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The Kumari 
Girl-Chi ld as Living Goddess 

by Nancy Pearson Arcellana 

^ g jj i i o r s h i p o f t h e f e m a l e e n e r g y i s a r a r e 
f w/l j-^oQ.QMTT^TVQ^ i n today 's m a l e - d o m i n a t e d wor ld . 
^ y I / B u t i n Nepa l , the w o r s h i p a n d ado ra t i on of a 

g i r l - ch i l d as a l i v ing goddess k n o w n as the 
Kumari c on t i nues to th i s day, g iv ing Nepa l a 
spec i a l pos i t i on i n the re l i g ious h i s to ry of the 
w o r l d . 

According to Dhooswan Sayami, author of "Kumar i : The 
Cul t of Living Goddess" i n The Lotus 8s the Flame: An Account 
on Nepalese Culture, this great h u m a n goddess, in the form 
of a girl-child, is the real mistress and protectress of the 
country. The king rules only as her trustee and in accordance 
to a mandate. The k ing shows every respect to this girl-
chi ld and gets the Tika from her hand. The t ika is the mixture 
of paint (red) and food given as offering in the puja (worship) 
to the Goddess/God. 

It is the common belief that the manner in which the 
ch i ld goddess reacts or responds to the k ing during the 
ceremony for the kumari jatra, where she puts the Tika on 
the king's head, forecasts the conditions of the country for 
the coming year. The country awaits with baited breath while 
the chi ld goddess performs this duty and people believe that 
it is not good for the Kumar i to laugh or cry too much. In 
fact, she should smile but not show her teeth. 

An adult's hand supports the The Kumeiri is also an important part of the coronation 
headdress, which is too heavy for ceremony and al l the festivals i n the Kathmandu Valley. The 
the child goddess' head to carry. K u m a r i j a t r a i s one of the very i m p o r t a n t phases of 
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Indrajatra—a week long 
f e s t i va l—so m u c h so 
that it dominates th is 
popular festival. People 
m a k e the j o u r n e y to 
Kathmandu to receive a 
b l e s s i n g f r om the 
Kumar i . 

Dur ing special festi
vals, the ch i ld goddess 
is dressed i n elaborate 
costume and bejeweled 
for her ride i n a horse 
d r a w n c h a r i o t w h i c h 
takes her through the 
old city of Nepal. 

A Life of Isolation 
Only d u r i n g these 

special occasions is the 
Kumar i allowed outside 
of her temple. Rarely does 
the c h i l d g o d d e s s s h o w 
herself to her devotees. It is 
a lso not poss ib l e to take 
photographs of her wh i ch 
can be done only by official 

The Wheel of Life 

government photographers 
or dur ing the festivals when 
she appears i n public. 

The K u m a r i l ives i n a 
world of isolation. She is cut 
off from al l contact with her 

pa r en t s , home a n d 
society. She lives only 
w i t h a c a r e t a k e r 
family. The caretaker 
family is the de facto 
m i s t r e s s of the 
Kumar i ' s abode and 
the actual beneficiary 
of the generous gifts 
g i v en to the c h i l d 
goddess. The chi ld is 
natural ly unaware of 
the material value of 
the p r e c i o u s gems 
and jewels bestowed 
upon her. 

The Kumari's care
taker family, which also 
comes from the same 
l i ne as the c h i l d 
goddess, is also the 

one who decides what gifts 
the c h i l d goddess s h o u l d 
rece ive . W h e n the c h i l d 
goddess relinquishes her duties 
to a n o t h e r c h i l d , the 
caretaker family may give her 

"We Dreamt of Becoming Nuclear Physicists" 
A Nepalese woman looks back at her childhood. 

T here is a sense of t r a n q u i l i t y a l l a r o u n d 
A n g u r , a w o m a n a l m o s t 6 5 
years o ld. The treinquil i ty i s a testament to 

her fciith and the out look she has had on her life. 
B o m i n 1932, A n g u r is the second daughte r—and 
therefore most unwe lcome add i t i on—in her family. 
Her mother a nd father h a d to tend to the fields so 
they left Angur i n the care of an aunt w h e n she was 
bsirely five mon ths old. 

U p o n their r e tu rn , Angur ' s pEirents f ound their 
second daughter barely alive. Her father was so grief 
s t r i cken by her cond i t ion that she becaune h is pet 
front that day onwards , even w h e n a son was b o m 
13 months later. 

