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Nepalese Chiefs and Gods

Gis&egrave;le Krauskopff

Sacred Village and Groves

What Nepalese village or plot of land does not have a sacred tree
or grove? The altar devoted to the earth gods is often the only col-
lective shrine in a locality. Usually it is a natural site on the out-
skirts of the village, combining rocks and trees, and sometimes
wooden shapes instead of rocks. It can also be associated with a
cavity or hole in the earth. Thus among the Tamang of West
Nepal: &dquo;The site of worship, which is known by the Nepalese
term bhumithan, is located on a sharp incline overhanging the vil-
lage ; it is set up in a small sheltered area in the rock and divided
into two areas by a raised flat stone.&dquo;’ Furthermore, we might add
B. Pign6de&dquo;s description of the sanctuary as one finds it among the
Gurung on the southern side of the Annapurna: &dquo;Three walls of
rock hold up a little roof of flagstones, the facade being open to
the outside. The wall at the back is cut by a large tree that covers
the whole area with its shade, with the tree and rock forming a
single mass ... Three raised rocks, the top of which is crudely
rounded, are placed on a kind of tier. In the left corner is a little
stone statue of a four-footed animal ... Finally, on the outside, in
front of the sanctuary’s open facade, a wooden post is set up ...

The ensemble of the sanctuary includes a mixture of Indo-Nepalese
and local elements.&dquo;2

Likewise in central Nepal, in the nearby Magar country, J.
I<a~arakita3 notes that the different shrines devoted to Bhume are

always situated under large trees. Elsewhere, the village sanctuar-
ies sometimes look different. Among the Tharu in the Dang valley,
for example, in the plain bordering southern Nepal, the village
divinities are worshipped in several sites in which rocks are
placed alongside effigies or wooden posts. A board shaped

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219604417402 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219604417402


4

vaguely like a human marks the space devoted to the most impor-
tant of them, the goddess Daharcandi, who controls all the dark
powers prowling through the village terrritory, with large wooden
nails and rocks at her side. The sanctuary of the earth gods,
known as bhuiyar, is often no more than a mound of earth. In the
western Dang, a single village sanctuary contains all the divinities
of the place, and the bhuiyar gods are specifically represented by
clay animal figurines erected in a hut on piles, whose northern
post is devoted to the village chief.4 This geography of the earth
gods of the Tharu villages of Dang thus offers an interesting con-
figuration, since here one finds, clearly distinguished from each
other, the local goddess, a well-known figure from the popular
Hindu religion and the local gods linked to the chief’s district.5 5

These sacred sites combining earth, rock, and tree have certain
ties to the sanctuary of the Chinese earth god. In fact, according to
E. Chavann~s,6 the Chinese sanctuary requires a mound of earth
and a tree, originally a sacred wood, thereby concentrating &dquo;all the
creative and nurturing virtues of the earth.&dquo; Later, the tree became
a simple &dquo;signal,&dquo; with the earth god being represented by a stone
tablet, according to the idea, expressed by the famous Sinologist,
that &dquo;rock is the hardest element in the domain of things domi-
nated by the earth.&dquo; With their standing rocks, some Nepalese
altars likewise recall the megalithic sanctuaries of the tribal popu-
lations of central and northeast India. Thus, in each Nepalese
locality, the sites welcoming the earth gods resemble one another:
each is a &dquo;god-site&dquo; in which rocks and trees link the forces of the
underworld to the heavens through archetypal natural supports,
whose omnipresence in the Asia of the monsoons may be inter-
preted an indication of an ancient &dquo;earth cult.&dquo;

Many-faced Deities

What deities are we talking about? Can they be defined, situated
in the protean pantheon of Nepal? A recent anthology has demon-
strated how vain it is to attempt to classify the gods of Southern
Asia not only because they change identity and essential charac-
teristics according to the context, but especially because ritual
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plays a key role in the shaping of their growing number. Thus
among the Tharu of Dang, with the exception of rare heroical fig-
ures, the divinity is not really pinpointed, named, and imagined
until the moment of the sacrificial act. Furthermore, as soon as one

approaches a local divinity, the variability of forms and identities
must be taken for granted.

There is, however, a general Nepalese term, bhume (from bhui,
or &dquo;soil,&dquo; &dquo;earth&dquo;) that tends to unify all these powers linked to
the earth. Bhume, Bhume, and similar forms (bhuiyar, bhanar, bhagar,
bhumiya ... ) are used throughout Nepal and in the southern borders
of the Himilaya as well as in Northern and Central India. Among
the Kirant populations, the least Hinduized of eastern Nepal,
bhume accompanies the vernacular Tibetan/Burmese terms often
restricted to a single ritual vocabulary - such as bayaHap among
the Thulung Rai - or where the meaning differs, such as ca:ri, &dquo;the

power of the territory,&dquo; among the Mewahang Rai. Among the
Tamang or the Gurung of central Nepal, influenced by Tibetan
Buddhism, bhume sits alongside terms of Tibetan origin (syibda
ne:da or syihbda in Tamang; sildo nado in Gurung, derived from the
Tibetan gzih bdag gnas bdag or sa bdag, &dquo;master of the earth&dquo;).

