
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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