convert otherness into sameness. ‘Difference’, in fact, matters 

here, and to the point of informing an ethnographic existentialism that suggests 

resisting any firm conclusion. Actually, if the existence of an Intersubjective-I is 

situational and volatile, it cannot be crystallised in a solid form, which would 

freeze what is instead the relentless eruption of different fragments. In fact: 
 

Existence cannot solely be presented as an effect of enunciation, of modes of 
perception or categorisation. In its singular and detailed expression, it is an extra, a 
leftover, not reducible to the groupings of the social sciences or to the effects of 
relations and trajectories. Then what should be done with existence in anthropology? 
Could the anthropological act start with making all beings strange, not necessarily 
through cultural distance, but based on a kind of astonishment and wonder at their 
presence? (Piette 2014: 230). 
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Through this particular hermeneutic stance, I have thus tried to learn the 

ethnophilosophical wisdoms embedded in a series of idiosyncratic events set 

in a remote valley of the Nepali Himalayas, often rendered through poetic 

metaphors, proverbs, folktales, or simply by the practical arrangements of 

everyday life.  

Nevertheless, this was far from a ‘descent into the ordinary’ (Das 2007: 7, 

14-15). ‘Wonder’ denotes, indeed, a defamiliarisation allowing itself to be 

enchanted by the vicissitudes of intersubjective existence, without celebrating 

neither ‘radical alterity’ nor the very bourgeois notion of ‘ordinariness’. Life and 

anthropology are not exactly the same, like how the character is not the same 

as the actor. Yet, ‘the character’ is not a dead representation either, but an 

entity living a life on its own, like Pirandello’s famous seven characters in 

search of an author (2015b). So, postulating a hermeneutic bridge between 

‘Us’ and ‘Them’ without which no sort of interbeing would ever be possible 

(Kearney 2003: 5, 9), the first essence that the existence of my ethnographic 

characters in search of an author have humorously decomposed is precisely 

the relation of the self with the world.  

As Jarrett Zigon suggested, one of the highest expression of metaphysical 

humanism today is the perception that ‘life, and not the world, is the highest 

good’ (Zigon 2018: 133). The intersubjective existence of fragments of 

personhood living across people has confused these ontological planes, 

making objective ‘reality’ and subjective ‘imagination’ inextricably constitutive 

of one another. Yet, while this humorously teases the hegemony of Humanism, 

it does not encourage a post-human dismissal of it either, since, without 

Anthropos, ‘anthropology’ would become the logos of what? Simply put, a 

critical hermeneutics permeated by wonder endorses a change of perspective: 

from a personal subjectivity to an impersonal intersubjectivity that bears some 

similarities with līlā, as Hindus address the creative play that informs the 

cosmos. So, instead of systematically dissecting existence in search of some 

hidden essences, existential anthropology gazes with wonder at impersonal 
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actors relentlessly negotiating with the world the presence of the characters in 

which they actualise.  

 

An endangered presence and the compulsion of sense-making  
In the work of Ernesto de Martino, the concept of ‘presence’ (presenza) is 

paramount, which he derived from Heidegger’s there-being (Da-sein): a being-

in-the-world located in history, and, therefore, subjected to becoming. 

Heidegger, however, never really problematised its ‘throwness’ into the world, 

which he considered a possibility threatened only by death (Heidegger 1996: 

245, 316). De Martino, instead, drawing upon Italian positive existentialism, 

theorised an outright compulsion of there-being, which has to be constantly 

re-affirmed before the pressing menace of non-being. Consequently, the 

historical drama is characterised by the peculiar angst of an ethos of 

transcendence, namely, the will to exist as a presence in a shared historical 

reality (de Martino 2002: 670; 2007: 73). There-being is then intrinsically 

cosmopoietic, generator of realities, since the intertwinement of multiple 

presences is what founds a historical world. Yet, it is not a matter of ontological 

multi-realism, as the ontological turn would have it, but, as de Martino had put 

it, of different historical realities always in the making, which, at times, may 

overlap (de Martino 2007: 130-31). The necessity for the self and the world to 

entangle in mutual attunement appears to correspond with what Zigon defined 

as the existential imperative of dwelling, without which existence becomes 

unbearable (Zigon 2018: 149). 

Throughout the thesis, what has actually emerged can be defined as the 

compulsion of sense-making, that is, the pressing imperative to situate 

existential vicissitudes within a transcendental intersubjective project—what 

Sinjali people often address as ‘the will of the gods’. Consequently, tales and 

proverbs, legends and myths, spirit possession, dreams, divination, 

premonitions, and ritual practices all contribute to intertwine the intersubjective 

fabric of meaning which shall ensure the presence in the world. The 

compulsion of sense-making is particularly evident in the existential narratives 



	 292	

provided by astrological divination, which, like other forms of collective 

representation, imbue idiosyncratic events with a non-solipsistic meaning that 

gives them an ordered place in an over-personal cosmos. In other words, 

existential narratives weave together the situational fragments of personhood 

of an Intersubjective-I in a meaningful way, going beyond the chaotic 

situationality from which they arose.  

Nevertheless, if an Intersubjective-I is made of situated experiences reliant 

on previous ones, this would make existence wholly ‘predestined’. The 

unpredictable irruptions of the world in these ordered narratives introduce 

constantly new elements, giving rise to unprecedented fragments of 

personhood, and hence requires their constant hermeneutic readjustments. 

The ‘will of the gods’, indeed, is never utterly clear to people. Accordingly, 

resorting to techniques of imagination like divination, the interpretation of 

dreams, or spirit possession, Sinjali people gain a margin of interpretive 

freedom to act upon an aspect of the world that was acting upon them, 

reshaping thus the cosmic design in which they partake. As Jackson 

suggested: ‘action is never merely a matter of making a material difference to 

the way things are; it includes the work of the imagination whereby reality is 

continually rethought and reconstructed’ (Jackson 1998: 203, original 

emphasis). So, more than an interplay between collective structure and 

personal agency, this suggests a mutual re-calibration of the self with the world, 

shaping thus historical realities that are dynamic intersubjective processes of 

interpretation in which nothing ever stands still. 

The perception of death features centrally in this cosmopoietic dynamism. 

Indeed, contrary to Western intellectuals such as Heidegger (1996) and Becker 

(2016), Sinjali people refuse an essentialist treatment of ‘death’ as a singular 

object of thought. As a matter of fact, despite being always considered 

somehow undesirable,110 the vanishing of an embodied actor does not seem 

																																																								
110 So, for instance, children are urged to behave under threats like “if you do that 
again you will die and you’ll be taken to Laudisime [a cremation site near the village 
of Ludku].” 
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enough to fully encapsulate the ontology of death. Operating instead as a 

fundamental distinction between timely (kāl) and untimely (akāl) demises, 

Sinjali people foreground the paramount issue of how to die. Accordingly, even 

the end of physical life, as long as it is considered having reached the 

ontological limits within which it was meant to unfold, poses little concern 

besides a temporary period of mourning. Conversely, sudden and troubling 

losses like those of Ek Raj, Sushila’s brother or Junga Bahadur jeopardise the 

compulsion of sense-making, creating abrupt ruptures from which a chaotic 

meaninglessness starts leaking amidst their respective networks of 

intersubjective meaning. The problem is hence not ‘death’ as such, but the 

erosion of meaning that risks precipitating the cosmos into chaos.111 

A particularly violent irruption of the world amidst the stream of meaningful 

existence may actually cause what de Martino defined the crisis of presence. 

Indeed, the failure of sense-making endangers the presence to fall into an 

abyss of meaninglessness, which, incapable of situating itself any longer within 

a transcendental project, falls then into crisis. Put it differently, if an 

Intersubjective-I actualises always in the present moment as a situated 

experience, its presence is not given once and for all. Relentlessly erupting in 

different forms, it may, indeed, also cease to exist. In case the network of 

intersubjective meaning disappears from sight, there will be nothing from which 

to stand out any more, and, consequently, a person’s lifeworld starts falling 

apart. However, since it is through operations of sense-making that the fabric 

of reality is intertwined as a historical world always in the making, its failure 

drags the entire world into the abyss (de Martino 2007: 88, 118-19; see, also, 

Crapanzano 2004: 187). In other words, if the self is in the world and the world 

is in the self, they partake in the mutual foundation of one another. So, since 

																																																								
111 Actually, it is important to specify that this is quite different from a Nietzschean 
perspective, conceiving the survival in the world granted only by finding a sense to the 
sufferance intrinsic of living. Here, in fact, ‘sense’ must not be understood only as a 
salvific consequence to the crisis, but, rather, as the basic precondition for existence 
as such, although often unsummoned in everyday life. The need for it to be granted, 
then, is not merely a response to negative circumstances, but an existential 
precondition.  
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none of them is ontologically a given, the crisis of one is, necessarily, the crisis 

of the other. Since both the self and the world are constantly at risk to be lost, 

not only dying is a perilous process (Straight 2006: 108); existing too is 

intrinsically dangerous in itself (see, also, van de Port 2015: 95). The real issue 

at stake is then not the biological collapse of an organism, but another kind of 

‘loss’: that of an intersubjective horizon. 