The general usage of the term bhume in the hills and of
Nepal is an interesting phenomenon. With the originally Tibetan
denominative, it in fact spread in such a way that very few equiv-
alent vernacular terms coexist, or else they refer, as among the
Mewahang Rai, to different concepts. In the case of the Magar
described by Kawakita, Bhume brings together, by a &dquo;Hindu bap-
tism,&dquo; gods of troubling variability and elasticity, whose only
point in common is that they are linked to sites of &dquo;power.&dquo; In so
doing, he includes them in a geography that stretches beyond the
boundaries of the village, all the while modifying their nature.
Bhume is not ruler of all the earth: he has friends, such as

Bhairav, Ksetrapal, or even Mahadev-Shiva, who rule, often in a
more violent fashion, over the telluric forces of the underworld.8

Designating the earth, Bhume thus encompasses an idea both
larger and more imprecise than the soil, but the god of the culti-
vated area that interests us here cannot, in most cases, be confused

with an earth goddess. Hence the Tharu make a clear distinction
between the earth, dharti, and the village gods of the soil, bhuiyar.
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While the former comes from a quasi-metaphysical notion or a
principle of respect and does not involve sacrifices, the latter are
specific entities, tied to a definite place, who represent local
authority and are worshipped in a village sanctuary of the same
name. In short, a certain haziness maintains a balance that situates
these gods somewhere between the tutelary divinities of the local-
ity on the one hand, and the gods of the earth, conceived of as a
mastered, inhabited, and exploited place, producing alimentary
wealth, a place that has at times become the terrain of a political
tutelage, on the other.

The minorities that live on the southern outskirts of the

Himalayas, in the hills and in the deep valleys of the Terai, experi-
enced the Hindu and Buddhist influences differently. Over the
course of the last few centuries, the Indo-Nepalese, bearers of a
more or less orthodox Hindu tradition, settled in the country to
the west and east. With the unification of modern Nepal by a
Hindu prince from the little principality of Gorkha at the end of
the eighteenth century, this domination was solidly established
both politically and socially. More diffused and less known were,
on the other hand, northern Tibetan influence in the form of
Lamaist Buddhism and that of the small states and chiefdoms

influenced by this faith.
In villages with a majority of Indo-Nepalese population settled

at a late date, there may still be natural sites, such as water holes,
sources or cavities peopled by various divine forces, often a local
goddess recalling popular Hindu tradition, but generally one does
not find a collective bhumethan sanctuary. Elsewhere, in central
Nepal, where Magar and Indo-Nepalese have long intermingled,
the latter worship Bhume on a village level, paying tribute, in
ambiguous fashion, to a Magar founding god.9 More often, in fact,
the Indo-Nepalese propitiate Bhume individually as a simple pro-
tective deity of the fields. We should note that in the Hindu milieu
of the high castes, allegiances usually manifest themselves outside
the village community, and the relationship between the territory
and the earth appears to be different.

In the completely Tibetanized cultural regions of northern
Nepal, the village sanctuaries are devoted to the traditional
Tibetan god of the land, Yul Lha, who sometimes contains an
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aspect of the more ancient earth spirit (sa bdag), subjugated and
transformed by a master of the Buddhist faith. The foundation of
Lubra, a village practicing the Bon religion in the Tibetanized ele-
vated valley of Mustang, is thus attributed to Trashi Gyaltsen,
who subjugated two demons. These demons entrusted him with
the earth upon which the village was built, then reappeared in the
shape of poisonous snakes whom the Trashi Gyaltsen mastered
and made his servants.10

Although similar to the gods of the soil of other communities
heavily influenced by Tibetan Buddhism, such as the Tamang or
the Gurung, the gods of Lubra present a different configuration.
They have only survived as transformed, now demonic figures
subjugated and absorbed by a more important god of the land.
Even if they are named during certain rites involving the commu-
nity, they do not have a place of worship of their own, giving way
in the village to the temple marking the triumph of the Buddhist
master and his faith. In the Tamang or Gurung regions, on the
other hand, the &dquo;master of the soil&dquo; retains a central position in
the collective cults of fertility and the protection of the village soil.
It appears that it is in the villages in which the first inhabitants
were tribal minorities that the sanctuaries of a god of the soil play
an important role. However, we must not conclude that this god-
site, paradoxically endowed with a Hindu name, is the last vestige
of a past age, merely given a new name. The configurations are
more complex. Thus, in the east of Nepal, in the Kirant country
colonized at a late date by the Indo-Nepalese, and among the pop-
ulations in which the Buddhist influence is almost non-existent,
the village sanctuaries of the bhumethan type either do not exist or
are much less important than in central Nepal. One finds, on the
other hand, sacred sites with raised stones, associated with the ter-

ritory of one of the founding clans (proto-clans).
Hence the cult of Bhume today instils the forces of the land into

different socio-political areas. At one end of the spectrum, among
the Hindus of the high castes, Bhume is a protective earth goddess
in the most general sense, while the soil as a tutelary or social
space is not part of this connotation. At the other end, as among
the Kirant, he appears in sketchy form alongside concepts linked
to the territories of proto-clans or ancestors, and one can still sense
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his different nature. Between the two poles, various configurations
seem to overlap and even to reinforce each other, especially in
those areas where the village appears as a quite well-defined
social and spatial unit. This is the case among the Tharu or the
Hinduized Magar of the west of the country or, in a different fash-
ion, among the Tamang and the Gurung influenced doubly by
Buddhism and Hinduism. As I shall attempt to demonstrate, the
vast process of registering the country’s land has contributed to
the creation of this Nepalese Bhume with many faces. Linked to
this process is the genesis of the village as a unit bound by social
and political ties and land use, a unit more or less significant
according to the region and the history of the land.

Earth-God Cults, Agraria--n and Forest Rites

The existing descriptions of the cults of the earth gods emphasize
the prosperity and the fecundity they bring to the outskirts of the
village community. I would like to examine another aspect of
these cults, namely how this prosperity finds its source in the for-
est areas around the village.

