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Background

Descriptive approach and interpretive approach are the
commonly used approaches in anthropological or cultural study.
The descriptive approach/perspective help readers by describing
the cultural phenomena associated with particular culture. The
goal of interpretative approach/perspective is to interpret or to
open the cultural events and phenomena into different meaning
according to time, context and conditions. Among these two,
first one tries to familiarize the readers with the particular culture
while another tries to interpret the same culture into different
situation with different meanings.

A symbol is something verbal or non-verbal, within a
particular culture (language, communication/conversation, sign
articulation) that comes to stand for something else. The verbal
symbols are the linguistic, sign or some representation of certain
meaning. There are non-verbal symbols, such as flags, dress,
etc., which stand for a nation's representation. Holy water is a
potent symbol in Roman Catholicism. As is true of all symbols,
the association between a symbol (e.g. water) and what is
symbolized (holiness) is arbitrary and conventional. Water is not
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intrinsically holier than milk, blood or other liquids. Holy water
is not chemically different from ordinary water (Kottak, 1994).
Symbolic/Interpretive Anthropology as an alternative approach
in anthropological theory or perspective was developed after
1960s. There is no single paradigm of this theory or
approach/perspective because symbolic/interpretive
anthropology "as a level" was never used by its founding
anthropologists, Clifford Geertz and Victor Turner. Advocating a
different approach Symbolic/lnterpretive anthropology or
perspective criticizes the generalized view of culture as
suggested by Functionalists in answering questions like, How
does institutions help to fulfill the needs of the society? How is
social life possible? What keeps society in equilibrium/order?
Functionalists find the solutions of these questions however
they cannot interpret the symbols of the culture.' Symboli~
Anthropology claimed that we can understand whole functional
phenomena using cultural materialism because all cultures have
different symbols.

Symbolic/Interpretive Anthropologists offer different
views of culture asking about meanings of symbols and how
these symbols shape people's way or patterns of life. So
anthropologists, rather than describing the culture, must dig out
the meaning of the symbols that constitute the cultural whole.
Culture is an abstract concept or adaptive strategy. Symbols used
in every day life (in culture rituals, festivals and important social
events etc.,) carry out the meanings for operation of the
particular culture. Thus, investigation and interpretation of
meanings used in the context of action (i.e. social action) is the
primary concern of Symbolic Anthropology.

Culture is not something locked inside people's head but
rather is embodied in public symbols - symbols through which
the members of a society communicate their own view. It is
value orientation ethos (characteristic features of any culture and
community) to their further generations (by means of
socialization). To anthropologists, they are social processes that
pass from generation to generation. For example wearing white
dress by a man symbolizes the death of his father or mother and
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the dress if wore by a woman symbolizes the death of her
husband in Hindu culture.

For Geertz, reading culture is like doing archaeology;
culture is exposed and explained layer by layer until it gives the
significant meaning (i.e. interpretation understanding). By the
interpretative understanding of culture, Geertz also implies the
context (situation, time, condition) of the symbols used.

The interpretation of Balinese cockfight is a classical
example of Symbolic Anthropology or interpretive approach. For
Geertz. 'The Balinese Cockfight' is a symbolic event, which
offers a window to Balinese culture through which it is possible
to see "What keeps Balinese society in order? There are two
contradictory relationships within the Balinese society. He
interprets the event as a cultural "text" through which one
attempts to understand the inner nature of Balinese society. The
cockfight symbolizes the social relation (kin/village,
community), conflict, rivalries between different communities
and the social solidarity within a single Balinese community.
Betting as a cockfight expresses the villagers' and kin's "we­
feeling" which also relates to the existing labour, economic and
ritual cooperation between the members. It is not only the fight
between two animals (cocks) but also between the two
communities in the "game form".

