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Foodscapes are commonly embedded in spiritual landscapes, making the spiritual
dimension of local and indigenous food systems an important element of food
sovereignty. However, this dimension is often overlooked in food systems research and
policy making. Based on ethnobiological fieldwork conducted in the Kailash Sacred
Landscape of far western Nepal, we show how religious festivals and rituals reenact
the covenant between people and the land through the numinous intercession of Hindu
gods and landscape deities. To demonstrate this, we present the local calendar of
the agricultural and ritual year based on data collected through household surveys
and participation in festivals and agricultural activities. The complex fabric of the local
agri-food system is revealed as articulated in the warp and weft of interwoven agricultural
and spiritual cycles. These cycles contribute to respectful and sustainable landscape
management practices by shaping the relationship people have with the land. In the
annual women’s festival of Gaura, the fertility and well-being of people and land is
affirmed through the offering of locally produced pulses and grains. Furthermore, local
gastronomic identity is enriched by the incentive to cultivate heirloom varieties of crops
that are prescribed in rituals performed during Gaura and other major festivals. We
conclude that spiritual practices should be considered key elements of biocultural
diversity, and recommend that they receive more attention in the implementation of
sustainable development that aims to embody the principles of food sovereignty.

Keywords: food sovereignty, agri-food system, agro-spiritual calendar, traditional knowledge, biocultural diversity,
agricultural ritual, sacred landscape, agro-spiritual cycle

INTRODUCTION

Local and indigenous food systems in rural areas have long been contested spaces where interests
are negotiated by different actors with often conflicting agendas. The stakes of research and
development involving traditional and local knowledge, including Traditional Food Knowledge,
are high. Kimmerer (2012) has vividly expressed a concern about knowledge mining that we, as
researchers, are acutely aware of: “knowledge mining or the extraction of useful facts from the body
of knowledge, without exploration of the cultural context in which they belong, can do a disservice
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FIGURE 5 | Kalaun, a local pea variety with ritual significance in the
community.

buffalo and goat; there are no sheep or yak at this elevation, and
<5 horses in the community. The animals are kept at night in
the ground story of the home, with the second floor housing
the human inhabitants. Bedding plants are added daily to the
rooms where animals are kept. The urine and dung mixes with
successive layers of bedding and slowly breaks down. Twice a
year, during the preparations of the fields for the planting of
summer and winter crops, this mixture is shoveled out of the
animals’ quarters and left for a few days to decompose into
fertilizer, which is carried out to the fields and spread on each
terrace. This fertilizer, produced on a household scale, is the only
input used in Malikarjun, and thus the role that these animals
play in the agricultural system is critical.

Agricultural Labor

Agricultural labor is differentially distributed throughout the
seasons and between groups in the community. Farming is
generally a female domain, and women are the main tenders of
the fields during the long periods waiting for the growth and
ripening of crops. During the intensive periods of planting and
harvest, all available community members are mobilized, with

extended families and neighbors often gathering together into
small groups to more efliciently harvest one household’s crops
at a time. Plowing and tilling is done by men, using bulls and
handmade wooden plows, and women and children follow them
seeding the rows during planting. Children will often assist with
the harvest and planting, but do not work much in the fields at
other times.

The home garden is tended by a collaborative and flexible
group of adults. Women are often responsible for planting many
of the vegetables and culinary plants, while men may plant
fruit trees, and an elder man might zealously tend a little patch
of tobacco. Animal husbandry, however, is largely a female
responsibility. Women spend much of their time gathering
fodder (two or three times a day) and bedding (daily or a
few times a week), often at great distances from the house,
and carrying it back to the animals in the ubiquitous dhoko,
bamboo carrying baskets. Women also milk the buffalo and cows,
and manage most of the process of dairy production, including
making buttermilk, ghee, and sometimes a kind of fresh cheese
called galyun. Children and women are often the ones looking
after animals when they are sent to graze in the community
forests. Children and teenagers, particularly boys, are sent with
the animals to more distant grazing grounds which some families
have inherited rights to use. Men and the elderly will look after
the home garden or graze the animals depending on age, ability,
fitness and interest.