In the village of Dangsing in the Gurung country, a particular
priest, the khlibri, celebrates the cult of the god of the soil five
times a year in order to protect the village.&dquo; The ritual punctuates
the calendar of agricultural activities, but it is particularly prac-
ticed in the months of June and July, just before the coming of the
monsoon rains. It entails a ritual pheasant hunt. This hunt, which
can last many days, is favorable to the coming of the rains and the
pheasant obtained by this means is sacrificed along with a fish, the
latter characterizing other offerings as well.

In the Tharu country, and more precisely among the Dang, two
annual rites take place in the village sanctuary. The first during
the dry season, is tied to the fallow lands, to the fear of fire and
the mastering of the spirits of the dead who threaten the health of
both man and livestock. As for the second, which corresponds to
the sowing of the rice in August, it is meant to ensure the protec-
tion of the rice plants and involves the powers linked to the forest
and to water. These forest forces are incarnated in wild beasts (the
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bamboo rat and the tiger), while those of the water take the shape
of snakes (nag) and frogs. Although the custom has declined
today, the men must leave for the forest in order to hunt the bam-
boo rat, which is alsolutely necessary to the sacrifice. The villagers
insist upon the difficulty of the undertaking, for it takes several
days to close in on the animal. During the ritual, which takes
place during the night, the priest mediating the relation with the
soil conceals himself beneath a cloth and buries side by side,
behind the main effigies of the sanctuary, the body of the rat and
an egg, symbol of the fecundity of the &dquo;tiger that suckles.&dquo; As in
the Gurung country, the forces of the forest and the water are
closely tied to the prosperity of the fields. Elsewhere, the Tharu
ritual in August, the more spectacular of the two, marks a strong
time of the year; people recite the song of the origins of agricul-
ture, the drums are &dquo;opened,&dquo; and their benediction sets off the
cycle of dances. Finally, a possessed person dances on fire. This
annual ritual is the repetition, on a smaller scale, of the ritual of
village claustration enacted for the founding or symbolical
refounding of a village, during which the forest resumes posses-
sion of the inhabited site.

This configuration, which links the prosperity of the village to
the surrounding forests and associates the ritual hunt with agrar-
ian cycle, is still more obvious in certain tribal communities in
north-eastern India. Thus, among the Bondo of Orissa, the venera-
tion of the earth goddess in the rock sanctuary of the village sets
off, in April, two weeks of ritual hunting that correspond to the
setting on fire of the fallow lands and has as its goal, as do the
other regular village rites, the favoring of the fecundity of the
earth. In this context, the success or failure of the hunt indicates
the quality of the harvest.&dquo; On the day of the offering to the earth
goddess, the principal officiant is cloistered in the village, and all
the villagers must camp out in the forest.

In the rites devoted to the Nepalese land gods, this opening of
the village to the powers of the surrounding land is only rarely
expressed in the form of a ritual hunt or village cloistering.
Nonetheless other information confirms the close and rather gen-
eral link between Bhume and untamed forces, aquatic as well as
sylvan. Bhume is often split into Syame Bhume or Sime Bhume,
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the first term designating muddy or damp earth. Hence, among
the Magar of the North, who speak the Kham language, every
year in February and March, during the first ritualized passing of
the swing-plough, the rite of halsar is addressed to the earth god
Bhume. This god is then evoked in the form of a snake, which the
astrologer officiant brings to the center of the designated field.
The ritual inaugurates the agricultural season and &dquo;opens&dquo; the
fields.l~ But it is also to Sime Bhume (&dquo;god of dry and humid
earth&dquo;) that the hunters address themselves in order to obtain suc-
cess, and he is given part of the entrails of the hunted animal (in
the company of the spirits of the hunter, the forest, the dead, and
the god of the summits, Braha). Lastly, a final sacrifice exclusively
to Sime Bhume closes the hunting season. A similar association
between Bhume, Sime, the snake divinities and forest divinities
(more exactly of the hunt, like Sikari) is found among the south-
ern Magar of the Gulmi district who speak Nepalese. According
to M. Lecomte-Tilouine, who emphasizes the essentially forest
nature of Bhume, 14 at the time of the cult of Bhume the custom is
to release a chicken into the forest. Among the Tamang of the
West, the god of the soil is also worshipped during the rituals
propitious to the success of a hunt. Hunting and farming are both
part of the same cycle of exchange between the untamed world
and village life.

Of course, in his Nepalese identity as Bhume, the god of the
soil is first and foremost an owner and protector of cultivated
lands. In the Hindu milieu of the high castes, as - it would appear
- in the villages of northern and central India, his figure tends
even to diminish to that of a beneficient divinity of fields culti-
vated by a domestic unit. However, this deity has a much more
ambivalent character in Nepal, and for many writers, as we have
seen, it is essentially linked to the untamed world. Certain rites
even bring up a more extreme concept: a village must be opened
up to the forest in order to assure prosperity, in some ways and at
least symbolically, to deny its existence and return to the time of
its origins. In the case of the Gurung or Tharu rituals presented
above, the god of the soil transcends the opposition between the
cultivated site and the forest. He is situated between two of its

borders, regulating the relationship between the two worlds.
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The god of the soil can then become an autochthonian god,
imagined or real, referring back to the imagined time of a first
foundation. By symbolically reinstating the time that preceded the
genesis of a social group, the opening up of the village to the for-
est makes this mediating god the guarantor of the community he
redefines. He is, furthermore, particularly pure, as is indicated by
the isolation and sacralization of the officiants, of a single sanctu-
ary or the whole village. In this respect, he holds power over the
course of community life and is contacted in crucial moments of
the calendar year in which the future of the community is con-
cerned. The socio-political organization of the community is there-
fore at stake in his cult.