A n g u r was brought u p i n an extended family 
househo ld—her parents , brothers , sisters and the 
family of an unc le . They were n ine ailtogether. In 
those days, w h i c h unfor tunate ly are not so different 

from today, only the boys received an educat ion. A 
private tutor gave the boys their lessons whi le the 
gir ls l is tened i n the background. 

One day, the tutor asked the boys ques t i ons 
about the i r E n g l i s h l e s sons that they c o u l d n ' t 
einswer. To the tutor 's surpr ise , the gir ls answered 
the quest ions. The ir mother happened to overheeir 
the tutor sco ld ing the boys and pra is ing the gir ls. 
W h e n the father learned of the inc ident , ins tead of 
sco ld ing the boys further, he al lowed the g ir ls to 
study a long w i th the boys. 

A n g u r grew up i n a time when ch i l d r en were 
marr i ed at very young ages. Today, the law requires 
a y oung g ir l to be 14 before she is al lowed to marry 
a l t h o u g h c h i l d mar r i ages are not u n c o m m o n i n 
Nepal's ru ra l areas. At the age of 10, Angur was 
in t roduced to a boy of 11 and asked i f she l i k ed 
h i m . She r emembers t h i n k i n g to hersel f that he 

28 Women in Action No. 1,1996 



a memento of her t ime as 
Kumar i . The girl, however, 
is not allowed to take a l l her 
valuable gifts wi th her. 

Origins of the Kumari 
The K uma r i is said to be 

one of the manifestations of 
Ad i Shak t i Durga, one of the 
thirty three mi l l ion gods and 
goddesses i n the H indu faith. 
In one of the rare dances, Ad i 
Shakt i Durga is represented 
as k i l l i n g a 
Daitya (devil) 
by giving h im 
p o i s o n a f ter 
e n c h a n t i n g 
h i m w i th her 
beauty, youth 
a n d d a n c e . ' 
D u r g a 
sculptures on the palace of 
the K u m a r i a n d the ch i ld 
goddess'§ ro le i n the 
Durgapuja festival also attest 
to t h i s belief. 

Bu t wi th in the context of 
N e p a l e s e s o c i e t y whe r e 
w o m e n are not g iven the 
same rights and priviledges 
as men, how did this practice 
of worsh ipp ing a g i r l - ch i ld 
begin? 

According to one of the 
s tor ies i n the V a m s a v a l i s 
regarding the origin of the 
Kumar i , the rulers of Nepal 
were given the privilege of a 
reguleir audience w i th the 

The Kumar i lives in 
a worid of isolation 

p a t r o n goddess , T a l e j a 
B h a v a n i , w i t h w h o m the 
king, Tr i lokya Media, used to 
play dice. This k ing had a 
d iamond Jantra (talisman), 

which was not to be seen by 
women. B u t it is said that 
the d augh t e r of the k i n g 
h a p p e n e d to l ook at the 
ta l isman one day. 

As a result, the k ing was 
d e p r i v e d of the d i v i n e 
audience wi th the goddess. 
In h is dream, however, the 
goddess advised the king that 
she would be going inside the 
body of a Sakya (Buddhist) 
girl. This began the custom 

of s e l e c t i n g the 
K u m a r i from the 
Sakyas. 

A c c o r d i n g to 
D h o o s w a n 
S a y a m i , the 
S a k y a s t race 
themse lves back 
to B u d d h a , the 

l ion of the Sakyas. In the last 
decade of the 14th century 
A.D., a Ma l la king, Jayasthit i 
Ma l l a reorganised Nepalese 
society. There were a large 

l o o k e d l i k e ' a n i c e b o y t o 

p l a y w i t h * and t h e y s p o k e 

t o g e t h e r e a s i l y . L i t t l e d i d 

s h e k n o w t h a t t h e y o u n g 

b o y w a s b e i n g c h o s e n a s 

h e r h u s b a n d . T h e y 

w e r e m a r r i e d o n e y e a r 

l a t e r . A n g u r h a d 

r e m e m b e r e d s e e i n g 

h e r s i s t e r ' s w e d d i n g 

a t t h e age o f s e v e n 

a n d h a d 2isked h e r s e l f , ' W h y 

d o e s t h a t h a p p e n ? ' T o d a y , r e c a l l i n g h e r 

o w n w e d d i n g d a y , A n g u r s a y s ' t h a t w a s o n e o f m y 

h a p p y d a y s . I n e v e r c r i e d w h e n I w a s m a r r i e d . T h e y 

w e r e g i v i n g m e p r e s e n t s , h o n o r i n g m e , d e c o r a t i n g 

m e . ' 