The tradition of making gur, an unrefined solid sugar
produced from sugarcane juice, encapsulates the communal
tradition of shared intergenerational and multispecies
agricultural labor. Each household grows a variable amount
of sugarcane during the winter season. Once the sugarcane is
ready to be harvested, the entire process becomes communal; all
genders and generations partake. Groups of multiple households
of relatives and neighbors gather together, with women moving
from house to house and cutting the cane, while the men
assemble a sugarcane press, which is communally owned, on a
flat spot kept for this purpose near the participating households.
Over a few days or up to a week, the sugarcane yields of all
the families are processed, and the final product is distributed
between the participating households. Animals initiate the
heavy labor of pushing the beam that runs the sugarcane press.
However, by late morning it is too hot for the animals to
continue, and children and women take over the working of the
press, laughing and joking as they work. Small children or elderly
women usually feed sugarcane into the press, a task they can
attend to while sitting comfortably on the ground, with an eye to
the turning beam passing above their heads (Figure 6). Men are
responsible for building the fires and overseeing the boiling and
slow reduction of the juice, in huge cauldrons over many hours.
When the gur is nearly ready, elder men direct the pouring of
the thick sugarcane syrup into a hollowed out tree trunk, and the
stirring and forming into balls as the gur cools and solidifies.

Consumption Patterns and Important
Foods

The household diet is vegetarian and based primarily on a
combination of rice and other grains with pulses, vegetables and
dairy products. Morning meals usually consist of semolina halva
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TABLE 1 | Home garden survey results of crops grown in gardens and terraced land include English names, percentage of households cultivating the plant, a name in the
local Doteli dialect, a Nepali name, and the Linnean family and name.

English name % Cultivating Local name Nepali name Family Latin name

Grain (8 spp)

Corn 100 Ghoga Makai Poaceae Zea mays L.

Wheat 90 Gahun Gahun Poaceae Triticum aestivum L.

Barley 90 Jaun Jaun Poaceae Hordeum vulgare L.

Rice 70 Dhan Dhan Poaceae Oryza sativa L.

Finger Millet 60 Kodo Kodo Poaceae Eleusine coracana (L.) Gaertn.

Oats 30 Jwato Jai Poaceae Avena sativa L.

Naked Barley 20 Wah Uwa Poaceae Hordeum distichon L.

Foxtail Millet 10 Kaun Kaguno Poaceae Setaria italica (L.) P.Beauv.

Legumes (10 spp)

Kalau Pea 80 Kalaun Kerau Fabaceae Pisum sativum L.

Black-eyed Peas 80 Shotta Gajalu bodi Fabaceae Vigna unguiculata (L.) Walp.

Black Gram 80 Mas Mas Fabaceae Vigna mungo (L.) Hepper

Soybean 70 Bhatt Bhatmas Fabaceae Glycine max (L.) Merr.

Lentils 40 Masoor Masoor Fabaceae Lens culinaris Medik.

Kidney Bean 30 Rajma Ghiu simi/Rajma Fabaceae Phaseolus vulgaris L.

Rice Bean 30 Gurans Jhilangi Fabaceae Vigna umbellata (Thunb.) Ohwi and
H.Ohashi

Horse Gram 20 Gaut Gahat Fabaceae Macrotyloma uniflorum (Lam.) Verdc.

Peas 10 Matar/kalaun Kerau Fabaceae Pisum sativum L.

Green Gram 10 Mung Mung Fabaceae Vigna radiata (L.) R.Wilczek

Vegetables (38 spp)

Coriander 100 Dhaniya Dhaniya Apiaceae Coriandrum sativum L.

Mustard 100 Toori Toori Brassicaceae Brassica juncea (L.) Czern.

Onion 90 Piaj Pyaj Amaryllidaceae Allium cepa L.

Potato 90 Aloo Aloo Solanaceae Solanum etuberosum Lindl.

Sugarcane 90 Likhu Ukhu Poaceae Saccharum officinarum L.

Garlic 80 Lasun Lasun Amaryllidaceae Allium sativum L.

Tomato 80 Tamatar Golbheda Solanaceae Solanum lycopersicum L.

Daikon 80 Mula/choto Mula Brassicaceae Raphanus raphanistrum subsp. sativus (L.)
Domin

Broadleaf Mustard 80 Rayo Rayo Brassicaceae Brassica juncea (L.) Czern.

Cress 80 Chansoor Chamsoor Brassicaceae Lepidium sativum L.

Ridge Gourd 80 Toriya Pate ghiraula Cucurbitaceae Luffa acutangula (L.) Roxb.

Cucumber 80 Kakara Kakra Cucurbitaceae Cucumis sativus L.

Pumpkin 70 Farsi/Kadu Farsi Cucurbitaceae Cucurbita L. hybrids

Spinach 70 Palungo Palungo Amaranthaceae Spinacia oleracea L.

Taro 70 Pidau Pidalu Araceae Colocasia esculenta (L.) Schott

Chili 60 Khursani Khorsani Solanaceae Capsicum annuum L.

Fenugreek 60 Nethi Methi Fabaceae Trigonella foenum-graecum L.

Bitter gourd 50 Tite karela Tite karela Cucurbitaceae Momordica charantia L.