Earth Gods Village Chiefs

The cult of the gods of the soil have customarily been treated as
the expression of a more or less archaic religious tradition, an
approach often linked to the question of the double category of
priests. Alongside the shaman who works with unexpected distur-
bances, the &dquo;tribal priest&dquo; is in charge of the regular cults, such as
those addressed to the earth god. In all the communities of Nepal
where his function is certified, this priest in fact maintains a close
relationship with the divinity He assures him of worship, and this
is in fact one of his main functions.15 There are, however, villages
in which there is no &dquo;tribal chief.&dquo; To the west of Nepal, among the
Magar, and among the Kham-speaking population of the North
where the shaman infiltrates the entire religious ficld&reg; as well as
among people from the more Hinduized South, the &dquo;tribal priest&dquo;
has been replaced by non-specialists as officiant of the cults of the
soil, in particular the chief of the community or the eldest of the
founding or dominant clan, who can be also be the chief. M.
Lecomte-Tilouine has well demonstrated the political and social
implications of the chief’s role in the Magar cults of Bhume. 16
When he is not the officiant of the rite, the chief is in any case

concerned with a cult that affects the community as a whole. If
most of the Nepalese communities, he is closely associated with
the priest because he collects the funds necessary for the cult, or
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seconds the officiant, or, more notably, because he maintains cer-
tain ritual prerogatives as a descendant of the founding clan. Fur-
thermore, in places where the duties differ, the &dquo;tribal priest&dquo; and
the chief can be one and the same person, combining the leader-
ship of the community and the communication with the earth god.
This is, for example, the case among the Tamang, where the con-
figuration varies significantly for our purposes. Thus A. H6fer
notes that &dquo;the chief mukhiya ... is in charge of the cult of syibda
ne:da through his function. The mukhiya is either a descendant of
the first inhabitants of the village, or he belongs to the most impor-
tant local clan segment ... In a more general fashion, as the person
responsible for the cult, he is also called lambu (’tribal priest).,&dquo;17

More concisely, according to B. Steinmann, among the Tamang
of the East the duty of the &dquo;tribal priest&dquo; has not been certified;
rather the village chief takes charge of these cults. He automati-
cally has the title of religious mediator between humans and the
divinities of the soil and earth. Duties as mediator and as chief

seem here to be merge into the function of the tamba, a sort of
bard, village chief, and master of ceremonies who is the counter-
part of the &dquo;tribal priest&dquo; and chief among the Tamang of the
West. As B. Steinmann notes, the guarantee of his religious power
comes not from an initiation, but from an ancient contract
between the divinities of the soil and man.18

It is therefore as representatives of the gods of the soil and
mediators between these gods and the community that the chief
and &dquo;tribal priest&dquo; are identified among the Tamang. Similar
things are found in an entirely different context, among the Tharu
in the valley on the Dang. There, the priests, through hereditary
right, have the privilege to officiate over the fixed sanctuary (vil-
lage or domestic) where the god of the soil rules, and they are dis-
tinguished from the non-hereditary officiants, &dquo;the masters of the

forest,&dquo; who deal with errant untamed forces. Among the heredi-
tary priests, there are those who, on the one hand, &dquo;hold the coun-
try together&dquo; (desbandhiya) by taking charge of a &dquo;kingdom&dquo; made
up of several villages, and, on the other hand, those who officiate
on behalf of individual houses. In both cases, they are considered
to be the descendants of gods who are both the ancestors of the
priest clans and masters of their earth. The northernmost post of
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the hut that houses these gods is furthermore devoted to the vil-
lage chief who, with his close ancestors, &dquo;the new gods of the
soil,&dquo; and the earth god, makes up the category of gods known as
bhuiyar. The terminology and the spatial arrangement create a
clear association among these three poles: the god of the soil, the
master of a &dquo;kingdom,&dquo; the earth priest and the chief. They con-
firm the major role of the link to the soil (either founded or
acquired) in this configuration.
We should not be surprised to learn that the Tharu priest of the

soil until recently belonged to the same clan as the chief of the
region, when he ~rasr~’t the chief himself. These regional chiefs, or
caudhari, were the delegates of the ancient Hindu king of Dang-
Salyan, then the autocracy of the Rana ministers who controlled
the central power from 1845 to 1951. The priests of the soil west of
Dang are said to have received their ritual privilege directly from
the king of Dang-Salyan, a vassal of the king of Nepal and his
Rana ministers until 1961. This privilege was largely responsible
for the political and economical prosperity of the clans that held
juridical and ritual authority over the earth. This being the case,
the pairing of chief and priest of the soil varies a great deal from
east to west, and from north to south in the country of the Dan-

gara Tharu, acording to local political contexts. The existence of
the very centralized function of the priest of the soil, as well as
that of the strong man as master of a region, was in this case
engendered by the royal delegation of rights to the earth. It was
also created, through force, by the modification of the ancient
structures of local power, about which we unfortunately know
practically nothing. In any case, these facts underline the impor-
tance that the delegation of the king’s authority has over the land
in the current forms of the cult of the earth god and the social
units it governs.