A n g u r a n d h e r h u s b a n d l i v e d sepeu-ately f o r t h e 

f i r s t y e a r s o f t h e i r m a r r i a g e . B u t h e r m o t h e r - i n - l a w , 

w h o h a d b e e n w i d o w e d a t t h e age o f 1 5 , w a s k e e n t o 

h a v e a g r a n d s o n . S o , w h e n A n g u r t u r n e d 1 4 , h e r 

h u s b e u i d came t o l i v e w i t h h e r . " M y h u s b e t n d w o u l d 

go to s c h o o l a n d w h e n h e c a m e b a c k h e w o u l d t e a c h 

m e . H e w o u l d b e m y t e a c h e r . H e t a u g h t m e 

m a t h e m a t i c s , h i s t o r y , a n d g e o g r a p h y . H e t a u g h t 

m e E n g l i s h a n d o t h e r t h i n g s I s o u g h t to k n o w . " I n a 

r a t h e r w i s t f u l w a y , A n g u r s a y s , " W e d r e a m t a 

b e a u t i f u l d r e a m . . . t o b e t h e f i r s t n u c l e a r p h y s i c i s t s . " 

It w a s a d r e a m t h a t h e r h u s b a n d d i d s u c c e e d i n 

b e c o m i n g . B u t f o r A n g u r , i t WEIS a d r e a m t h a t s h e 

w a s n o t a l l o w e d t o f u l f i l l , s i m p l y b e c a u s e s h e w a s 

b o r n a f e m a l e . S h e w a s n o t a l l o w e d i n t o t h e 

l a b o r a t o r i e s a n d t h e r e f o r e c o u l d n o t c o n t i n u e i n t h e 

s c i e n c e s a l o n g w i t h h e r h u s b e t f i d . S h e w a s i n s t e a d 

f o r c e d t o t a k e u p h u m a n i t i e s , w h i c h l e d h e r t o 

p o l i t i c a l s c i e n c e a n d e v e n t u a l l y to l a w . A l t h o u g h 

s h e h a s c l e a r l y e x c e l l e d and w a s h a p p y w i t h w h a t 

s h e d i d , A n g u r ' s e y e s s t i l l c a n y t h e t e a r s o f l o n g i n g 

fo r t h a t l o n g ago d r e a m . 

W h e n w i l l t h e t i m e c o m e w h e n t h e fluke of n a t u r e 

and t h e w h i m s o f s o c i e t y ' s r u l e s s t o p p r e v e n t i n g g i r l s 

from achieving their t r u e dreEims? ^ 

b y N . P . A r c e l l a n a 
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n u m b e r o f B a n r a s ( g o l d 
smi ths ) w h o c o u l d no t be fit 
i n t o t h e o r t h o d o x H i n d u 
c l a s s s y s t e m b e c a u s e t h e y 
w e r e B u d d h i s t s . B e i n g 
B u d d h i s t s , t h e y b e l o n g e d to 
no H i n d u cas te . I n a d d i t i o n , 
s i n c e t h e y c l a i m e d to b e 
d e c e n d a n t s o f t h e B u d d h a 
a n d w e r e t o b e v e n e r a t e d 
(bandana) b y a l l o the rs , t h ey 
w e r e g i v e n t h e n e w c a s t e 
n a m e of B a n d y a - B a n r a (the 
S a k y a s of m o d e m t imes ) . 

Choosing the Kumari 
S a k y a f a m i l i e s " r o t a t e " 

a m o n g t h e m s e l v e s t h e 
pr i v i l edged p o s i t i o n of b e i n g 
t h e f a m i l y f r o m w h i c h t h e 
K u m a r i wiU be c h o s e n . G i v e n 
the s t r i ngen t r u l e s a n d t e s t s 
w h i c h the K u m a r i m u s t pa s s , 
one w o n d e r s i f t h e g i r l i s 
s u b j e c t e d t o r i g o r o u s 
" t r a i n i n g " f rom the m o m e n t 
s h e i s b o r n i n o r d e r t o 
per fo rm co r r e c t l y w h e n the 
t ime c o m e s for c h o o s i n g the 
K u m a r i . 