Bottle gourd/Opo 50 Lauka Lauka Cucurbitaceae Lagenaria siceraria (Molina) Standl.

Ash gourd 50 Kopindo Kupindo Cucurbitaceae Benincasa hispida (Thunb.) Cogn.

Yam 50 Gittha Tarul Dioscoreaceae Dioscorea deltoidea Wall. Ex Griseb.

Chives 40 Sekuwa Jimbu Amaryllidaceae Allium schoenoprasum L.

Eggplant 40 Baigan Bhanta Solanaceae Solanum melongena Wall.

Cabbage 40 Kopi Banda Brassicaceae Brassica oleracea L.

Cauliflower 40 Cauli Cauli Brassicaceae Brassica cretica Lam.

Sesame 40 Til Til Pedaliaceae Sesamum indicum L.

Bell Pepper 30 Simla/sage Khursani Bhede Khorsani Solanaceae Capsicum annuum L.

Carrots 30 Ganjer Ganjar Apiaceae Daucus carota subsp. sativus (Hoffm.)

Arcang.

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 | Continued

English name % Cultivating Local name Nepali name Family Latin name

Sweet bitter gourd 30 Karela Barela Cucurbitaceae Momordica cochinchinensis (Lour.)
Spreng.

Okra 20 Bhindi Ramtoriya Malvaceae Abelmoschus esculentus (L.) Moench

Snake Gourd 20 Chichindo Chichindo Cucurbitaceae Trichosanthes cucumerina L.

Long bean 20 Simi Simi Fabaceae Vigna unguiculata subsp. sesquipedalis
(L.) Verdc.

Broccoli 10 Bracauli Brocauli Brassicaceae Brassica cretica Lam.

Sponge Gourd 10 Ghiraula Ghiraula Cucurbitaceae Luffa cylindrica (L.) M.Roem.

Zucchini 10 Bote kadu Lamcho farsi Cucurbitaceae Cucurbita pepo L.

Chayote 10 Iskus Iskus Cucurbitaceae Sechium edule (Jacg.) Sw.

Green Bean 10 Simi Simi Fabaceae Phaseolus vulgaris L.

Linseed 10 Alsi Alas Linaceae Linum usitatissimum L.

Other (18 spp)

Cannabis 70 Bhang Bhang Cannabinaceae Cannabis sativa L.

Rose 50 Gulab Gulaf Rosaceae Rosa L.

Buckwheat 50 Phapar Phapar Polygonaceae Fagopyrum Mill. spp

Black Cardamom 40 Thulo Alaichi Alaichi Zingiberaceae Amomum subulatum Roxb.

Mint 40 Pudina Babari Lamiaceae Mentha L. spp

Chrysanthemum 40 - Guldaudi Asteraceae Tagetes erecta L.

Tobacco 30 Tamakh Tambaku Solanaceae Nicotiana tabacum L.

Artemisia 30 Kurjo Titepati Asteraceae Artemisia sp

Aloe 30 Ghiu Kumari Ghiu kumari Asphodelaceae Aloe vera (L.) Burm.f.

Crape Myrtle 30 Asare Asare Lythraceae Lagerstroemia indica L.

Datura 20 Bhokarya Ful Dhaturo* Solanaceae Datura suaveolens Willd.

Stinging Nettle 20 Sinno Sisnu Urticaceae Urtica dioica L.

Amaranth 20 Chuwa Lunde Amaranthaceae Amaranthus L. sp

Satuwa 10 Satuwa Satuwa Melanthiaceae Paris polyphylla Sm.

Hibiscus 10 Ghanti Ful Ghanti ful Malvaceae Hibiscus L.

Begonia 10 Chitra Ful Kagaje ful Begoniaceae Begonia L.

Chenopodium 10 Bethe Bethe Chenopodiaceae Chenopodium boscianum Moq.

Perilla 10 Bhangiro - Lamiaceae Perilla frutescens (L.) Britton

Fruit (23 spp)

Peach 90 Aru Aru Rosaceae Prunus persica (L.) Stokes

Banana 80 Kela Kera Musaceae Musa x paradisiaca L.

Citron 80 Chouk Amilo Rutaceae Citrus medica L.

Orange 60 Mosambi Mausam/Junar Rutaceae Citrus sinensis (L.) Osbeck

Darim 60 Darim Darim Lythraceae Punica granatum L.

Tangerine 50 Suntala Suntala Rutaceae Citrus reticulata Blanco

Plum 40 Pum Arubakhada Rosaceae Prunus L. sp

Mango 40 Aam Aanp Anacardiaceae Mangifera indica L.

Lime 40 Kagati Kagati Rutaceae Citrus limon (L.) Osbeck

Guava 20 Amba/Amrood Amba Myrtaceae Psidium guajava L.