A God of Land Registration

As soon as one speaks of the chief and political authority, the
question of the area of authority immediately comes into play.
Ethnography often leads one to imagine that the village, with its
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sanctuary and its chief, forms a well-defined unit whose worship-
ping of earth gods assures its permanence. While such an im-
pression is justified for the Tharu of Dang or in the northern
Tibetanized regions that we have left outside of purview of this
study, the focusing on the village, especially in the middle coun-
try, ignores other, more significant units. M. Gaborieau has well
demonstrated that in the hills of central and eastern Nepal, unlike
in India, the notion of the village (gctu) is misleading and reduc-
tive, especially when referring to the time before the administra-
tive and political establishment of the village panchayats in 1962.
On this subject he writes: &dquo;The word gau never applies to a single
well-defined type of territorial unit only ... The smallest territorial
unit in Nepal is the area of jurisdiction, the taluk, of a chief from
the founding lineage recognized by the royal authority and called
talukdar in the administrative n&reg;nlenclatur~s, but known more
often as mukhiya, subba, or dware, depending on the place and eth-
nic group. This basic unit can be more or less large - from a few
houses to a few dozen houses - and its size varies according to
administrative factors (form of land tenure) and especially to fac-
tors tied to the social structure of ethnic groups who exercise

power there
I would like to emphasize in particular the different forms of

land tenure and the role they play in the definition of the areas of
authority of the local chiefs. Moreover, the approach based on
land tenure allows us to avoid the dilemma of the following
issues: are these territories or more specifically social groups?
These units of land are in fact centered around a group of farmers,
the earth being measured according to the wealth thus produced.

In particular, the different types of land tenure have involved
various forms of the delegation of royal power. In fact, the admin-
istrative land registration and the political centralization that
accompanies it did not take place all at once after the unification
of Nepal by the dynasty of the Shah at the end of the eighteenth
century. For not only do the political and social substrata vary
according to ethnic milieu, as M. Gaborieau points out; they also
vary because the west and central Nepal had already experienced
an &dquo;initial centralization&dquo; of government power among the little
Hindu principalities of which the westernmost date from the four-
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teenth century, at the latest. This cadastral registration, principally
of land, influenced the genesis of &dquo;villages&dquo; and the status of their
chiefs, now the intermediaries between the former local structures
and the central government. The superimposition of central
power over these little-understood political and territorial struc-
tures is at the heart of the transformations of the hypothetical
ancient gods of the soil (and of power) into gods of the soil of a
delegated chief, into gods of the type of Bhume henceforth cele-
brated on regular dates on the agrarian calendar. Added to this is
the recent impact of the division into Panchayats, which we shall
not go into here, but which not only radically modified the local
representation of the chiefs elected thereafter, but redesigned a
new village unit.2o

The ethnographers working in the Kirant country, to the east of
Nepal, thus noted the lack of importance of the concept of the vil-
lage before the founding of the Panchayats. Among the Kulunge
Rai, there is not one chief with authority over the whole village,
but a series of chiefs, from each of the local clans. No one of them
has real authority and means of coercion over the others. The
number of these clan chiefs even multiplied after the populations
of east Nepal were brought under the system of the Panchayats. In
these regions, the habitat is dispersed and the &dquo;village&dquo; often
stretches over the whole side of a mountain, although this use of
space is not the only cause. In fact, in the Tamang countries fur-
ther to the west, the habitat is just as dispersed, but the village
seems to form a better defined geographic and ritual entity,
marked by cults of gods of the Soil.21

In the case of the Limbu of the Kirant country, the neighbors of
the Rai to the west, the fragmentation of power and the non-exis-
tence of the village as a social and territorial unit must be consid-
ered in relation to the kipat land system peculiar to this region. As
it was instituted after the conquest, this tenure represents a syn-
cretism between local customs and the law of the Shah kings. 22 At
the end of the eighteenth century, the Shah king of Gorka, the uni-
fier of Nepal, allowed the Limbu kings, henceforth called subba, to
manage their ancestral lands, on condition of paying a tax to the
central government. This land system allowed for the mainte-
nance of power over the soil of the ancient clan chiefs but also
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engendered a competition. This in turn caused the land preroga-
tives of the local chiefs to be divided up. These local units never
became part of a village with set boundaries, or rather, &dquo;the vil-

lage&dquo; of the 1960s found itself with several chiefs.
In other words, in the particular case of the Limbu, one notes

that the cult of Bhume does not in fact seem to play a role on the
village level. Ph. Sagant mentions the marginal propitiation of
Bhume in the form of oaths, linked to the Gurkha domination, in
which the earth is to some extent called as witness.23 On the other

hand, the original territory of the clan is always valorized and cen-
tered on a fortress associated with the god of the land, on the one
hand, and on an ensemble of erected stones tied to the founding
incest of the group. Once a year, these founders are evoked during
the annual ritual of the divinity Mangenna, who is attached to the
power of the ancient clan chiefs. If ever there was an earth god in
the land of the Limbu, it would be Mangenna, the god of the terri-
tory of the original clan, and especially of Nahangma, who guaran-
tees the power of the head of the household and &dquo;allows access to a

parcel of the ancestors’ land to the head of the household.&dquo;
The absence of a structured village cult to Bhume should be