De Martino, however, did not simply postulate the crisis of presence, but 

also its overcoming. This is indeed the main purpose he ascribed to magic, 

which,  
 

announcer in a sense of such risk, intervenes at the same time to arrest the arising 
chaos, redeeming it again into order. A magic thus conceived becomes, then, restorer 
of horizons in crisis. And, with its intrinsic demiurgy, it recovers for man the world that 
is going to be lost (de Martino 2007: 123). 

 

Magic, therefore, does not aim at knowing or changing the world, but at 

granting the coming into being of a suitable one in which a presence can exist 

with a sense. This hermeneutic rescue is never a personal affair, insofar as the 

vicissitudes of an endangered presence summon the whole network of 

intersubjective meaning within which it exists in the endeavour to seal the 

threshold of the abyss. Actually, the hermeneutic operations described through 

these pages all appear intrinsically magical, in de Martino’s sense. The mutual 

entanglement of the living and the dead in a shared cosmopoietic endeavour 

conferred thus the Sinjali ethnophilosophy its intersubjective ethics, carried out 

through popular folktales like that of Dhandukhari or Bhabini, practices like 

assisting the dying and bringing firewood to the dead, feeding and sheltering—

or, at times, even nailing—a muiyã, or simply interacting with the dead. The 

dead cooperate indeed with the living either by reiterating pre-existing 

situations or informing new ones, arresting hence the chaos that was 

endangering the ongoing generation of an ordered cosmos.  
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De Martino described the presence’s struggle for being and its crisis as the 

defining feature of ‘the world of magic’,112 which he juxtaposed to the modern 

Weltanschauung, in which the integrity of selfhood is beyond dispute. In fact, 

only with the advent of Christianity was the presence finally granted the firm 

stability of an immortal soul. Yet, he continued, since people did not have to 

endeavour any longer in their own making, this soul estranged the human 

being from itself, whose own selfhood became thus unknowable (Ibid.: 156-57, 

161). Nonetheless, in a brilliant intuition that he unfortunately relegated to a 

footnote, de Martino noticed how the crisis of presence is not confined to ‘the 

world of magic’ alone. The paramount achievement of a stable there-being, in 

fact, like any other historic achievement, is certainly revocable. So, crumbling 

under an exceptional tension, the presence may succumb again to its tragedy 

(Ibid.: 129n89). The main problem, according to the Italian scholar, is still the 

same: ‘When a certain sensitive horizon goes into crisis, the risk is indeed 

constituted by the collapse of all limits: everything can become anything, which 

is tantamount to say that nothingness advances’ (Ibid.: 123). 

Remarkably, in Sinja, the limitedness within which an embodied actor has 

to exist does not seem to generate angst (Heidegger), terror (Becker), or 

fatalism (Bista). What this distinctive ethnophilosophy of existence indicates is 

rather the acceptance of a limit, expressed as an existential time (kāl). In 

striking contrast, from the 19th Century onwards, Western societies have 

systematically hidden such a limit from open sight, segregating death into 

medicalised ghettoes. The false sense of limitlessness that followed, 

exacerbated by the latest transhumanist delusions, appears, however, merely 

a clumsy attempt to deny the collective crisis of presence of a civilisation 

incapable of facing this ‘massive admission of defeat’ (Ariès 2004: 47). In a 

socio-cultural world characterised by the ‘death of God’, where all 

transcendental projects seem to have collapsed condemning people to find a 

																																																								
112 The ‘world of magic’ examined by de Martino in a series of ethnographic 
expeditions during the 1950s was specifically the peasant culture of the rural Italian 
South, especially the regions of Lucania and Salento. 
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sense only within themselves, it could not but follow ‘the fear of life and the fear 

of death’ (Becker 2016: 53). It is then no surprise that terror and angst, rather 

than wonder, are considered the only truthful attitudes before the ‘nightmare of 

creation’ (Ibid.: 285; see, also, 54-60).  

Such an ugly rendering of existence, though, is no more than a self-

imposed curse. In fact, being largely socio-culturally constructed, there is 

nothing transparent in the phenomenon of ‘death’, nor in the reactions attached 

to it (see, also, Seremetakis 1984: 67). Accordingly, the existential imperative 

of there-being and the intersubjective overcoming of its crisis postulated by de 

Martino do not simply ground Jackson’s existential anthropology—conceived 

as the struggle to make life bearable within the limits of a world largely beyond 

control—within an even firmer existential theory. Crucially, and more 

importantly still, existential anthropology emerges as a political, ethical, and, 

ultimately, aesthetical project to resist the ugliness of such a disconcerting 

Zeitgeist. The compulsion of sense-making, like the issue of representation and 

physical death, suggest the presence of ontological limits indifferent to our 

efforts to think them away.113 Foregrounding the sense of a limit problematises 

thus the conflation of physical and existential death in the absence of any 

transcendental horizon. However, the recovery of an intersubjective sense is 

not entrusted to a leap of faith, but to a hermeneutics of wonder that 

encourages seeking what could the magic be for these critical times? 

 
 

	 	

																																																								
113 Paradoxically, even Albert Camus (1942), who advocated openly for the absurd 
meaninglessness of existence, proposed to embrace absurdity and make the most out 
of all the little moments without wondering about the overall sense of life. Yet, Camus 
betrays himself, for, after all, what is this ‘absurdity’ if not but another manner to 
attribute existence a sense, even if this implies saying that there is no such thing?  



	 297	

Bibliography  
Adhikary, Surya M. 1997. The Khasa Kingdom. A Trans-Himalayan Kingdom of the Middle 

Age. Jaipur; New Delhi: Nirala publications. First published 1988. 

Adorno, Theodor. 2005. Minima Moralia: Reflections on a Damaged Life, translated by E. F. 
N. Jephcott. London; New York: Verso. First published 1951. 

 
Alexievich, Svetlana. 2016. Secondhand Time: The Last of the Soviets, translated by Bela 

Shayevich. New York: Random House. First published 2013 

Appadurai, Arjun. 1985. “Gratitude as a Social Mode in South India.” Ethos 13 (3): 236–45.  

Appuhamilage, Udeni M. H. 2017. “A Fluid Ambiguity: Individual, Dividual and Personhood.” 
The Asia Pacific Journal of Anthropology 18 (1): 1–17.  

Ariès, Philippe. 2004. “The Hour of Our Death.” In Death, Mourning, and Burial: A Cross-
Cultural Reader, edited by Antonius C. G. M. Robben, 40–48. Oxford: Blackwell. First 
published 1977. 

Asad, Talal. 2008. “The Construction of Religion as an Anthropological Category.” In A Reader 
in the Anthropology of Religion, edited by Michael Lambek, 114–132. Oxford: Blackwell. 
First published 2002.  

Bahadur, Major Kaisher. 1953. “Ancient Nepal.” East and West 4 (3): 167–72.  

Berreman, Gerald D. 1963. Hindus of the Himalaya. Berkeley; Los Angeles; London: University 
of California Press. 

Barth, Fredrik, ed. 1969. “Introduction.” In Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social 
Organization of Culture Difference, 9–38. Long Grove: Waveland Press Inc.  

Becker, Ernest. 2016. The Denial of Death. London: Souvenir Press. First published 1973. 

Beidelman, Thomas O. 1959. A Comparative Analysis of the Jajmani System. New York: J.J. 
Augustin Incorporated Publisher. 

Bishop, Barry C. 1978. “The Changing Geoecology of Karnali Zone, Western Nepal Himalaya: 
A Case of Stress.” Arctic and Alpine Research 10 (2): 531–48.  

Bista, Dor B. 2011. Fatalism and Development: Nepal’s Struggle for Modernization. Kolkata: 
Orient BlackSwan. First published 1991. 

———. 2013. People of Nepal. Kathmandu: Ratna Pustak Bhandar. First published 1967. 

Blackwood, R. T. 1963. “Neti, Neti: Epistemological Problems of Mystical Experience.” 
Philosophy East and West 13 (3): 201–09. 

Bloch, Maurice. 1988. “Introduction: Death and the Concept of a Person.” In On the Meaning 
of Death: Essays on Mortuary Rituals and Eschatological Beliefs, edited by Sven 
Cederroth, Claes Corlin, and Jan Lindström,11–29. Uppsala: Almquist & Wiksell 
International.  



	 298	

Bloch, Maurice, and Jonathan Parry, eds. 1982. “Introduction: Death and the Regeneration of 
Life.” In Death and the Regeneration of Life, 1–44. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Boddy, Janice. 1994. “Spirit Possession Revisited: Beyond Instrumentality.” Annual Review 
of Anthropology 23: 407–434.  