Papaya 20 Papita Mewa Caricaceae Carica papaya L.

Kumquat 20 Matya kakadi Muntala Rutaceae Citrus japonica Thunb.

Pomegranate 20 Anar Anar Lythraceae Punica granatum L.

Grapes 20 Angur Angur Vitaceae Vitis L. sp

Apple 10 Shyou Shyau Rosaceae Malus domestica Borkh.

Persimmon 10 Haluwabed Haluwabed Rosaceae Diospyrus kaki L.f.

Sour Orange 10 Jamir Jyamir Rutaceae Citrus x aurantium L.

Opuntia 10 Siundo Siundi Cactaceae Opuntia ficus-indica (L.) Mill.

Lychee 10 Lychee Lychee Sapindaceae Litchi chinensis Sonn.

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 | Continued

English name % Cultivating Local name Nepali name Family Latin name

Lapsi 10 Lapsi Lapsi Anacardiaceae Choerospondias axillaris (Roxb.) B.L.Burtt
and A.W. Hill

Kaphal 10 Kaphal Kaphal Myricaceae Myrica esculenta Buch.-Ham. ex D. Don

Amla 10 Amla Amala Phyllanthaceae Phyllanthus emblica L.

Tree Tomato 10 Rukh tamatar Tyammatar Solanaceae Solanum betaceum Cauv.

Other Trees (12 spp)

Walnut 90 Okhad Okhar Juglandaceae Juglans regia L.

Timilo 70 Timilo Timilo Ficaceae Ficus auriculata Lour.

Bamboo 50 Ninglo Nigalo Poaceae Drepanostachyum falcatum (Nees) Keng f.

Timur 40 Timur Timur Rutaceae Zanthoxylum armatum DC.

Dudilo 40 Dudilo Dudhilo Ficaceae Ficus neriifolia Sm.

Belta 30 Belta Berulo Ficaceae Ficus subincisa Buch.-Ham. ex Sm.

Butternut 20 Chiuri Chiuri Sapotaceae Diploknema butyracea (Roxb.) H.J.Lam

Cottontree 20 Kapash Kapash Malvaceae Gossypium arboreum L.

Oak 20 Bnaj Katus Fagaceae Quercus oblongata D.Don

Koiralo 20 Koiral Koiralo Fabaceae Bauhinia variegata L.

Rittha 10 Ritha Rittha Sapindaceae Sapindus mukorossi Gaertn.

Cinnamon 10 Dalchin Tejpat Lauraceae Cinnamomum tamala (Buch.-Ham.)T.Nees

and Eberm.

FIGURE 6 | Women feeding sugarcane into a gur press.
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or roti made of corn or rice flour accompanied by a vegetable
dish. The midday and evening meals are derived from the classic
Nepali dahl bhat meal of rice or roti, a dahl of cooked pulses,
a vegetable tarkari dish, and a dish of cooked greens, saag.
However, in homes, not all of these elements will usually be
present in any given meal. Achar, a condiment which is either
a fermented pickle or freshly made sauce (mint, sesame, tomato,
hempseed, etc.), accompanies most meals. In far western Nepal,
rice is usually not consumed after dark, so for the evening meal
roti of wheat or corn flour usually accompany pulses and/or
vegetable dishes.

Cows and water buffalo produce sufficient milk for household
dairy needs. Buttermilk is usually prepared once daily in the early
morning, and the butter produced as a side product is saved
and clarified into ghee. Milk and buttermilk are drunk and used
for cooking. Buttermilk is an important element of local cuisine
and is often added to vegetables dishes or other regional dishes
such as dukpa, a buttermilk sauce with dumplings made from the
kalaun pea. Vegetable dishes and dahls are cooked with either
ghee, depending on how much a household is able to produce,
or vegetable oil purchased from outside the community. Other
kinds of cooking oils are also sometimes produced and used
locally, including from mustard seed, linseed, and butter nut
(Diploknema butyracea). Dishes are seasoned with masalas made
from a wide variety of spices, many of which are produced in the
home gardens, such as garlic, turmeric, coriander, cumin, black
cardamom, mustard, etc.

Enough wheat, corn, barley, and vegetables are produced by
most families to meet household needs. Whether a household
can rely solely on its crops of grains, pulses and vegetables may
depend on the amount of land cultivated by the family and the
available workforce. The largest component of the diet purchased
from outside the home is rice, which can only be produced on a
limited amount of land in the community. Many households may
also need to purchase dahl to supplement their production, and
there is a ready household trade in spices, seeds and grain.