C h o o s i n g t h e K u m a r i 
i n v o l v e s a s e r i e s o f t e s t s . 
F i r s t , the S a k y a g i r l m u s t be 
between the ages of three a n d 
f ou r a n d w i t h o u t b l e m i s h , 
no t even one s m a l l s c r a t c h . 
The Nepalese bel ieve tha t the 
goddess l eaves a g i r l ' s b o d y 
w h e n b l o o d h a s f l own ou t . 
T h i s i s a l s o w h y a K u m a r i 
r e m a i n s a l i v ing goddess o n l y 
u p to the age of 12, w h e n s h e 
n e a r s t h e a g e o f 
m e n s t r u a t i o n o r u n t i l s h e 
a c t u a l l y b e g i n s t o 
m e n s t r u a t e , a t w h i c h t i m e 
t h e g o d d e s s h a s m o s t 
c e r t a in l y left h e r body . 

T h e c h i l d m u s t a l so p a s s 
the test of bravery . S h e i s 
p u t in to a d a r k c h a m b e r i n 

the H a n u m a n d h o k a pa l a c e . 
T h e c h a m b e r i s filled w i t h the 
h e a d s o f h u n d r e d s of s a c r i 
ficed buf fa loes . A d u l t s p l a ce 
c and l e s i n s u c h a w a y where 
t h e b u f f a l o e s e y e s w o u l d 
s e e m l i k e t h e y were s t a r i n g 
at he r . T h e c h i l d r e m a i n s i n 
t h i s r o o m a l l n i g h t a n d i f s h e 
does no t c r y a n d k e e p s a coo l 
h e a d , i t i s be l i e ved t h a t she 
i s n o t a f r a i d a n d i s t h u s fit to 
be a l i v i n g goddess . 

If the g i r l p a s s e s a l l these 
t e s t s , s h e i s t a k e n t o 
K u m a r i c h h e n , the pa l a c e of 

The goddess ' 
leaves a girl's I 
body when 
blood has 
f lown out. 

K u m a r i , a n d i n s t a l l e d the re 
as the h u m a n goddess o n a 
s p e c i a l t h r o n e . F r o m t h a t 
p o i n t o n , t h e g i r l - c h i l d i s 
g i ven the r espec t a n d h o n o r 
of a d i v in i t y . 

After Divinity, What Next? 
N e p a l ' s c u r r e n t K u m a r i 

w a s c h o s e n at the age of f our 
a n d h a s j u s t r e a c h e d the age 
of seven . S h e w i l l m o s t l i k e l y 
c o n t i n u e to serve for at l eas t 
a n o t h e r f our y e a r s before a 
n e w K u m a r i i s c h o s e n . A s 
s h e n e a r s the age of m e n s 
t r u a t i o n , she w i l l be r e t u r n e d 
to soc i e t y a s a n " o r d i n a r y " 
h u m a n be ing . W h a t t h e n w i l l 
b e come of h e r ? 

I n ages p a s t , t h e c h i l d 
g oddess w a s n o t e ven g i v en 
a n y e d u c a t i o n d u r i n g h e r 
s tay i n the K u m a r i ' s pa l a c e . 
O n l y r e c e n t l y w a s a t u t o r 
d e s i g n a t e d to p r o v i d e t h e 
c h i l d g o d d e s s w i t h s o m e 
e d u c a t i o n . 

B u t a f ter b e i n g i n s u c h 
a n h o n o r e d p l a c e a n d 
w o r s h i p p e d b y the k i n g a n d 
soc i e ty , t h e s ta t e g i ves t h e 
d e t h r o n e d K u m a r i a m e a g e r 
m o n t h l y s t i p e n d o f o n l y 
1,000 r u p e e s (less t h a n U S $ 
2 0 ) — a t e r r i b l y s m a l l 
c o m p e n s a t i o n c o m p a r e d to 
the i m p o r t a n c e once g i v en to 
he r . 

There m a y be, however , a 
v e r y p r a c t i c a l r e a s o n f o r 
s u c h a smEill s t i p e n d f rom the 
N e p a l e s e g o v e r n m e n t . F o r 
one , the r e are h u n d r e d s o f 
former K u m a r i s r a n g i n g f r om 
y o u n g to o l d ; o n e f o r m e r 
K u m a r i i s n o w 7 5 . B u t t h e 
b o t t o m l i n e i s t h e fact t h a t 
w o m e n , i n g ene ra l , a re no t 
h i gh l y v a lu e d . So once these 
h i g h l y e s t e e m e d c h i l d 
g o d d e s s e s b e c o m e j u s t 
" o r d i n a r y " w o m e n , t h e i r 
v a lue to soc ie ty p l u n g e s v e ry 
d r a m a t i c a l l y . 