linked to the maintenance of these earlier forms of power and

ancient territorial and social units, in this case the clan territories,
through the transitory land system of kipat. The Limbu are among
the only minorities to have retained this relative autonomy, sym-
bol, and support of their identity. The Indo-Nepalese migrants
who settled in the region were, furthermore, under another land
regime, the raikar, which is predominant in the hilly regions of
Nepal. In this form of land tenure, the king is the nominal owner
of the earth, which he gives directly to his subjects to farm, with
the intermediaries responsible for the collection of land tax on the
non-irrigated lands being the talukdar chiefs or mukhiya named to
the administrative districts outlined by the central government.
Thus the Rai, neighbors to the west of the Limbu, did not succeed
in maintaining the same autonomy of land, since a large part of
this region had been in raikar control from a more distant time.
The agrarian cult of the village god Bhume has been verified
there, though it has none of the political dimension found in the
Tharu or Magar countries to the west of Nepal. Among the Thu-
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lung Rai this cult appears without great force, the &dquo;tribal priest&dquo;
officiating to a very weak following. 24 Among the Kulung Rai, the
agrarian rites seem to involve much vaster units than the &dquo;vil-

lage,&dquo; uniting all the heads of households and bringing the ances-
tors into play 25
We should note that behind the notion of prosperity attached to

the Nepalese Bhume is sometimes found, such as among the
Mewahang Rai of the valley of the Honku, the idea of ca:ri, of °’ter-
ritorial force&dquo; related to a cult devoted to the rocks of the ances-

tors of the proto-clans. According to M. Gaenzle, this force is
controlled by the &dquo;knowledge&dquo; the legitimate proprietors of the
territory acquire either through dreams or through the close link
of communication that ownership of the soil and political power
imply. The author furthermore notes that the cult has undergone
an evolution linked to the disintegration of the political unit and
the division of the posts of the local functionaries .21 In other com-
munities in the hilly regions of Nepal, one finds traces of compa-
rable things obliterated by the existence of a single sanctuary to
the village god Bhume. Thus among the Gurung, the term to des-
ignates both the territory &dquo;off the village&dquo; and its guardian deity, as
well as &dquo;the lands of a certain number of houses,&dquo; and &dquo;the quar-
ter of a straggling village,&dquo;27 suggesting a possible link with the
territorial unit of a part of the clan. It would appear then that the

Indo-Nepalese god Bhume only identifies a power within the
framework of different types of delegations of the royal authority
over the land, where the village and its chief have managed to
expand, without opposing other types of local power, such as the
heads of clans, segments of clans, or households.

Let us shift our focus to the center and west of Nepal, where
centralized authority was imposed under different historical con-
ditions and where raikar land tenure was long ago. The
weak sense of the notion of the village and the division of local
power are also present there, to varying degrees depending on the
region. According to M. Gaborieau, in the Tanahon district of cen-
tral Nepal (peopled with Indo-Nepalese, Magar, and Gurung)
many district chiefs (taluk), tied to ancient segments of founding
clans, share the power in the same locality. However, the author
emphasizes vaster units: the cantons, thurn. These have at their
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head a &dquo;great chief,&dquo; or mahamukhiya, in direct communication
with the central power and to which the district chiefs or mukhiya,
are subordinate. These cantons are the result of an administrative

parcelling of the land following the unification of Nepal and were
in effect until 1962. M. Gaborieau stresses their political and ritual
unity. Of particular interest to us is the fact that one of the cults
that embodied this unity was the worship of Bhayar (alias
Bhume), which took place in the canton’s sole sanctuary. The
&dquo;great chief&dquo; was responsible for the cult, independently of any
directive from the centralize power, and all the heads of house-
holds were supposed to participate in this.28 Such cantonal cults of
Bhume have been noted in other regions near central Nepal.

The link between Bhume and the administrative and land reg-
istration appears clear in this case, since this cult is associated

with a district defined by the central government and whose seat
is no longer a clan territory. The &dquo;great chief’s&dquo; authority over the
soil is directly delegated by that of the king. Certainly, as a
mukhiya chief himself, he can be the descendant of a segment of
the founding clan, but the seat of his power, the canton, tran-
scends these ancient divisions. Moreover, it appears that in mat-
ters concerning the legitimation of power, the Dasai festival,
concretizing that of the Hindu sovereign, takes precedence. M.
Gaborieau thus sees the cantonal ritual of Bhume as a cult of pros-

perity without political dimension, in contrast to the Dasai festi-
val. The Dasai ritual also took place in the center of the thum, and
it was the mahamukiya who executed it. Even if certain mukhiya
chiefs are the descendants of the founding fathers, and in contrast
to what happened under the kipat land system, they have to some
extent lost their ancestral link to the soil; they became more the
holders of an administrative function than the chosen masters of

the soil god embodying the founding father. In the region studied
by M. Gaborieau, in this respect it is very significant that the
Gurung population, settled at the most ancient date, no longer has
any mttkhiya post.
We have yet to explore the origin of the division into cantons,

which might help us better to understand the evolution of the
structures of political power and the status of the god Bhume
within this structuring. Indeed it is unlikely that these cantons
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were created out of nothing. As well-defined administrative and
ritual units, they reflect a more ancient state of centralization in
central Nepal. This region had in fact been under Hindu rule
since the fifteenth century. Thus in the district of Gulmi located to
the west of the district of Tanahon and peopled with equal num-
bers of Magar and Indo-Nepalese, the Gurka State reused the
ancient local divisions into six small principalities for the new
administrative divisions.29