Wild plants do not contribute significantly to the diet,
although there are many species which are known and used.
Perhaps the most popular is kaaphal (Myrica esculenta), a
common tree in local oak forests, whose fruit is widely gathered
and enjoyed in the spring, and sometimes sold to visitors and
buses passing along the road to Gokuleshwor. A number of
other wild fruits, notably ainselu (Rubus ellipticus) and kirimuda
(Berberis asiatica), are also eaten by children and adults in the
fields and forest edges. A few other wild species are sought
out and brought back to the home, including the fern liudo
(Dryopteris cochleata), the young greens of jarko (Phytolacca
acinosa), and the buds of koiralo (Bauhinia variegata). Wild
yams, tarul (Dioscorea deltoidea), are often dug and consumed
in the forest, either raw or roasted. The leaves of buckwheat or
phapar (Fagopyrum esculentum and F. tataricum), which grow on
the edges of terraces and gardens, are commonly gathered and
cooked as saag.

Meat is generally considered an impure food in Hinduism, so
its consumption is fairly limited and it is often excluded from
the household kitchen. Nonetheless many people do occasionally
eat goat, which is not milked like cows and water buffalo. Goats

are bought and sold and can be another significant source of
household income. Goats are also sacrificed and offered to a
variety of gods and local deities, often at prescribed locations and
during specific festivals and life events (Gray, 1979; Govindrajan,
2015). A variety of special foods and dishes are prepared at
temples and during festivals which are not part of typical
household cuisine, such as mohan bhag (food of god), toasted
wheat flour with ghee, coconuts and other condiments. The main
meal eaten at festivals consists of poori, rice, tarkari, dahl, etc.,
while fruits and sweets are offered as prasad, or blessings.

Agro-Spiritual Cycle

The agricultural cycle of Malikarjun is embedded within the
traditional Hindu Bikram Sambat calendar, which lays out the
timing of festivals and prescribes auspicious and inauspicious
dates and periods for nearly every kind of life activity. This 12-
month lunisolar calendar (Figure 2) begins with the month of
Baishakh (roughly corresponding to mid-April to mid-May), and
is divided into six ritu, or seasons. The spring season of Basanta
is characterized by warm temperatures. In the summer season
of Grishma, rice is sown, which grows throughout the monsoon
season of Barsha. It is followed by Sharad, the festival season,
when rice is harvested, and then the winter seasons of Hemanta
and Sisir. Each major event in the agricultural cycle is reflected
in this calendar, and at the same time, lived experience in the
fields contributes to shaping the calendar’s local manifestation by
determining the precise timing of certain festivals and events.

The two most important festivals in Malikarjun are local
versions of Haribodhini and Harishayani, which are celebrated
throughout the Hindu world. Hari refers to the god Vishnu
(Sanskrit Visnu), the preserver of the universe, who is understood
to undergo an annual cycle that is linked with the seasonal cycle
of the earth. During Harishayani (“Hari sleeps”), in Shrawan
(June/July), Vishnu goes to sleep in the cosmic realm and
manifests on earth, bringing with him the fertility that manifests
in the monsoon rains and the growth of the summer rice and
corn. Then in Poush (November/December), on Haribodhini
(“Hari wakes”), Vishnu leaves the earth and wakes up once again
in the cosmic realm, releasing the earth to undergo winter. The
months of Poush and Magh (roughly December to February),
during Hari’s absence, are believed to be the least fertile time of
the year, and thus not a propitious time for marriage.

In Malikarjun these two festivals are known as Shikhar Jatra
(Harishayani) and Malikarjun Jatra (Haribodhini), and both
are celebrated by festivals that draw thousands of people to
the community to undertake jatra, pilgrimages to the Shikhar
(ridge) of the sacred mountain (Figure 7), the dwelling place
of Malikarjun the deity. Shikhar Jatra is intimately linked with
the harvest of the winter crops, in particular barley, which is
recognized as the most pure of all the crops grown in Malikarjun.
In an outbuilding of the main temple complex, ripe heads of
recently-harvested barley are placed on the earthen floor, and
milk (another pure substance) is poured over them each day
until they sprout. On the 8th day from their sprouting, some
of the seedlings are uprooted and offered to Malikarjun at the
main temple. On the following day, more seedlings are uprooted
and offered to Balichan, a companion deity of Malikarjun. Then
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on the 10th day from sprouting, all the remaining seedlings are
uprooted and brought to the top of the sacred mountain to offer
to Malikarjun (and by extension, Shiva and all the other gods).