Bose, Sugata, and Ayesha Jalal. 2003. Modern South Asia: History, Culture, Political 
Economy. London; New York: Routledge. First published 1997. 

Briggs, Jean L. 2008. “Daughter and Pawn: One Ethnographer’s Routes to Understanding 
Children.” Ethos 36 (4): 449–56. 

Bubandt, Nils, and Rane Willerslev. 2015. “The Dark Side of Empathy: Mimesis, Deception, 
and the Magic of Alterity.” Comparative Studies in Society and History 57 (1): 5–34.  

Campbell, Gabriel. 1976. Saints and Householders: A Study of Hindu Ritual and Myth among 
the Kanga Rajputs. Kathmandu: Ratna Pustak Bhandar. 

———. 1978. “Consultations with Himalayan Gods: A Study of Oracular Religion and 
Alternative Values in Hindu Jumla.” Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of Columbia. 

Camus, Albert. 1942. Le mythe de Sisyphe. Paris: Gallimard.  

Čargonja, Hrvoje. 2013. “Bodies and Worlds Alive: An Outline of Phenomenology in 
Anthropology.” Studia Ethnologica Croatica 25: 19–60.  

Carlisle, Steven. 2015. “What Holds People Together? First-Person Anthropology and 
Perspective-Taking in Thai Ghost Stories.” Ethos 43 (1): 59–81.  

Cassaniti, Julia L., and Tanya M. Luhrmann. 2014. “The Cultural Kindling of Spiritual 
Experiences.” Current Anthropology 55 (S10): S333–43.  

Chapin, Bambi L. 2008. “Transforming Possession: Josephine and the Work of Culture.” 
Ethos 36 (2): 220–45.  

Childs, Geoff. 2004. Tibetan Diary: From Birth to Death and beyond in a Himalayan Valley of 
Nepal. Berkeley; Los Angeles; London: University of California Press. 

Cohen, Anthony P., and Nigel J. Rapport, eds. 1995. “Introduction: Consciousness in 
Anthropology.” In Questions of Consciousness, 1–18. London; New York: Routledge. 

Comaroff, Jean, and John L. Comaroff. 1999. “Occult Economies and the Violence of 
Abstraction: Notes from the South African Postcolony.” American Ethnologist 26 (2): 
279–303. 

Connor, Linda H. 1995. “The Action of the Body on Society: Washing a Corpse in Bali.” The 
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 1 (3): 537–59.  

Cooper, David. 1999. Existentialism: A Reconstruction. Oxford: Blackwell. 

Corin, Ellen. 2012. “Commentary: Interdisciplinary Dialogue: A Site of Estrangement.” Ethos 
40 (1): 104–12.  



	 299	

Course, Magnus. 2007. “Death, Biography, and the Mapuche Person.” Ethnos 72 (1): 77–
101.  

———. 2013. “Speaking the Devil’s Language: Ontological Challenges to Mapuche 
Intersubjectivity.” Language & Communication 33 (3): 307–16.  

Cowan, Jane K., Marie-Bénédicte Dembour, and Richard A. Wilson, eds. 2001. “Introduction.” 
In Culture and Rights: Anthropological Perspectives, 1–30. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Craig, Sienna R. 2011. “Migration, Social Change, Health, and the Realm of the Possible: 
Women’s Stories between Nepal and New York.” Anthropology and Humanism 36 (2): 
193–214.  

Crapanzano, Vincent. 1994. “Kevin: On the Transfer of Emotions.” American Anthropologist 
96 (4): 866–85. 

———. 2004. Imaginative Horizons: An Essay in Literary-Philosophical Anthropology. 
Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press. 

———. 2010. “‘At the Heart of the Discipline’: Critical Reflections on Fieldwork.” In Emotions 
in the Field: The Psychology and Anthropology of Fieldwork Experience, edited by 
James Davies and Dimitrina Spencer, 55–78. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 

Csordas, Thomas J. 1990. “Embodiment as a Paradigm for Anthropology.” Ethos 18 (1): 5–
47.  

———. 2008. “Intersubjectivity and Intercorporeality.” Subjectivity 22 (1): 110–121.  

———. 2012. “Psychoanalysis and Phenomenology.” Ethos 40 (1): 54–74.  

Da Col, Giovanni. 2012. “Introduction: Natural Philosophies of Fortune—Luck, Vitality, and 
Uncontrolled Relatedness.” Social Analysis 56 (1): 1–23.  

Da Col, Giovanni, and Caroline Humphrey. 2012. “Introduction: Subjects of Luck—
Contingency, Morality, and the Anticipation of Everyday Life.” Social Analysis 56 (2): 1–
18. 

Damodaran, Karthikeyan. 2018. “Contentious Spaces: Caste Commemorations and the 
Production of Political Community in South India.” Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University 
of Edinburgh. 

Dandekar, R. N. 1962. “Man in Hindu Thought – A Broad Outline –.” Annals of the Bhandarkar 
Oriental Research Institute 43 (1): 1–57. 

Das, Veena. 2007. “The Event and the Everyday.” In Life and Words: Violence and the Descent 
into the Ordinary, 1–17. Berkeley; Los Angeles; London: University of California Press. 

———. 2012. Structure and Cognition: Aspects of Hindu Caste and Ritual. New Delhi: Oxford 
India Perennials. First published 1977. 

———. 2016. “Comment.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 22 (4): 785–90.  



	 300	

Davis, Richard H. 1988. “Cremation and Liberation: The Revision of a Hindu Ritual.” History 
of Religions 28 (1): 37–53. 

DeFouw, Hart, and Robert Svoboda. 1996. Light on Life: An Introduction to the Astrology of 
India. London: Penguin Books. 

De Martino, Ernesto. 2002. La fine del mondo: Contributo all’analisi delle apocalissi culturali, 
edited by Clara Gallini. Torino: Einaudi.  

———. 2007. Il mondo magico: Prolegomeni a una storia del magismo. Torino: Bollati 
Boringhieri. First published 1948. 

De Sales, Anne. 1991. Je suis né de vos jeux de tambours. La religion chamanique des Magar 
du Nord. Nanterre: Société d’ethnologie. 

———. 1996. “Dieu nourricier et sorcier cannibale: Les esprits des lieux chez les Magar du 
Nord (Népal).” Études Rurales 143/144: 45–65. 

———. 2009. “From Ancestral Conflicts to Local Empowerment: Two Narratives from a 
Nepalese Community.” Dialectical Anthropology 33 (3/4): 365–81.  

———. 2011. “Time, Identity and Historical Change in the Hills of Nepal.” European Bulletin 
of Himalayan Research 39: 106–26. 

———. 2015. “Heroic Destinies and Petty Claims: Women and the Transformation of 
Shamanic Practices in the Hills of Nepal.” Revue d’Etudes Tibétaines 34: 21–34. 

———. 2016. “The Sources of Authority for Shamanic Speech: Examples from the Kham-
Magar of Nepal.” Oral Tradition 30 (2): 243–62. 

Desjarlais, Robert. 1992. Body and Emotion: The Aesthetics of Illness and Healing in the Nepal 
Himalayas. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 

———. 2000. “Echoes of a Yolmo Buddhist’s Life, in Death.” Cultural Anthropology 15 (2): 
260–93.  

———. 2003. Sensory Biographies: Lives and Deaths among Nepal’s Yolmo Buddhists. 
Berkeley; Los Angeles; London: University of California Press. 

———. 2012. “Commentary: Redescriptions.” Ethos 40 (1): 97–103.  

———. 2016. Subject to Death: Life and Loss in a Buddhist World. Chicago; London: The 
University of Chicago Press. 

Desjarlais, Robert, and Jason C. Throop. 2011. “Phenomenological Approaches in 
Anthropology.” Annual Review of Anthropology 40: 87–102. 

Devisch, René. 1991. “Mediumistic Divination among the Northern Yaka of Zaire: Etiology and 
Ways of Knowing.” In African Divination Systems: Ways of Knowing, edited by Philip 
M. Peek, 112–132. Bloomington; Indianapolis: Indiana University Press.  

Dostoevskij, Fëdor. 2014. Delitto e castigo, translated by Vittoria Carafa De Gavardo. Roma: 
Newton Compton. First published 1866.  



	 301	

Douglas, Mary. 1966. Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. 
London; New York: Routledge. 

 Duck-Joo, Kwak, and Han Hye-chong. 2010. “The Issue of Determinism and Freedom as an 
Existential Question: A Case in the ‘Bhagavad Gītā.’” Philosophy East and West 63 (1): 
55–72. 

Dumont, Louis. 1985. “A Modified View of Our Origins: The Christian Beginnings of Modern 
Individualism.” In The Category of the Person: Anthropology, Philosophy, History, 
edited by Michael Carrithers, Steven Collins, and Steven Lukes, 93–122. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.  

———. 1998. Homo Hierarchicus: The Caste System and Its Implications. New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press. First published 1966. 