F o r m e r K u m a r i s a l so find 
tha t i t i s di f f icult for t h e m to 
marry . The Nepalese cons ide r 
it b a d l u c k to m a r r y a former 
c h i l d goddess. T h o s e w h o do 
w i l l d ie y o u n g . Y o u n g b o y s 
w h o are w o r s h i p p e d as c h i l d 
gods howeve r do no t h a v e to 
c o n t e n d w i t h s u c h s u p e r s t i 
t i o n s o r b i a s e s a g a i n s t 
m a r r i a g e w h e n they c o m e of 
age. 

T h e s u p e r s t i t i o n a g a i n s t 
a K u m a r i m a r r y i n g c a m e 
f rom a l e g end t h a t t e l l s o f a 
K u m a r i f a l l i ng i n love w i t h 
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one of the devils. Bu t the 
lovers cou ld not be un i t ed 
because a goddess a n d a 
d e v i l a re no t a l l o w e d to 
m a r r y . W h e n the d e v i l 
became a problem for the 
other gods, they asked the 
Kum a r i to k i l l her beloved for 
the sake of her family of gods 
and goddesses. 

The Kum a r i protests and 
initially refuses to obey. Bu t 
the gods c o m p e l h e r to 
sacrifice her love. In the end, 
she is forced to k i l l the devil. 
Bu t as a testimony to her love 
and faithfulness, she swore 
that she wiU never be married 
to another. 

One N e p a l e s e w o m a n 
says this is why, like the devil 
before t h e m , p rospec t i v e 
husbands of former Kumar is 
are i n d a n g e r of d y i n g 
prematurely . At the same 
time, the legend i l lustrates 
how the K u m a r i i s 
w o r s h i p p e d : as a v i r g i n 
faithful to her vow never to 
marry. A n d if she marries, 
she breaks this vow to never 
marry another. 

In reality, however, many 
f o rmer K u m a r i s do f i n d 
husbands who take the risk 
aga ins t the s u p e r s t i t i o n . 
A f t e r a l l , t h e s e c h i l d 
goddesses, chosen for their 
purity and perfection, were 
b e a u t i f u l c h i l d r e n who 
undoubted l y grew u p into 
beautiful women. 

Informal Kumaris 
Among the Newari people 

of K a t h m a n d u , there are 
other " in formal" goddesses 
also cal led K u m a r i . Other 
cities, such as Baktapur, and 
other communities have their 
own Kumar i . There is even 

one day of the year where 365 
Kumar i s are honored. The 
m a i n d i f ference be tween 
these " i n f o r m a l " c h i l d 
goddesses and the Kumar i 
is that they do not receive the 
same k i n d of nat iona l and 
s ta te r e c o g n i t i o n as the 
official chi ld goddess. 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , for the 
Newari people, each girl-child 
is worshipped as a Kumar i 
unt i l her Ihi ceremony when 

Former 
Kumaris 

find that it 
is difficult 

for them to 
marry. 

she is seven years old. The 
Ihi is a ceremony where the 
girl-child is married to the Be l 
Fru i t to ensure her pur i ty 
and begin her init iat ion into 
her caste. Th i s in i t i a t i on 
p e r i o d i s b r o u g h t to 
c o m p l e t i o n by a n o t h e r 
ceremony when the Kumar i 
is married to the sun . 

it i s no t easy to 
'approach those who 
were once a Kumar i . 

There are many who wish to 
interv iew them, i n c l u d i n g 
fore igners w i l l i n g to pay 
sizable fees for an interview. 
This has made it difficult for 

women i n Nepa l who are 
t r y i n g to r e s e a r c h the 
experiences and effects of 
the K u m a r i system on the 
w o m e n themse l ves . The 
Nepa l e s e w o m e n c a n n o t 
provide money for interviews 
even though they realize that 
the former kumar is are only 
seeking ways to supplement 
their incomes. 

Women researchers hope 
to be able to provide a venue 

where women who were 
former c h i l d goddesses 
can share among them
selves their experiences as 
a Kumari and gain support 
from each other. In the 
process, maybe they can 
he l p Nepa l e s e w o m e n 
be t t e r u n d e r s t a n d the 
phenomenon of girl-child 
adoration in the midst of 
the general disregard for 
the r ights and status of 
women in Nepal. 

T h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g 
can also help women find 
ways to utilize this popular 
belief system in the power 
of female energy to help 
empower today's women. 

B u t most impor tant l y , 
t h i s c o u l d h e l p b r i n g 
p o s i t i v e c h a n g e s to the 
e v e r y d a y l i v e s of the 
ordinary g i r l -ch i ld and the 
women that they become.? 

Nancy Pearson Arcellana is 
the Research Officer of Isis 
International-Manila. 
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