Before going to documentation of the task of religious
rituals: first of all we have to define religion. Durkheim was
perhaps the first sociologist to recognize the critical importance
of religion in human societies. In his view "religion is a
collective act and includes many forms of behaviors in which
people interact with others". Durkheim initiated sociological
analysis of religion by defining religion as a "unified system of
beliefs and practices relative to sacred things". Compromising
the definition put forward by Durkheim, I want to raise the
question, "How can human societies be held together when they
are generally composed of individuals and social groups with
diverse interests and aspirations?" The probable answer may be
that "religious bonds often transcend these personal and diverse
forces". But readers may have f1ll1her questions "Why should
religion provide the societal glue?" Religion provides societal
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glue because it offers people meaning and purpose for their lives.
It gives them certain ultimate values and end to hold in common.
Although subjective and not al\\ays fully accepted, these values
and ends help a society to function as an inteorated social

'"system. That's why people believe in religion either for "hope"
or by "fear".

In fact religious rituals are practices required or expected
of members of a faith. Rituals usually honour the divine power
(or powers) worshipped by believers; the) also remind adherents
of their religious duties and responsibilities.

Theo"etical Perspectives

Clifford Geertz - pioneering figure in the symbolic
anthropology - recognizes anthropology as the science of
culture. Geertz's interpretive anthropology claims to be a
scientific study, however it must be able to excavate or dig out
the meanings.

Symbols usually signify many things: to use Turner's
phrase (The Forest of Symbols, 1967) they are multi-vocal.
According to Geertz, human behaviour is fundamentally
symbolic and therefore laden with meaning for social actors. The
primary task of ethnographer is to understand the "webs of
significance" which people themselves have spun.

Symbolic/interpretive ethnography focuses on the
meaning of behaviour and rely primarily on verbal data in
support of their interpretations. So, it is not inaccurate to say
symbolic ethnographies have been similar to neo-structural in
style.

Geertz in "thick description" argues the aim of
anthropology is to interpret the meaning of behaviour to explain
actions and attitudes that appear puzzling. According to him,
culture consists of "structures of significance". "frame of
interpretation" or "socially established structures of meaning".
For Geertz, culture is "context" and it is the object of the
ethnography to describe it.

Ortner's symbolic interpretation account of the Sherpa
rituals thus provides a clear framework for conceptualizing the
cultural-symbolism through Sherpa rituals. This frame provides
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the clear cut picture of interplay between the "idealistic" and
"realistic" explanations of social and cultural Sherpa I,~fe because
it reveals the abiding issue to be not one of the anti-social
behaviour" as opposed to their socio-cultural values (which IS
the "ideals" of Sherpas) but of "social behaviour" in society ..

Ortner's symbolic interpretation persuasively
demonstrates that explanation demands not simply d,scernlllg
symbolic meanings of culture lhrough particular events, but also
accounting for how something as Improbable for symbolic
communication. Her work in general has sought to altlculate a
"common ground" as early interpretive/symbolic theonsts hold.

Ortner's "Sherpa through their Rituals (1978)" allns to
understand the nalllre of Sherpa society through an analySIS of
the meanin"s of certain rituals in Sherpa culture. As such It
resembles Geertz's "cockfight" for the Balinese world. It also
resembles Pritchard's structural analysis in "The Nuer". Oltner's
goal in her ethnography is to "open" Sherpa culture to readers
"unfolding it, revealing it, not only a sense of ~lIrface. and
rhythm, but also a sense of inner connections and IIlteractlons.
She approaches her goals by focussing on ntuals, because she
claims that they are events that dramatize and make Sherpa
social life intelligible for both participants and observer.

The Argument of the Ethnography
Ortner develops her analysis of the meanings embodied

in Sherpa rituals by identifying the problems of Sherpa life. The
basic problem of the Sherpas is the challenge to the socIal
stability and social solidarity of communal life. The pnnclples of
Buddhism el1couraoe tendencies towards Isolation and
atomization that sh~ saw ..threatening the fabric of Sherpa
society". .The problem of social cohesiveness among the Sherpa IS
magnified by the lack of devices for conflict resolution. "The
Sherpas have "no formal mechanism of SOCial control .. It
weakens the basis for community stability. So, WIth these fragde
relationships within the community, nuclear families, and
absence of formal institutions that deal with SOCial control,
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Ortner identifies the problem "What keeps things in order? Or
"How Sherpa society possible?"