Duranti, Alessandro. 2008. “Further Reflections on Reading Other Minds.” Anthropological 
Quarterly 81 (2): 483–94. 

———. 2010. “Husserl, Intersubjectivity and Anthropology.” Anthropological Theory 10 (1–2): 
16–35.  

———. 2015. The Anthropology of Intentions: Language in a World of Others. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Dyck, Noel. 2004. “Getting into the Game: Anthropological Perspectives on Sport: 
Introduction.” Anthropologica 46 (1): 3–8.  

Edie, James M. 1964. “Transcendental Phenomenology and Existentialism.” Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research 25 (1): 52–63.  

Eriksen, Thomas H. 1992. Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological Perspectives. London: 
Pluto Press. 

Ewing, Katherine P. 1990. “The Illusion of Wholeness: Culture, Self, and the Experience of 
Inconsistency.” Ethos 18 (3): 251–278.  

Fisher, James F. 1987. Trans-Himalayan Traders: Economy, Society, and Culture in Northwest 
Nepal. New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publisher. 

———. 2007. “Identity in Nepal: Ethnic, Individual, Political.” Reviews in Anthropology 36 (2): 
155–74. 

———. 2011. Globalisation in Nepal: Theory and Practice. Kathmandu: Himal Books. 

Fisher, William F. 2001. Fluid Boundaries: Forming and Transforming Identity in Nepal. New 
York: Columbia University Press. 

Fuller, Chris J. 1989. “Misconceiving the Grain Heap: A Critique of the Concept of the Indian 
Jajmani System.” In Money and the Morality of Exchange, edited by Maurice Bloch and 
Jonathan Parry, 33–63. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Gable, Eric. 2014. “The Anthropology of Guilt and Rapport Moral Mutuality in Ethnographic 
Fieldwork.” HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 4 (1): 237–58. 



	 302	

Gaborieau, Marc. 1976. “Preliminary Report on the God Mastà.” In Spirit Possession in the 
Nepal Himalayas, edited by John Hitchcock and Rex Jones, 217–243. New Delhi: Vikas 
Publishing House. 

Gadamer, Hans-Georg. 2004. Truth and Method, translated by Joel Weinsheimer and Donald 
G. Marshall. New York: Continuum. First published 1960. 

Gallese, Vittorio. 2003. “The Roots of Empathy: The Shared Manifold Hypothesis and the 
Neural Basis of Intersubjectivity.” Psychopathology 36 (4): 171–80.  

Geertz, Clifford. 1975. “On the Nature of Anthropological Understanding.” American Scientist 
63 (1): 47–53.  

Gell, Alfred. 1996. “Reflections on a Cut Finger.” In Things as They Are: New Directions in 
Phenomenological Anthropology, edited by Michael Jackson, 115–127. Bloomington; 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press. 

Gellner, David N. 1997. “Introduction: Ethnicity and Nationalism in the World’s only Hindu 
State.” In Nationalism and Ethnicity in a Hindu Kingdom: The Politics and Culture of 
Contemporary Nepal, edited by David N. Gellner, Joanna Pfaff-Czarnecka, and John 
Whelpton, 3–32. Amsterdam: Harwood Academic Publisher. 

———. 1999. “Introduction.” In Contested Hierarchies, edited by David N. Gellner and Declan 
Quigley, 1–37. New Delhi: Oxford University Press. 

———. 2007. “Caste, Ethnicity and Inequality in Nepal.” Economic and Political Weekly 42 
(20): 1823–28.  

Gillison, Gillian. 2013. “The ‘Dividual Androgyne’ and Me: A Personal Affair.” Oceania 83 (2): 
118–29.  

Good, Byron J. 2012. “Phenomenology, Psychoanalysis, and Subjectivity in Java.” Ethos 40 
(1): 24–36. 

Gow, Peter, and Margherita Margiotti. 2012. “Is There Fortune in Greater Amazonia?” Social 
Analysis 56 (1): 43–56. 

Graeber, David. 2015. “Radical Alterity is Just Another Way of Saying ‘Reality’: A Reply to 
Eduardo Viveiros de Castro.” HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 5 (2): 1–41.  

Gray, John N. 1987. “Bayu Utarnu: Ghost Exorcism and Sacrifice in Nepal.” Ethnology 26 (3): 
179–99.  

———. 2009. “Where Truth Happens: The Nepali House as Mandala.” Anthropologica 51 (1): 
195–208.  

Greene, Paul D. 2002. “Sounding the Body in Buddhist Nepal: Neku Horns, Himalayan 
Shamanism, and the Transmigration of the Disembodied Spirit.” The World of Music 44 
(2): 93–114. 

Groark, Kevin P. 2013. “Toward a Cultural Phenomenology of Intersubjectivity: The Extended 
Relational Field of the Tzotzil Maya of Highland Chiapas, Mexico.” Language and 
Communication 33 (3): 278–91. 



	 303	

Guenzi, Caterina. 2012. “The Allotted Share: Managing Fortune in Astrological Counseling in 
Contemporary India.” Social Analysis 56 (2): 39–55. 

Guha, Ranajit, and Gayatri C. Spivak, eds. 1988. Selected Subaltern Studies. Oxford; New 
York: Oxford University Press. 

Gupta, Akhil. 1992. “The Reincarnation of Souls and the Rebirth of Commodities: 
Representations of Time in ‘East’ and ‘West.’” Cultural Critique 22: 187–211. 

Gurung, Harka. 1997. “State and Society in Nepal.” In Nationalism and Ethnicity in a Hindu 
Kingdom: The Politics and Culture of Contemporary Nepal, edited by David N. Gellner, 
Joanna Pfaff-Czarnecka, and John Whelpton, 495–532. Amsterdam: Harwood 
Academic Publishers. 

Gurung, Om. 2003. “Notes on Lagi-Lagitya relations in Jumla.” Occasional Papers in Sociology 
and Anthropology 8: 12–17. 

Hangen, Susan. 2005. “Race and the Politics of Identity in Nepal.” Ethnology 44 (1): 49–64.  

Heidegger, Martin. 1972. On Time and Being, translated by Joan Stambaugh. New York: 
Harper Torchbooks. First published 1969. 

———. 1996. Being and Time, translated by Joan Stambaugh. Albany: SUNY Press. First 
published 1927. 

———. 1998. “Letter on ‘Humanism’”. In Pathmarks, edited by Frank A. Capuzzi and William 
McNeill, and translated by Frank A. Capuzzi, 239–76. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. First published 1947. 

Herdt, Gilbert. 1992. “Selfhood and Discourse in Sambia Dream Sharing.” In Dreaming: 
Anthropological and Psychological Interpretations, edited by Barbara Tedlock, 55–85. 
Santa Fe: School of American Research Press. 

Hertz, Robert. 1960. “A Contribution to the Study of the Collective Representation of Death.” 
In Death and the Right Hand, 25–86. Illinois: The Free Press. First published 1907. 

Herzfeld, Michael. 1996. “In Defiance of Destiny: The Management of Time and Gender at a 
Cretan Funeral.” In Things as They Are: New Directions in Phenomenological 
Anthropology, edited by Michael Jackson, 149–168. Bloomington; Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press. 

Hess, Sabine. 2006. “Strathern’s Melanesian ‘Dividual’ and the Christian ‘Individual’: A 
Perspective from Vanua Lava, Vanuatu.” Oceania, 76 (3): 285–96. 

Hesse, Hermann. 2003. Siddhartha, translated by Massimo Mila. Milano: Adelphi. First 
published 1922. 

Hitchcock, John T., and Rex L. Jones, eds. 1976. Spirit Possession in the Nepal Himalayas. 
New Delhi: Vikas Publishing House. 

Holbraad, Martin. 2012. Truth in Motion: The Recursive Anthropology of Cuban Divination. 
Chicago; London: The University of Chicago Press. 



	 304	

Hollan, Douglas. 1989. “The Personal Use of Dream Beliefs in the Toraja Highlands.” Ethos 
17 (2): 166–86.  

———. 2008. “Being There: On the Imaginative Aspects of Understanding Others and Being 
Understood.” Ethos 36 (4): 475–89.  

Hollan, Douglas, and Jason Throop. 2008. “Whatever Happened to Empathy? Introduction.” 
Ethos 36 (4): 385–401.  

Hopkinson, Leo. 2015. “Descartes’ Shadow: Boxing and the Fear of Mind-Body Dualism.” 
HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 5 (2): 177–99. 

Huntington, Richard, and Peter Metcalf. 1991. Celebrations of Death: The Anthropology of 
Mortuary Ritual. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Hutt, Michael, ed. 2004. “Introduction: Monarchy, Democracy and Maoism in Nepal.” In 
Himalayan People’s War: Nepal's Maoist Rebellion, 1–20. London: Hurst & Company. 