The other staple grains, although they are not seen as
intrinsically pure like barley, have their own special times of
offering. In the month of Jestha, just after the spring harvest,
heads of new wheat are ground into flour, which is made into
rotis and offered to Bhumiraj, the “lord of the earth,” who is
responsible for caring for the soil. Then in Shrawan or Bhadra,
during the Janai Purnima festival when Hindu men renew their
janai, or sacred thread, whole heads of recently harvested corn
are offered. Finally in Mangsir, the recently harvested rice is
offered. Each family makes their offerings of grain to Bhumiraj at
a site they have selected in their terraced fields, often marked with
a white dhaja or prayer flag, as well as to Malikarjun at one of the
main temples. After offering grain to these main deities, people
are free to offer at other locations and to any other gods that
they may have a local or familial connection to. Not only grains,
but all the most important “fruits” of agricultural production
are first offered to the gods before being consumed and used by
people, including newborn calves, a cow’s first milk, freshly-made
gur, etc.

The offering of grains and other agricultural products to the
gods, in recognition of their critical role in plant growth and
health, is not the only way in which the agricultural system
of Malikarjun is connected to spiritual practice. Nearly every
offering, blessing, or ritual employs agricultural products, in
particular pure substances like milk and barley, as well as rice,
fruits such as banana, which represent fertility, and various
flowers which are grown in the household gardens specifically
for this purpose. For example, in mid-Chaitra (April), in the
midst of the spring harvest, people bless the temples, their houses,
storehouses, and even the large chests used for storing grain
by applying tika to them made of cow dung (another pure
substance), with sprigs of newly-harvested barley, kalaun pea and
mustard stuck into the dung (three plants which are intercropped
during the winter growing season). Tika, marks made on the
forehead with colored pastes, rice and other substances (similar
to bindi), are applied when people visit temples, perform rituals,
welcome guests, practice puja, or during any other spiritual
practice in Nepal and throughout the Hindu world. As such,
the placing of tika on buildings and temples associates these
structures with the human body and identifies them as carriers
of divine energy.

Another clear example of the interweaving of spiritual
and agricultural practice is the annual women’s festival of
Gaura, a local expression of a wider Hindu festival unique
to the far western region of Nepal. This festival celebrates
Gauri (Sanskrit Gaurl), a form of devi or the goddess, who
embodies motherhood, nourishment and fertility. Gauri is
strongly associated with a feminine nurturing principle, and this
is reflected in the nature of the Gaura festival, which culminates
in women dancing in a circle, singing and giving blessings so
that their families, community and land may continue to thrive,
nourish and be nourished “as long as there is snow in the
Himalayas, as long as there is water in the seas.” Gaura lasts
for 4 days of rituals and culminates in a final community-wide

festival. On the 1st day, women bring a special mix of grains
and pulses called biruda (wheat, kalaun pea, horse gram, black
gram, and rice bean) to one of the sacred springs associated with
Malikarjun’s wives (Figure 8), and soak it in the water from the
spring. Every household contributes their own biruda, which is
grown especially for use in Gaura. On the 2nd day, the women
wash the biruda five times in the water from the spring. On the
3rd day, they build and decorate a statue from a wide range
of natural and pure substances, including flour made from the
biruda, flowers, fruits, copper, etc. New duvdhagas, the female
sacred thread, which is unique to far western Nepal, are hung
on the statue to offer and bless them. On the 4th day, the
women exchange their old duvdhagas for the new ones, taking
them from the statue. The statue is then brought to Malikarjun
Mandir, where multiple smaller “sister Gauras” meet and offer
their statues and biruda at the temple. The women then bless their
husbands and each member of their family in turn, after which
the biruda is distributed among all households in the community.
The typical blessing used at Gaura and other holidays employs
many images of flourishing to describe different manifestations
of fertility:

A hundred festivals, a hundred celebrations

May you celebrate; biruda of Panchami

Jamara of Dashain, beaten rice of Dutya

May you have rice and milk

May you have a comfortable bed to sleep on

May you have a pair of bulls for ploughing

May you have water from the spring to drink

May you marry the daughter of a noble

May you receive the blessings of God

May you hold the favor of the king

May you spread like a lawn of dubo grass

May you spread like the banana

May you bend like the uvula

May you blossom as fluff

As long as there is snow in the Himalayas

As long as there is water in the seas

May you live forever!
The three festivals specifically mentioned evoke the festival
season of Sharad by identifying the biruda mix of Gaura; the
barley from which jamara (germinated seeds given by the elders
as a blessing with tika) is made during the important Dashain
festival, and the rice which is beaten and offered during other
festivals. All of these crops are either sowed or harvested during
the Sharad festival period, so that the rituals indicated in the
Gaura blessing encompass the entire annual agro-spiritual cycle.