Ortner addresses these questions in two parts. She first
claims that - the Sherpas depend on internalized constraints to
prevent anti-social behaviors or disorder to maintain social order.
However she observes, "inner constraints do not always
constraint". Therefore, she looks elsewhere for the basis of
Sherpa social order. In second part she finds it in their rituals:
she concludes then that rituals resolve conflict by offering
solutions to the problems. These solutions function
psychologically. In this sense, rituals among the Sherpas serve
the same function that cockfights do among the Balinese. The
rituals are models of and models for social reality. Ortner's
interpretation follows Geertz's paradigm "ritual manipulate and
shape consciousness and they create meanings... "

Textual Organisation

Ortner uses the first chapter to introduce the readers to
the theory and methods of Symbolic Anthropology. In the
second chapter, she states the analytical problems of her study­
the problematic nature of the society and outlines the rituals that
provide a means for resolving the conflicts and contradictions of
Sherpa life and thereby contributes to social solidarity and
stability. The next four chapters include the core of her symbolic
analysis - the meaning of Sherpa rituals: (i) Nyungne; (ii)
Hospitality; (iii) Exorcisms; and (iv) Offering rituals. The brief
discussion on these rituals being suitable is presented here.

Nyungne: Problems of Marriage, Family, and
Asceticism

Ortner views Nyungne as the problem of marriage, family and
asceticism. Four days holiday called Nyungne is observed once a
year in late spring and involves "becoming like monks" to gain
religious merit towards a good birth. The key vow of Buddhist
asceticism is absenteeism from sexual relations. Nyungne is a
period of atonement. It brings powerful merit to the participants.
It involves fasting and abstentions experience, ascetic ethic
voluntary participation purely on individual basis. Nyungne
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begins with "Sang" ceremony; at the first day volunteer-sponsors
give a big evening meal to the paltlclpants. From. second day,
they recite Lamic text, tak111g refuse In the rellglOn and they
perform prostration, which is central to the observation of

Nyungne. . .
From the "point of view of the Sherpas, the pOlIll of

observing Nyungne is to get merit (Dharma). They follow
abstention of food, drink and conversation, no sex, no work, no
wearing of metal ornaments or leather. The rite is directed to the
God Cherenzi (Avalokeshawor). Pawa Cheranzl IS peaceful,
compassionate God symbolizing that, initiating him grants
salvation. God himself does not erode away the Sill. Ideally,

yungne is a best way to merit making, but how do problems
arise in reality? Ortner claims that atomized family/closed
household syndrome proves it that familles are very closed and
self-contained. A married couple by itself is responsible to have

and rely on no one's support.
Cherenzi is the symbolic meaning of parental figure who

created the world. In Sherpa society, male mercy and
compassion are "feminine" attribute. So~ perfect parent's sex
brinos marriaoe and marriage seems excltmg but this pleasure
will~lOt last f~,ther. Marriage brings children and children bring
joy but children fail to reciprocate in one's declining years.
According to Ortner, Children's marriage pose threat at vanous

levels in Sherpa society-
f I " .. BOlld"i. For mother, rupture 0 t le Y111J

(compassion bond)
Hard economic realities labor decreased,
property divided and cattle shared

111. Marriage at six distinct stages
IV. Old couple - depend on the son
v. Friction of twO- in-laws
She acknowledges that the crisis of children's marriages

and problems of the aged in Sherpa culture is a crisis of personal
identity as well as of personal survival. All these issues were
sianaled by the symbolism of the Nyungne ritual.

" All these problems are resolved by offering rituals
(Nyungne). Symbolically it involves extreme condensation of
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complex and profound feeling and meanings. In fact, Nyungne
transforms from worldly material life to merits of spiritual world.
Nyungne offers satisfying refuge.