Ihde, Don. 2008. “Introduction: Postphenomenological Research.” Human Studies 31 (1): 1–
9.  

Ingold, Tim. 2007. “Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather.” The Journal of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute 13: S19–38. 

———. 2013. “Dreaming of Dragons: On the Imagination of Real Life.” Journal of the Royal 
Anthropological Institute 19 (4): 734–752.  

———. 2015. The Life of Lines. London; New York: Routledge. 

———. 2016. “On Human Correspondence.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 23 
(1): 9–27.  

Jackson, Michael. 1983. “Knowledge of the Body.” Man 18 (2): 327–45.  

———. 1995. At Home in the World. Durham; London: Duke University Press. 

———. 1996, ed. “Introduction: Phenomenology, Radical Empiricism, and Anthropological 
Critique.” In Things as They Are: New Directions in Phenomenological Anthropology, 1–
43. Bloomington; Indianapolis: Indiana University Press. 

———. 1998. Minima Ethnographica: Intersubjectivity and the Anthropological Project. 
Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press. 

———. 2008. Existential Anthropology: Events, Exigencies and Effects. Oxford; New York: 
Berghahn Books. First published 2005. 

———. 2010. “From Anxiety to Method in Anthropological Fieldwork: An Appraisal of George 
Devereaux’s Enduring Ideas.” In Emotions in the Field: The Psychology and 
Anthropology of Fieldwork Experience, edited by James Davies and Dimitrina Spencer, 
35–54. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 

———. 2011. Life Within Limits: Well-Being in a World of Want. Durham; London: Duke 
University Press. 



	 305	

———. 2012. Between One and One Another. Berkeley; Los Angeles; London: University of 
California Press. 

———. 2013. Lifeworlds: Essays in Existential Anthropology. Chicago; London: University of 
Chicago Press. 

———. 2015. “Afterword.” In Phenomenology in Anthropology: A Sense of Perspective, edited 
by Kalpana Ram and Christopher Houston, 293–303. Bloomington; Indianapolis: 
Indiana University Press. 

———. 2017. How Lifeworlds Work: Emotionality, Sociality, and the Ambiguity of Being. 
Chicago; London: Chicago University Press. 

Jackson, Michael, and Albert Piette, eds. 2015. “Introduction: Anthropology and the Existential 
Turn.” In What Is Existential Anthropology?, 1–29. Oxford; New York: Berghahn Books. 

Jansen, Jan. 2009. “Framing Divination: A Mande Divination Expert and the Occult Economy.” 
Africa: Journal of the International African Institute 79 (1): 110–27.  

Jenkins, Richard. 1996. “Ethnicity Etcetera: Social Anthropological Points of View.” Ethnic and 
Racial Studies 19(4): 807–822. 

Jhabvala, Ruth P. 2008. Heat and Dust. Stuttgart: Ernst Klett Sprachen. First published 1975.  

Jones Rex L. 1976. “Spirit Possession and Society in Nepal.” In Spirit Possession in the Nepal 
Himalayas, edited by John Hitchcock and Rex Jones, 1–20. New Delhi: Vikas Publishing 
House. 

Keane, Webb. 2016. Ethical Life Its Natural and Social Histories. Princeton; Oxford: Princeton 
University Press. 

Kearney, Richard. 2002. “Strangers and Others: From Deconstruction to Hermeneutics.” 
Critical Horizons 3 (1): 7–36. 

———. 2003. “Introduction: Strangers, Gods and Monsters.” In Strangers, Gods and Monsters: 
Interpreting Otherness, 1–20. London; New York: Routledge. 

Kemper, Steven. 1980. “Time, Person, and Gender in Sinhalese Astrology.” American 
Ethnologist 7 (4): 744–758. 

Killinger, John. 1961. “Existentialism and Human Freedom.” The English Journal 50 (5): 303–
13. 

Klima, Alan. 2001. “The Telegraphic Abject: Buddhist Meditation and the Redemption of 
Mechanical Reproduction.” Comparative Studies in Society and History 43 (3): 552–82.  

Knibbe, Kim, and Peter Versteeg. 2008. “Assessing Phenomenology in Anthropology: Lessons 
from the Study of Religion and Experience.” Critique of Anthropology 28 (1): 47–62.  

Kohrt, Brandon A., and Ian Harper. 2008. “Navigating Diagnoses: Understanding Mind–Body 
Relations, Mental Health, and Stigma in Nepal.” Culture, Medicine, and Psychiatry 32 
(4): 462–91.  



	 306	

Laidlaw, James. 2005. “A Life Worth Leaving: Fasting to Death as Telos of a Jain Religious 
Life.” Economy and Society 34 (2): 178–99.  

Lamb, Sarah. 1997. “The Making and Unmaking of Persons: Notes on Aging and Gender in 
North India.” Ethos 25 (3): 279–302. 

Lambek, Michael. 1998. “Body and Mind in Mind, Body and Mind in Body: Some 
Anthropological Interventions in a Long Conversation.” In Bodies and Persons: 
Comparative Perspectives from Africa and Melanesia, edited by Michael Lambek and 
Andrew Strathern, 103–123. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

———. 2000. “Nuriaty, the Saint and the Sultan.” Anthropology Today 16 (2): 7–12. 

———, ed. 2010. “Introduction”. In Ordinary Ethics: Anthropology, Language, and Action, 1–
36. New York: Fordham University Press. 

———. 2013. “The Continuous and Discontinuous Person: Two Dimensions of Ethical Life.” 
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 19 (4): 837–858.  

———. 2015. “Both/And.” In What Is Existential Anthropology?, edited by Michael Jackson 
and Albert Piette, 58–83. Oxford, New York: Berghahn Books. 

Langford, Jean M. 2009. “Gifts Intercepted: Biopolitics and Spirit Debt.” Cultural Anthropology 
24 (4): 681–711.  

Lawoti, Mahendra. 2007. Contentious Politics and Democratization in Nepal. New Delhi: SAGE 
Publications India. 

Leavitt, John. 1996. “Meaning and Feeling in the Anthropology of Emotions.” American 
Ethnologist 23 (3): 514–39. 

Lecomte-Tilouine, Marie. 2006. “‘Kill One, He Becomes One Hundred’: Martyrdom as 
Generative Sacrifice in the Nepal People’s War.” Social Analysis 50 (1): 51–72.  

———, ed. 2009a. Bards and Mediums: History, Culture and Politics in the Central Himalayan 
Kingdoms. Almora: Almora Book Depot. 

———, ed. 2009b. “Introduction: Reflections on Kingship, Mediumism and Territory in the 
Central Himalayas. In Bards and Mediums: History, Culture and Politics in the Central 
Himalayan Kingdoms, 11–25. Almora: Almora Book Depot. 

———, ed. 2009c. “Introduction to Part I: The Social Dimension of Himalayan Mediumism.” 
In Bards and Mediums: History, Culture and Politics in the Central Himalayan 
Kingdoms, 29–54. Almora: Almora Book Depot. 

Letizia, Chiara. 2012. “Shaping Secularism in Nepal.” European Bulletin of Himalayan 
Research 39: 66–104. 

Leve, Lauren. 2002. “Subjects, Selves, and the Politics of Personhood in Theravada 
Buddhism in Nepal.” The Journal of Asian Studies 61 (03): 833–860. 



	 307	

———. 2007. “‘Failed Development’ and Rural Revolution in Nepal: Rethinking Subaltern 
Consciousness and Women’s Empowerment.” Anthropological Quarterly 80 (1): 127–
72.  

Levinas, Emmanuel. 1985. The Theory of Intuition in Husserl’s Phenomenology, translated by 
André Orianne. Evanstone: Northwestern University Press. First published 1963. 

———. 2000. God, Death, and Time, edited by Jacques Rolland and translated by Bettina 
Bergo. Stanford: Stanford University Press. First published 1993. 

Levy, Robert. 1998. “Afterword: Selves in Motion.” In Selves in Time and Place: Identities, 
Experience, and History in Nepal, edited by Debra Skinner, Alfred Pach III, and Dorothy 
Holland, 321–29. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. 

Lewis, Todd T. 1994. “A Modern Guide for Mahāyāna Buddhist Life-Cycle Rites: The Nepāl 
Jana Jīvan Kriyā Paddhati.” Indo-Iranian Journal 37 (1): 1–46.  

Linger, Daniel T. 2010. “What is it Like to be Someone Else?” Ethos 38 (2): 205–29.  

Lingis, Alphonso. 2009. “Experiences of Mortality: Phenomenology and Anthropology.” The 
Pluralist 4 (3): 69–75.  

Lipner, Julius. 2004. “On Hinduism and Hinduisms: The Way of the Banyan.” In The Hindu 
World, edited by Sushil Mittal and Gene Thursby, 9–34. London; New York: Routledge. 

Lloyd, Genevieve. 2018. Reclaiming Wonder: After the Sublime. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press. 