Agricultural rituals are not only connected to the major grains
and pulses grown in the community. In the household gardens,
each woman maintains a tulsi (Ocimum tenuiflorum) or holy
basil shrine (Figure9), which is commonly built facing the
east. Tulsi is a holy plant in Hinduism with a complex origin
story which culminates in a mythic woman committing suicide
after Vishnu deceives her into believing that he is her husband
(Narayan, 1997). In compensation, she is turned into the tulsi
plant. Each year on Haribodhini, the tulsi plant is ritually married
to Vishnu in the form of sugarcane. Tulsi also plays an important
role during human wedding ceremonies and in the annual
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FIGURE 7 | One of the last gates before the Shikhar (ridge) of Malikarjun mountain visible beyond.

ancestral rites, in which tulsi leaves are used to purify the offering
water, and the soil from which it grows is used in the offering
shrine. Women make daily offerings at the tulsi shrines from
the moment the seeds are sown on Harishayani. The offerings
include incense and diyo, or oil offering lamps with cotton wicks
made from either commercially available cotton or the cotton

tree, kapash (Gossypium arboreum), which is sometimes grown
in household gardens. Tulsi shrines can be understood as the
domestic and private expression of the public female ceremonial
role in ensuring fertility and prosperity for family, community,
and land, which is embodied in the rituals and blessings
of Gaura.
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FIGURE 8 | The Malikarjun Naula, one of the sacred springs where water is gathered by women for use in Gaura.

DISCUSSION

The festival of Gaura and the other rituals of the agricultural and
spiritual cycle of Malikarjun presented here serve multiple and
multifaceted purposes. On the one hand, gods and goddesses are
honored and the covenant with the land is reenacted, through
celebrating, making offerings and praying for the prosperity of
family, community and land. In the specific case of Gaura, the
five grains and pulses of the biruda symbolically represent the
food of the entire community, and by purifying and offering
them the women symbolically purify and offer all the food of the
community. Further, culturally important foods are preserved,
and local gastronomic identity is enriched, by the incentive to
cultivate heirloom crops that are prescribed for use in rituals,
such as the kalaun grown for Gaura and the barley grown
for Harishayani and Dashain. Simultaneously, the cultivation of
landraces has the double benefit of promoting resilience through
plant diversity and preserving species adapted to local conditions
(Sunderland, 2011; Nabhan, 2014).

The agro-spiritual rituals also have implications for
community identity: by participating in Gaura, young brides who
have recently married into the community (which is patrilocal)
receive their duvdhaga, the womens’ sacred thread, which like
the festival itself, is unique to far western Nepal. Traditionally,

women only become officially integrated into the ceremonial
life of the community once they have married and received
their duvdhaga by participating in Gaura (men are also not fully
integrated into the spiritual community until they have received
janai). As such, Gaura not only celebrates and prays for the
fertility and health of the community and land, it also affirms the
belonging of individuals within the broader spiritual community,
and links that belonging with the role of upholding fertility.

As Haider et al. (2020) suggest while describing the ritual
use of the red wheat Rashtak in the Pamirs, “It is difficult
now to disentangle whether the culture expressed so distinctly
through ritual and daily practice exists because of the seed
or if the seed exists to serve these cultural practices.” This is
certainly true in regard to the interpenetration of agriculture
and ritual in Malikarjun. However, it is not just the value of
these agricultural products to the community that makes them
effective in spiritual practice. The cultivation of these products
is itself perceived as possessing both a material and a spiritual
quality, since it depends on the farmers’ labor and knowledge as
much as it relies on the elemental and cosmic forces of rain, sun,
and soil fertility, which depend on the numinous intercession
of gods, goddesses and landscape deities. Seasonal and spiritual
cycles are intertwined and inseparable. Thus, through farming,
the farmers of Malikarjun participate in something similar to
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FIGURE 9 | A typical tulsi shrine in a yard in Malikarjun.

what Kimmerer (2013) calls “ceremonies of practical reverence,”
powerfully pragmatic “acts of reverence,” in which manifest and
material action has seemingly unmanifest and immaterial effects.
When agriculture is understood as a spiritual practice, then the
deities who participate in that process are manifest in agricultural
products, just as they are also manifest in natural features of the
earth like springs, mountains, and caves, as well as in certain
specific plants, such as pipal (Ficus religiosa) and tulsi. In this

way, the offering of crops completes a cycle by recognizing
and returning the energy of life (in the form of food) to its
spiritual source.

For anyone intending to engage in, and fully grasp, the
practices and the needs of the people of Malikarjun, it is of
critical importance that the local food system is understood as the
result of the combination of material, spiritual and multispecies
relations. From a multispecies perspective, traditional grains and

Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems | www.frontiersin.org

17

March 2021 | Volume 5 | Article 646719


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems#articles

Castagnetti et al.