In central Nepal, the cantonal cult of Bhume was thus hence-
forth part of a continuity, reflecting an earlier, more successful
process of political centralization. In other words, a &dquo;first central-
i~ation°’ would have influenced the formation and composition of
the territorial divisions into cantons and villages. To speak of a
&dquo;first centralization&dquo; is to recall facts of which, unfortunately,
there are few historical traces; the Hindu princes of central Nepal
indeed supplanted the local chiefs, probably &dquo;Magar&dquo; or
&dquo;Gurung,&dquo; who are known today as the &dquo;old kings&dquo; of the &dquo;Magar
country.&dquo;’10 The question, however, remains as to the nature of the
territorial units these pseudo-kings - most certainly clan chiefs
rather than kings according to Hindu criteria - might have gov-
erned. It appears in any case that a certain territorial continuity
was maintained. The present-day villages of the Gulmi region
would date back to the time of the &dquo;old kings.&dquo;

Thus the village of Argha, in Gulmi, is the center of a canton,
but it is also a kot, an ancient royal fortress housing the tutelary
goddess of the Hindu dynasty who reigned there before the unifi-
cation of Nepal. This was the site where, each year, the power of
the king was regenerated (in the person of the symbolic heir of the
local dynasty) during the great festival of Dasai. As remarkable as
it may seem, Bhume was also worshipped there. The association
we noted earlier between Bhume and the Hindu goddess of
power on the level of the cantonal cults of the district of Tanahon

is taken even further here, indicating a more ancient and wide-
spread process of centralization.
And what of other regions in which the delegation of power

took place differently? Let us take the case of the Tharu from the
Dang valley, a Terai valley that had been under the lordship of a
Hindu king since at least the fourteenth century. The ecology is
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totally different from that of the hill country; a deadly marsh cli-
mate and the great quantity of forest limited the settling of the area
until the 1950s. As early as the fourteenth century, the non-resident
Brahmins and the Nath Yogi, close Shivaite ascetics closely identi-
fied with the royal power, received enormous donations of land
there under two forms of tenure: the birta, profiting individuals
usually of the Brahmin cast, and the guthi, endowments for the cult
of a god, in this case the god of the Nath. As opposed to the raikar,
these two types of land tenure have in common that the king com-
pletely transfers his rights to the beneficiaries. I cannot go into the
complex story of the ancient Dang kingdom, pinched between the
powers from the hills and those from the Gange plains, but after
the conquest of part of the valley it remained a vassal kingdom of
the Shah. In this system (rajya), which was abolished in 1961, the
vassal profited directly from the taxes on the lands in his kingdom,
just like the holders of birta and guthi. All these properties were
very important: each domain was counted by &dquo;villages,&dquo; the
largest including more than a dozen. These three types of land
tenure created veritable small states within a state in Dang.

Unlike what one finds in the kipat land regime, a strong central-
ization and a reinforcement of local powers developed. Each
Tharu village in Dang formed, until recently, a compact unit or
mauja, bringing together the households making use of a birta,
guthi, or rajya land. Only a part of the harvest went to the Tharu
peasants, and the land was managed by intermediaries, the vil-
lage chiefs, the mahaton. These chiefs answered to the caudhari,
who were in charge of a grouping of several villages called a
&dquo;kingdom,&dquo; and retained, as we have seen, a ritual authority over
this same soil. These regional Tharu chiefs were the delegates of
land holders who did not live in the domains. They controlled the
distribution of the lands to the peasants, collected the taxes, man-

aged the statute labor system, guaranteed local justice while prof-
iting from a rise in fines and, after the institution of the Hindu
code of the Rana in 1854, even regulated the appurtenance belong-
ing to the Tharu &dquo;caste.&dquo; They vouchsafed the prosperity of their
&dquo;kingdom&dquo; and some even built fortresses. The regional sanctuar-
ies of the caudhari chiefs have disappeared today, but a sign of this
ancient system remains today in each village. The god of the soil,
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formerly the god of the region, is today worshipped strictly on the
level of villages of the same parganna, under the auspices of the
village chief and the regional priest, with the latter belonging
imperatively to the main clan of the earth god in question. As
opposed to the Limbu subba, the Tharu regional chiefs were verita-
ble small kings, managing a vast amount of land. In particular,
these land entities and the power of the great Tharu chiefs that

upheld them was much more the product of the delegation of
royal power than the survival, as in the Kirant or Magar countries,
of ancient clan territories. It is in fact likely that at an ancient date
the Tharu, quasi-nomadic clearers of marsh forests, did not form a
territorial unit or stable clan. The centralized cult of the god of the
soil is linked to the particular land tenure system that developed
in the Dang valley and which engendered well-circumscribed ter-
ritories, bringing together compact villages. Unlike those in the
east and west of Nepal, the Tharu village is neither the territory of
the founder nor a conglomerate of territories of segments of clans,
but a unit exploiting a domain of land.

Other facts relative to the centralization of the cult of the god of
the soil are found elsewhere and confirm the link between Bhume
and the administrative and land registration of Nepal. In the
Kirant country, among the Thulung Rai, N. J. Alien 31 has noted
that the institution of the &dquo;tribal priest,&dquo; which we saw to be
closely associated with the cult of the god of the soil and the chief-
dom, was originally tied to that of the small princes who gov-
erned before the conquest during the 1770s. He notes, moreover,
that the village of Mukli, considered the first permanent Thulung
village, has on its grounds the two most ancient sanctuaries of the
god of the soil Bhume that appear to have retained pre-eminence,
where the &dquo;tribal priest&dquo; officiates, though the rite is on the path to
extinction and draws only small crowds. Furthermore, the found-
ing myth of these sanctuaries and thus of the gods of the soil sug-
gests a link between certain villages and an ancient political
hegemony. These facts do not, however, allow us to say whether
the areas in question were the territories of chiefs of clans, can-
tons, thorn, or other princely divisions.