Luintel, Youba R. 2014. “Locating Pawai in the Social Hierarchy of the Khasa: A Preliminary 
Note on Jumli Caste Structure.” Dhaulagiri Journal of Sociology and Anthropology 7: 
31–50. 

Luhrmann, Tanya M. 2011. “Toward an Anthropological Theory of Mind.” Suomen 
Anthropologic: Journal of the Finnish Anthropological Society 36 (4): 5–13. 

Lutz, Catherine, and Geoffrey M. White. 1986. “The Anthropology of Emotions.” Annual 
Review of Anthropology 15 (1986): 405–36. 

Killinger, John. 1961. “Existentialism and Human Freedom.” The English Journal 50 (5): 303–
13. 

Macdonald, Alexander W. 1987. “Introduction.” In Faith-healers in the Himalayas: An 
Investigation of Traditional Healers and their Festivals in Dolakha District of Nepal, 
edited by Casper J. Miller, xiii–xiv. Kathmandu: Sahayogi Press. First published 1979. 

Macfarlane, Alan. 1981. “Death, Disease and Curing in a Himalayan Village.” In Asian 
Highland Societies: In Anthropological Perspective, edited by Christoph von Fürer-
Haimendorf, 79–130. New Delhi; Jalandhar; Bangalore: Sterling Publishers Private Ltd. 

Makley, Charlene. 2011. “The Sociopolitical Lives of Dead Bodies: Tibetan Self-Immolation 
Protest as Mass Media.” Cultural Anthropology 30 (3): 448–76.  

Malinowski, Bronislaw. 1922. “Introduction: The Subject, Method and Scope of This Inquiry.” 



	 308	

In Argonauts of the Western Pacific: An Account of Native Enterprise and Adventure in 
the Archipelagos of Melanesian New Guinea, 1–26. London; New York: Routledge. 

———. 2004. “Magic, Science, and Religion.” In Death, Mourning, and Burial: A Cross-
Cultural Reader, edited by Antonius C. G. M. Robben, 19–22. Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishing Ltd. First published 1925. 

Marriott, McKim. 1976. “Interpreting Indian Society: A Monistic Alternative to Dumont’s 
Dualism.” The Journal of Asian Studies 36 (1): 189–95. 

Maskarinec, Gregory G. 1995. The Rulings of the Night: An Ethnography of Nepalese Shaman 
Oral Texts. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press 

———. 2009. “Conflicting Powers: Struggles Between Rulers and Himalayan Mediums in 
Jajarkot District, Nepal.” In Bards and Mediums: History, Culture and Politics in the 
Central Himalayan Kingdoms, edited by Marie Lecomte-Tilouine, 55–61. Almora: 
Almora Book Depot. 

Maskey, Mahesh, and Mary Deschene. 2008. “Constituent Assembly and the Revolutionary 
Left in Nepal.” Economic and Political Weekly 43 (12/13): 9–12.  

Mattingly, Cheryl, and Thomas Schwarz Wentzer. 2018. “Toward a New Humanism: An 
Approach from Philosophical Anthropology.” HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 8 
(1): 144–57. 

Mauss, Marcel. 1985. “A Category of the Human Mind: The Notion of Person; the Notion of 
Self.” In The Category of the Person: Anthropology, Philosophy, History, edited by 
Michael Carrithers, Steven Collins, and Steven Lukes, 1–25. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. First published 1938. 

———. 2007. Essai sur le don. Paris: PUF. First published 1925. 

McHugh, Ernestine. 1989. “Concepts of the Person among the Gurungs of Nepal.” American 
Ethnologist 16 (1): 75–86.  

———. 2002. “Contingent Selves: Love and Death in a Buddhist Society in Nepal.” Cultural 
Anthropology 17 (2): 210–45.  

———. 2004. “Paradox, Ambiguity, and the Re-Creation of Self: Reflections on a Narrative 
from Nepal.” Anthropology and Humanism 29 (1): 22–33. 

Meretoja, Hanna. 2014. “Narrative and Human Existence: Ontology, Epistemology, and 
Ethics.” New Literary History 45 (1): 89–109.  

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. 2005. Phenomenology of Perception, translated by Colin Smith. 
London; New York: Routledge Classics. First published 1945.  

Miller, Casper J. 1987. Faith-Healers in the Himalayas: An Investigation of Traditional Healers 
and Their Festivals in Dolakha District of Nepal. Kathmandu: Sahayogi Press. First 
published 1979. 



	 309	

Mimica, Jadran. 1996. “On Dying and Suffering in Iqwaye Existence.” In Things as They Are: 
New Directions in Phenomenological Anthropology, edited by Michael Jackson, 213–
237. Bloomington; Indianapolis: Indiana University Press. 

Mishra, Rabindra. 2004. “India’s Role in Nepal’s Maoist Insurgency.” Asian Survey 44 (5): 627–
46.  

Mittermaier, Amira. 2011. “Introduction: Studying Dreams in Undreamy Times.” In Dreams 
That Matter: Egyptian Landscapes of the Imagination, 1–30. Berkeley; Los Angeles; 
London: University of California Press. 

———. 2012. “Dreams from Elsewhere: Muslim Subjectivities beyond the Trope of Self-
Cultivation.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 18 (2): 247–65.  

Moore, Asher. 1967. “Existential Phenomenology.” Philosophy and Phenomenological 
Research 27 (3): 408–14.  

Morin, Edgard. 2014. L’uomo e la morte, translated by Riccardo Mazzeo. Trento: Edizioni 
Centro Studi Erickson. First published 1951. 

Mortley, Raoul. 1982. “The Fundamentals of the Via Negativa.” The American Journal of 
Philology 103 (4): 429–39. 

Mosko, Mark. 2012. “‘Laki’ Charms: ‘Luck’ and Personal Agency in North Mekeo Social 
Change.” Social Analysis 56 (2): 19–38. 

Munz, Peter. 1956. “Relationship and Solitude in Hinduism and Christianity.” Philosophy East 
and West 6 (2): 137–52. 

Narayanaswami Iyer, T.S. 1889. Guide to Hindu Astrology. Madras: Addison & co. 

Oestigaard, Terje. 2004. “Death and Ambivalent Materiality – Human Flesh as Culture and 
Cosmology.” In Combining the Past and the Present: Archaeological Perspectives on 
Society, edited by Terje Oestigaard, Nils Anfinset, and Tore Saetersdal, 23–30. Oxford: 
Archaeopress.  

Oksenberg Rorty, Amelie. 1995. “Understanding Others.” In Other Intentions: Cultural 
Contexts and the Attribution of Inner States, edited by Lawrence Rosen, 203–223. Santa 
Fe: School of American Research. 

Orenstein, Henry. 1970. “Death and Kinship in Hinduism: Structural and Functional 
Interpretations.” American Anthropologist 72 (6): 1357–77.  

Ortner, Sherry. 1995. “The Case of the Disappearing Shamans, or No Individualism, No 
Relationalism.” Ethos 23 (3): 355–90.  

Pagis, Michal. 2010. “Producing Intersubjectivity in Silence: An Ethnographic Study of 
Meditation Practice.” Ethnography 11 (2): 309–28.  

Panagiotopoulos, Anastasios. 2017. “When Biographies Cross Necrographies: The Exchange 
of ‘Affinity’ in Cuba.” Ethnos 82 (5): 946–970.  



	 310	

Pant, Bijan, and Kay Standing. 2011. “Citizenship Rights and Women’s Roles in Development 
in Post-Conflict Nepal.” Gender and Development 19 (3): 409–21.  

Parish, Steven M. 1991. “The Sacred Mind: Newar Cultural Representations of Mental Life and 
the Production of Moral Consciousness.” Ethos 19 (3): 313–51.  

———. 1996. Hierarchy and Its Discontent. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 

———. 2008. Subjectivity and Suffering in American Culture: Possible Selves. New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan.  

———. 2014. “Between Persons: How Concepts of the Person Make Moral Experience 
Possible.” Ethos 42 (1): 31–50.  

Parry, Jonathan. 1994. Death in Banaras. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

———. 2004. “Sacrificial Death and the Necrophagous Ascetic.” In Death, Mourning, and 
Burial: A Cross-Cultural Reader, edited by Antonius C. G. M. Robben, 265–84. Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishing Ltd. First published 1982. 

Paul, Robert. 1995. “Act and Intention in Sherpa Culture and Society.” In Other Intentions: 
Cultural Contexts and the Attribution of Inner States, edited by Lawrence Rosen, 15–
45. Santa Fe: School of American Research. 

Peacock, James L., and Dorothy C. Holland. 1993. “The Narrated Self: Life Stories in Process.” 
Ethos 21 (4): 367–83.  

Peek, Philip M, ed. 1991a. “Introduction: The Study of Divination, Present and Past.” In African 
Divination Systems: Ways of Knowing, 1–22. Bloomington; Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press.  