An Offering of Grain

FIGURE 10 | Landslides caused by poorly-implemented road construction in Malikarjun.

pulses like the kalaun pea have evolved over time to play a
mediation role in which they allow the covenant between the
people the deities, and their divine blessing, to become manifest
as nutritious food. Hence, traditional and culturally important
foods are spiritually embedded in ways that food produced and
purchased outside the community is not. Similarly, in traditional
Hopi culture, “...corn is the central bond. Its essence, physically,
spiritually, and symbolically, pervades their existence. For the
people of the mesas corn is sustenance, ceremonial object,
prayer offering, symbol, and sentient being unto itself [...] The
connection between the people and the corn is pervasive and
deeply sacred. In a remarkable symbiosis between the physical
and the spiritual, the Hopi people sustain the corn and the corn
sustains Hopi culture” (Wall and Masayesva, 2004).

Road development appears to be one of the main threats to
the current food system of Malikarjun. Increased consumption
of exogenous and mass produced foods due to better road
connections may over time create a disconnect between people
and their culturally important foods, and ultimately between
people and the land. A decline in local biocultural diversity is
a plausible outcome of this disconnect, as rituals and practices
may lose salience along with meaning (Pretty et al, 2009).
This would likely affect in situ conservation of genetic crop
diversity, given that landraces are an invaluable genetic source

of disease-resistant material and contribute variation associated
with various terroir-dependant flavor profiles, in a context of
unpredictability brought about by climate change and cultural
transition (Pretty et al., 2009; Sunderland, 2011; Nabhan, 2014).
From a food security and quantitative point of view, increased
connectivity to distant markets may bring more wealth to
individual households, which may in turn improve the general
living condition of local families. On the other hand, from
the perspective of food sovereignty, opening the local food
system to a wider market may result in eroded traditional
practices and beliefs; loss of local gastronomic identities, and of
landrace diversity in favor of more high-yield or commercially
valuable cash crops, with an overall negative impact on local
biocultural diversity.

Destruction derived from poorly implemented road
development affects households’ self-sustenance capacity. In
fact, some of the community members lamented lost portions of
home-gardens and terraced fields because of poor management
of debris from road construction and increased risk of landslides
(Figure 10). In the long run, diminished availability of land
may cause families to abandon certain crops, hence impacting
both plant diversity and diversity in household diet. Another
threat to local self-sufficiency is the widespread out-migration
in search of work opportunities in the Nepali cities or abroad,
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as decreased workforces seriously impacts families’ capacity to
meet household needs.

CONCLUSION

Situated at the intersection of political ecology and ethnobiology,
this study demonstrates why spiritual practices should be
considered key elements of biocultural diversity. By presenting
both agricultural practices and spiritual beliefs, we show how
the local food system is embedded within a broader spiritual
landscape. We discuss how the covenant between people and
the land is constantly reenacted in the yearly festivals and
how these provide an incentive to cultivate specific landraces
whose use is prescribed in rituals, as in the case of the Gaura
festival, where the fertility and well-being of people and land is
affirmed through the offering of locally produced heirloom pulses
and grains.

Collection and analysis of stories and songs, as well as the
investigation of local rituals, constitute crucial methods to
reveal the complexity of the agri-food system of Malikarjun’s
Stories and songs powerfully encapsulate and store history;
ecological and traditional knowledge; shared values; ethics. “The
songs are sung in the forest, and if people do not go to the forest,
they will lose their songs”, one of the most knowledgeable local
singers, Binda, pointed out during a recording session. Binda
succinctly expresses a key issue for many rural and indigenous
communities: access to traditional food and the continuation
of its linked practices are paramount to the preservation of
their knowledge, and vice versa. For communities stories
and songs are the seeds of the world to come: alongside self-
determination and access to land the continuation of traditions
and identities depend on them. A great deal of knowledge is
lost when people are prevented from being in, or relating to,
their homelands in their traditional ways, “gathering plants
and animals for food and ceremonies and performing the
ceremonies that ensured the prosperity of the earth and its
life-forms,” (Deloria et al., 1999). We therefore recommend
that in the implementation of sustainable development that
aims to embody the principles of food sovereignty, local and
indigenous ways of knowing should be foundational to all
interventions, through the tools of consultation and knowledge
co-construction  through participatory and community-
informed holistic approaches, and indigenous and decolonizing
methodologies (Smith, 1999; Pimbert, 2006; Wilson, 2008;
Kovach, 2010; Chilisa, 2012; Driigge, 2016). In particular, we
strongly advocate that spiritual practices should be considered
key elements of biocultural diversity and the right to food
sovereignty, and we urge that they receive greater attention
in the academic and policy-making fora, and in all stages of
agricultural development.
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