For the Tamang of the East, B. Steinmann 32 also traces a filiation
between the ancient talukdar, responsible for the collection of taxes
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of an area within a canton, and the local chiefs today, masters of
ceremony in charge of a village god of the soil. B. 1’igxaede men-
tions the existence of regional sanctuaries tied to ancient structures
of local power preexisting the imprint of the Hindu dynasty of the
Shah, and later that of the Rana. For the Thulung Rai, was it a
question of clan territories of the ancient Kirant clans, as it is
among their Limbu or Mewahang neighbors? In this case, the cult
of Bhume would have subsumed the cults of the ancient gods of
the soil, in a completely different territorial and land-tenure struc-
ture. For the north in the Gurung and Tamang countries, what we
encounter in the Ghale principalities is a &dquo;first centralization,&dquo;
strongly marked by a Tibetan influence and preceding the imprint
of the Hindu Shah kings. In short, it is not impossible that the
regional cults of Bhume are less ancient than certain authors sug-
gest : in the Tharu area, the regional sanctuaries are clearly associ-
ated with a late date (eighteenth and nineteenth centuries) during
which the chiefs of this group received orders from higher powers.

Be that as it may, all the examples we have cited emphasize a
phenomenon of centralization: the cults to the village gods of the
soil today derive from cults that took place on a much larger scale
(canton, small principality or local chiefdom), thereby reflecting
the administrative registration of a Nepal in the process of unifica-
tion. All this took place during a period of transition, which saw
the passing of units of local power of varying nature to districts
governed by a chief who had received the delegation of an author-
ity over the land from a king whose power and districts under his
protection were subsequently modified. A chief who held com-
plete power granted by the local gods were replaced by a master
of principally land-related authority, delegated by the king of
kings. In fact, even if certain mahamufihiya have retained limited
judiciary prerogatives, or even, like the subba of the Kirant coun-
try, the right to maintain an army, the essentials of power of the
local chiefs, particularly to the west and central Nepal, was
reduced to the management of a domain of land of which they
had been given charge.

The facts concerning the centralized nature of the function of
the &dquo;tribal priest&dquo; go back, moreover, to the controversial question
of the double category of priests. In the above-mentioned exam-
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ples, the &dquo;tribal priests&dquo; seem to have considered their role rein-
forced around the poles of local power that formed at the time of
the unification of Nepal. Did they consolidate their position even
while the chiefs they served submitted themselves to an adminis-
trative power? Elsewhere, as among the most Hinduized and
most anciently integrated Magar, for example, the chiefs, on the
contrary, continued to interact directly with the god of the soil.

Political Power, Land Ownership,
the Gods of the Soil

If the cult of the village god of the soil Bhume has a political side,
it expresses an overlordship enacted by the delegation of a single
aspect of royal sovereignty: ownership of land. This delegation
modified the relationship between the former chiefs and the soil
or a territory and took on various forms depending on the sys-
tems of land tenure put into effect. These influenced the formation
of the human &dquo;landscape,&dquo; the composition of the &dquo;villages&dquo; or
cantons, depending on the degree of development of the models
of the Hindu sovereignty already in place.

Thus, in the Kirant country, one still sees the ancient territorial

organization of the founding clans in part aborted by the implan-
tation of the god Bhume: the existence of a &dquo;double power&dquo; bears
witness to this situation. Conversely among the Tharu to the west
of Nepal, the chiefs forged their power by integrating a control
that registered an originally &dquo;empty&dquo; land. 33 The god of the soil
reigning at the center of the domains of land and the villages that
composed them illustrate the result of this process. As for the
Magar, they seem to have maintained a link to the land of their
founding ancestors, but the land was re-registered according to
the order of the first small Hindu kings with whom they closely
collaborated. Bhume triumphed here as a village god, guarantor
of its political and territorial unity although subjugated to a for-
eign power. But in the fortresses of the former principalities that
were the poles of this &dquo;first centralization,&dquo; and in the cantons that

replaced them, Bhume lost all political aura, giving way to the
Hindu warrior goddess.
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This more or less successful administrative registration reflects
a distinct regional history in which the east and west appear par-
ticularly in contrast to each other, in a nuanced echo of the more or
less ancient movement toward colonization by the Indo-Nepalese
founders of the Nation-state of Nepal. In the Gurung and Tamang
countries, the situation is even more complex, with traces of the
royal authority inspired by the Tibetan model and an implantation
of monasteries that appears to have favored the development of a
more solid social village unit. With the exception of the Tharu
from the plains, the clan or the segment of the clan attached to a
territory no doubt preceded the divisions into the &dquo;kingdoms,&dquo;
cantons and &dquo;villages,&dquo; which still define the attributions of
Bhume today. The complexity of the terminologies still in use sug-
gests, however, a greatly varied regional substratum.

The god Bhume now appears to us more as an administrative
god guaranteeing the authority over a registered territory by an
external authority than as a god of power. If Bhume bears witness
to a former religion of chiefs, it is of chiefs who now have lost the
essence of their power over the soil, both forest and untamed
areas, in favor of a simple function of managing the land owner-
ship of the &dquo;king of kings.&dquo; The beneficent character of the com-
pletely Hinduized god Bhume, favoring the fecundity of the earth
more than the power of the soil (a polysemy implicit in the word
itself), can be read as a total &dquo;pacification&dquo; of the untamed forces
that once guaranteed the power of the former clan chiefs. This was
based on the political and physical division of a territory thereby
colonized and sapped of its strength, in favor of the royal Hindu
forms of sovereignty.
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