 
———, ed. 1991b. “African Divination Systems: Non-Normal Modes of Cognition.” In African 

Divination Systems: Ways of Knowing, 193–212. Bloomington; Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press.  

Pels, Peter. 2014. “After Objectivity: An Historical Approach to the Intersubjective.” HAU: 
Journal of Ethnographic Theory 4 (1): 211–36. 

Persson, Asha. 2010. “Embodied Worlds: A Semiotic Phenomenology of Satyananda Yoga.” 
The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 16 (4): 797–815.  

Petech, Luciano. 1984. Mediaeval History of Nepal (c. 750-1480). Vol. 54. Rome: Istituto 
Italiano per il Medio ed Estremo Oriente. 

Pettigrew, Judith, and Kamal Adhikari. 2009. “Fear and Everyday Life in Rural Nepal.” 
Dialectical Anthropology 33 (3/4): 403–22.  

Pfaff-Czarnecka, Joanna. 1997. “Vestiges and Visions: Cultural Change in the Process of 
Nation-Building in Nepal.” In Nationalism and Ethnicity in a Hindu Kingdom: The Politics 
and Culture of Contemporary Nepal, edited by David N. Gellner, Joanna Pfaff-
Czarnecka, and John Whelpton, 419–70. Amsterdam: Harwood Academic Publishers. 



	 311	

Philip, David S. 1995. “Dumont or Not Dumont: The Anthropological Follies.” Economic and 
Political Weekly 30 (44): 2785–86.  

Piette, Albert. 2009. Anthropologie Existentiale. Paris: Pétra. 

———. 2014. “Existential Anthropology: What Could It Be? An Interpretation of Heidegger.” 
Argument 4 (2): 229–46. 

———. 2015a. Existence in the Details. Theory and Methodology in Existential Anthropology. 
Berlin: Duncker & Humblot. 

———. 2015b. “Existence, Minimality, and Believing.” In What Is Existential Anthropology?, 
edited by Michael Jackson and Albert Piette, 178–213. Oxford; New York: Berghahn 
Books. 

Pigg, Stacy L. 1992. “Inventing Social Categories through Place: Social Representations and 
Development in Nepal.” Comparative Studies in Society and History 34 (3): 491–513.  

———. 1996. “The Credible and the Credulous: The Question of ‘Villagers’ Beliefs’ in Nepal.” 
Cultural Anthropology 11 (2): 160–201.  

Pingree, David. 1981. Jyotihsāstra: Astral and Mathematical Literature. Wiesbaden: Otto 
Harrassowitz. 

Pirandello, Luigi. 2015a. L’Umorismo. Milano: Garzanti. First published 1908. 

———. 2015b. Sei personaggi in cerca d’autore. Milano: BUR. First published 1921. 

———. 2016. Uno, nessuno e centomila. Milano: Feltrinelli. First published 1926. 

Poletti, Samuele. 2016. “Wanderings of a Spirit: Making Sense of an Untimely Death in the 
Sinja Valley of Jumla.” Studies in Nepali History and Society 21 (2): 251–82. 

———. 2018. “Obscure Existential Narratives: Predetermination and Freedom in Nepali 
Horoscopic Knowledge.” Himalaya 38 (1): 55–67. 

Ram, Kalpana, and Christopher Houston, eds. 2015. “Introduction: Phenomenology’s 
Methodological Invitation.” In Phenomenology in Anthropology: A Sense of Perspective, 
1–25. Bloomington; Indianapolis: Indiana University Press. 

Rapport, Nigel. 2002. “‘The Truth Is Alive’: Kierkegaard’s Anthropology of Dualism, Subjectivity 
and Somatic Knowledge.” Anthropological Theory 2 (2): 165–83.  

Regmi, Rishikeshav R. 2003. “Ethnicity and Identity.” Occasional Papers in Sociology and 
Anthropology 8: 1–11. 

Reischer, Erica, and Kathryn S. Koo. 2004. “The Body Beautiful: Symbolism and Agency in 
the Social World.” Annual Review of Anthropology 33: 297–317.  

Ricoeur, Paul. 1954. “Sympathie et respect: Phénoménologie et éthique de la seconde 
personne.” Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale 59 (4): 380–397. 



	 312	

———. 1970. Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation, translated by Denis Savage. 
New Haven; London: Yale University Press. 

Robben, Antonius C. G. M, ed. 2004. “Death and Anthropology: An Introduction.” In Death, 
Mourning, and Burial: A Cross-Cultural Reader, 1–16. Oxford: Blackwell. 

Robbins, Joel. 2008. “On Not Knowing Other Minds: Confession, Intention, and Linguistic 
Exchange in a Papua New Guinea Community.” Anthropological Quarterly 81 (2): 421–
29.  

———. 2016. “What is the Matter with Transcendence? On the Place of Religion in the New 
Anthropology of Ethics.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 22 (4): 767–808.  

Robbins, Joel, and Alan Rumsey. 2008. “Introduction: Cultural and Linguistic Anthropology 
and the Opacity of Other Minds.” Anthropological Quarterly 81 (2): 407–20.  

Rohatynskyj, Marta. 2015. “Empowering the Dividual.” Anthropological Theory 15 (3): 317–
337.  

Rosen, Lawrence, ed. 1995 “Introduction: The Cultural Analysis of Others’ Inner States.” In 
Other Intentions: Cultural Contexts and the Attribution of Inner States, 3–11. Santa Fe: 
School of American Research. 

Sartre, Jean-Paul. 1956. Being and Nothingness, translated by Hazel E. Barnes. New York: 
Philosophical Library. First published 1943. 

———. 1963. Search for a Method, translated by Hazel E. Barnes. New York: Alfred A. Knopf. 
First published 1957.  

———. 1965. Nausea, translated by Robert Baldick. London: Penguin Books. First published 
1938. 

———. 2007. Existentialism Is a Humanism, translated by Carol Macomber. Yale University 
Press. First published 1946. 

———. 2010. Le mur. Paris: Gallimard. First published 1939. 

Sayers, Matthew R. 2013. Feeding the Dead: Ancestor Worship in Ancient India. Oxford; New 
York: Oxford University Press. 

Scott, Michael W. 2016. “To Be Makiran is to See like Mr Parrot: The Anthropology of Wonder 
in Solomon Islands.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 22 (3): 474–95.  

Seneca. 1932. “De Tranquillitate Animi.” In Moral Essays, Volume II: De Consolatione Ad 
Marciam. De Vita Beata. De Otio. De Tranquillitate Animi. De Brevitate Vitae. De 
Consolatione Ad Polybium. De Consolatione Ad Helviam, translated by John W. 
Basore, 202–285. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

Seremetakis, Nadia C. 1984. “The Eye of the Other: Watching Death in Rural Greece.” Journal 
of Modern Hellenism 1 (1): 63–77. 

———. 1990. “The Ethics of Antiphony: The Social Construction of Pain, Gender, and Power 
in the Southern Peloponnese.” Ethos 18 (4): 481–511. 



	 313	

———. 1991. “Contexts.” In The Last Word: Women, Death, and Divination in Inner Mani, 1–
15. Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press. 

Shah, A. M. 2007. “Caste in the 21st Century: From System to Elements.” Economic and 
Political Weekly 42: 109–116. 

Shah, Saubhagya. 2008. “Revolution and Reaction in the Himalayas: Cultural Resistance and 
the Maoist ‘New Regime’ in Western Nepal.” American Ethnologist 35 (3): 481–99.  

Shah, Alpa, and Judith Pettigrew. 2009. “Windows into a Revolution: Ethnographies of Maoism 
in South Asia.” Dialectical Anthropology 33 (3/4): 225–51.  

Sharma, Jeevan R. 2012. “Social Science Engagement and Political Interregnum in Nepal.” 
Economic and Political Weekly 47 (31): 45–48.  

Sharma, Prayag R. 2004a. “The Divinities of the Karnali Basin.” In The State and Society in 
Nepal, 109–123. Kathmandu: Himal Books. 

Sharma, Prayag R. 2004b. “Bahuns in the Nepali state.” In The State and Society in Nepal, 
219–226. Kathmandu: Himal Books. 

Shaw, Rosalind. 1991. “Splitting Truths from Darkness: Epistemological Aspects of Temne 
Divination.” In African Divination Systems: Ways of Knowing, edited by Philip M. Peek, 
137–152. Bloomington; Indianapolis: Indiana University Press.  

Shrestha, Bal Gopal. 2006. “The Svanti Festival: Victory over Death and the Renewal of the 
Ritual Cycle in Nepal.” CNAS Journal 33 (2): 203–21.  

Shrestha-Schipper, Satya. 2008-2009. “Women’s Participation in the People’s War in Jumla.” 
European Bulletin of Himalayan Research 33-34: 105–22.  

———. 2009. “Territories, Politics and Mediums in Jumla.” In Bards and Mediums: History, 
Culture and Politics in the Central Himalayan Kingdoms, edited by Marie Lecomte-
Tilouine, 62–77. Almora: Almora Book Depot. 

———. 2012. “Maoist Gates in Jumla and Mugu Districts: Illustrations of the ‘People’s War’.” 
European Bulletin of Himalayan Research 41: 84–99. 

———. 2013. “The Political Context and the Influence of the People’s War in Jumla.” In 
Revolution in Nepal: An Anthropological and Historical Approach to the People’s War, 
edited by Marie Lecomte-Tilouine, 258–92. New Delhi: Oxford University Press. 

Silverman, Wendy K., and Christopher A. Kearney. 1991. “The Nature and Treatment of 
Childhood Anxiety.” Educational Psychology Review 3 (4): 335–61. 

Skinner, Debra, Alfred Pach III, and Dorothy Holland, eds. 1998. “Selves in Time and Place: 
An Introduction.” In Selves in Time and Place: Identities, Experience, and History in 
Nepal, 3–16. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. 

Smith, Karl. 2012. “From Dividual and Individual Selves to Porous Subjects.” The Australian 
Journal of Anthropology 23: 50–64.  



	 314	

Sneath, David, Martin Holbraad, and Morten A. Pedersen. 2009. “Technologies of the 
Imagination: An Introduction.” Ethnos 74 (1): 5–30.  

Spiegelberg, Herbert. 1960. “Husserl’s Phenomenology and Existentialism.” The Journal of 
Philosophy 57 (2): 62–74.  

Spiro, Melford E. 1993. “Is the Western Conception of the Self ‘Peculiar’ within the Context of 
the World Cultures?” Ethos 21 (2): 107–153. 

Stafford, Charles. 2009. “Numbers and the Natural History of Imagining the Self in Taiwan and 
China.” Ethnos 74 (1): 110–26.  

Stasch, Rupert. 2008. “Knowing Minds Is a Matter of Authority: Political Dimensions of Opacity 
Statements in Korowai Moral Psychology.” Anthropological Quarterly 81 (2): 443–53.  

———. 2009. Society of Others: Kinship and Mourning in a West Papuan Place. Berkeley; 
Los Angeles; London: University of California Press. 

Stephen, Michele. 1999. “Witchcraft, Grief, and the Ambivalence of Emotions.” American 
Ethnologist 26 (3): 711–37. 

Stone, Anthony P. 1981. Hindu Astrology: Myths, Symbols and Realities. New Delhi: Selected 
Books Publisher & Distributors. 

Straight, Bilinda S. 2006. “Becoming Dead: The Entangled Agencies of the Dearly Departed.” 
Anthropology and Humanism 31 (2): 101–10.  

Strathern, Marilyn. 1988. The Gender of the Gift: Problems with Women and Problems with 
Society in Melanesia. Berkeley; Los Angeles; London: University of California Press. 

———. 1991. “Partners and Consumers: Making Relations Visible.” New Literary History 22 
(3): 581–601.  

———. 1996. “Cutting the Network.” The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 2 (3): 
517–35. 

Tedlock, Barbara, ed. 1992. “Dreaming and Dream Research.” In Dreaming: Anthropological 
and Psychological Interpretations, 1–30. Santa Fe: School of American Research 
Press. 

———. 2001. “Divination as a Way of Knowing: Embodiment, Visualisation, Narrative, and 
Interpretation.” Folklore 112 (2): 189–197.  

Throop, Jason C. 2008. “On the Problem of Empathy: The Case of Yap, Federated States of 
Micronesia.” Ethos 36 (4): 402–26.  

———. 2012. “On Inaccessibility and Vulnerability: Some Horizons of Compatibility between 
Phenomenology and Psychoanalysis.” Ethos 40 (1): 75–96.  

Tillich, Paul. 1956. “The Nature and the Significance of Existentialist Thought.” Journal of 
Philosophy 53 (23): 739–48. 



	 315	

Toffin, Gérard. 2009. “Fields and Writings: Fifty Years of French Anthropology in Nepal.” 
Studies in Nepali History and Society 14 (2): 261–301. 

Toren, Christina. 2009. “Intersubjectivity as Epistemology.” Social Analysis 53 (2): 130–46.  

Tsintjilonis, Dimitri. 1997. “Embodied Difference: The ‘Body-Person’ of the Sa’dan Toraja.” 
Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 153 (2): 244–72. 

———. 1999. “Being in Place and Being a Place: Sumanga’ in Buntao’.” Bijdragen tot de Taal-
, Land- en Volkenkunde 155 (4): 617–43.  

———. 2004. “The Flow of Life in Buntao’: Southeast Asian Animism Reconsidered.” 
Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 160 (4): 425–55.  

———. 2006. “Monsters and Caricatures: Spirit Possession in Tana Toraja.” Journal of the 
Royal Anthropological Institute 12 (3): 551–67.  

———. 2007. “The Death-Bearing Senses in Tana Toraja.” Ethnos 72 (2): 173–94.  

———. Forthcoming. “The Past is a Promise to the Future: Stories, Persons, and the Devil in 
Greece.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute. 

Tucci, Giuseppe. 1956. Preliminary Report on Two Scientific Expeditions in Nepal. Rome: 
Istituto Italiano per il Medio ed Estremo Oriente. 

Umbesheid, Günter. 1987. “A God’s Journey, the Parheli of the God Lama from Lekhpur.” 
Kailash 13 (1–2): 49–99. 

Valeri, Valerio. 2013. “Mourning.” In Rituals and Annals: Between Anthropology and History. 
Classic Series 2, 363–375. Manchester: HAU Society for Ethnographic Theory. 

Van de Port, Mattijs. 2015. “Reading Bruno Latour in Bahia: Or, How to Approach The ‘Great, 
Blooming, Buzzing Confusion’ of Life and Being Without Going Mad.” In What Is 
Existential Anthropology?, edited by Michael Jackson and Albert Piette, 84–103. 
Oxford; New York: Berghahn Books. 

Van der Veer, Peter. 2002. “Religion in South Asia.” Annual Review of Anthropology 31: 173–
87.  

Vigh, Henrik E., and David B. Sausdal. 2014. “From Essence back to Existence: Anthropology 
Beyond the Ontological Turn.” Anthropological Theory 14 (1): 49–73.  

Vilaça, Aparecida. 2011. “Dividuality in Amazonia: God, the Devil, and the Constitution of 
Personhood in Wari’ Christianity.” The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 17 
(2): 243–62. 

Von Fürer-Haimendorf, Christoph, ed. 1981a. “Introduction: Problems and Examples.” In 
Asian Highland Societies: In Anthropological Perspective, ix–xvi. New Delhi; Jalandhar; 
Bangalore: Sterling Publishers Private Ltd. 

Von Fürer-Haimendorf, Christoph, ed. 1981b. “Social Structure and Spatial Mobility among 
the Thakalis of Western Nepal.” In Asian Highland Societies: In Anthropological 
Perspective, 1–19. New Delhi; Jalandhar; Bangalore: Sterling Publishers Private Ltd. 



	 316	

Wagner, Roy. 1991. “The Fractal Person.” In Big Men and Great Men: The Personifications 
of Power, edited by Maurice Godelier and Marilyn Strathern, 159–173. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

———. 2012. “Afterword: The Lottery of Babylon, Or, the Logic of Happenstance in Melanesia 
and Beyond.” Social Analysis 56 (1): 165–175. 

Wentzer, Thomas Schwarz. 2018. “Selma’s Response: A Case for Responsive Anthropology.” 
HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 8 (1): 211–22. 

Whelpton, John. 2005. A History of Nepal. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Winkler, Walter. 1976. “Spirit Possession in Far Western Nepal.” In Spirit Possession in the 
Nepal Himalayas, edited by John T. Hitchcock and Rex L. Jones, 244–62. New York: 
International Publications Service. 

Yasuno, Hayami. 1988. “Encounter of Hindu and Masta Deities in Khasa Desa: A Study Based 
on Oral Traditions in West Nepal.” Journal of Humanities and Natural Sciences 16: 45–
67. 

Young, Maia J., Michael W. Morris, Jeremy Burrus, Lilavati Krishnan, and Murari Prasad 
Regmi. 2011. “Deity and Destiny: Patterns of Fatalistic Thinking in Christian and Hindu 
Cultures.” Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology 42 (6): 1030–1053. 

Zharkevich, Ina. 2017. “‘Rules That Apply in Times of Crisis’: Time, Agency, and Norm-
Remaking during Nepal’s People’s War.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 
23 (4): 783–800.  

Zigon, Jarrett. 2018. Disappointment: Toward a Critical Hermeneutics of Worldbuilding. New 
York: Fordham University Press. 

Zurick, David N. 1989. “Historical Links between Settlement, Ecology, and Politics in the 
Mountains of West Nepal.” Human Ecology 17 (2): 229–55.  

 
	


	cover sheet
	Poletti_PhD_Thesis_