Hospitality: Problems of Exchange, Status, and
Authority

Why hospital ity is important in Sherpa society? Ortner
believes that there is a lack of cohesion in Sherpa society. The
key fact of Sherpa social structure is its relative atomization into
nuclear family units. A household will give a formal hospitality
at wedd111g, funeral, new year, etc. Hospitality is the most
generalized form of "being social in Sherpa society". At the core
of any hospitality event there is a material transaction: a host
gives food to his guests. Feeding is culturally considered to be an
act of great power and they are manipulative work. In "Yangzi"
transaction, an individual brings a token gift of beer or food and
asks for a favour. According to Ortner, the symbols of hospitality
are to (i) maintain order in the status of hierarchy, (ii) produce
order in the political functions of party interactions, and (iii) the
reciprocity.

Ortner begins her account with an analysis of a ritual
(Nyungne) that addresses strains within the Sherpa family.
Ideally the Sherpa family is autonomous and self-sufficient, a
closes unit, differentiated from and opposed to the rest of
society. Its members are economically independent of other
families, but dependent on one another and with strong ties to
one another emotionally especially child and mother.
In contrast to these ideals, in reality relations within the Sherpa
family are weakened (undermined) by several factors:-

(i.) Marriage: Children grow and got married and
separated learning emotionally and physically.

(ii.) New family creation causes economic problems
for the old ones resulting in division of land,
labour and cattle.

(iii.) Conflict between mother-in-law and daughter-in­
law
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(iv.) The children take place for householder in place of
aged parents (parents do not feel to accept children
as adults and hence their decision.

This discrepancy (difference) between ideal. and actual
creates tension/conflict/dis-equilibrium/disorder that IS supposed
to be relieved in a ritual (Nyungne) atonement. 11 IS supposed to
help the elders see themselves not as deprived but as
approaching religious/cultural Ideal autonomy. Cog11ltlvely and
emotionally, loss is transformed mto gam. .'

The same forces of "atomism" disrupt relatiOnshIps
between families. Ortner argues that this threat is overcome by
Sherpa belief about hospitality, "a way of being social" that IS
normatively governed by rules of "etiquette". Sherpas are
reluctant (unwilling) to engage in the exchange ofmatenal goods
suspicious (wary) of the attachments that it may generate. TIllS
attitude weakens social relationshIps - a situatiOn that IS
overcome in the Sherpa customs of Yangdi and hospitality that
facilitates to regain order or equilibrium. Yangdl IS an
institutionalized transaction consisting of a gift of food (or beer),
which obligates its recipient to reciprocate with a favour of some
sort. Ortner concluded that Yangdi is the baSIC mechanism for
generating exchange in Sherpa society that hospitality,
"dramatizes" order...... produces order and reproduces a
mechanism, Yangdi - for generating order " .

In sum, in chapter three and four, Ortner addresses antl­
relational tendencies within and between families, the threat to
family relationships and especially the feelings of less
experienced by the elderly as the issues and the answer as
embodied in the rituals of atonement. Between the families the
issue is how to resolve the threat to communal relations
associated with "atomism" and self-sufficiency, and the answer
is embodied in the rituals of hospitality and institutionalized gIft
giving "Yandzi" to foster reciprocity between households.

But even with these efforts to overcome the tendency
toward atol~ism there are still obstacles to the maintenance of
social order. As, Ortner argues, the "forces of anarchy and
disruption periodically return in the form of demons to wreck,
chaos and pollution in society. Therefore, she turns to an
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examination of the ritual mechanisms by which demons are
controlled. She does this in the next two chapters: fifth and sixth.
Chapter five describes the ritual of exorcism in which Sherpas
directly confront, by symbolic means, the disruptive forces
represented by demons. Chapter six describes rituals of offerings
(oblation) in which Sherpas attempt through acts of giving
similar to those of "Hospitality" to persuade Gods to assist them
in combating the demons that plague them.

Exorcism: Problems of Wealth, Pollution, and
Reincarnation

Exorcism held annually is connected with funerals. In
exorcism there is always direct enactment of confrontation with
the forces of evil. The "do dzongup" is a heterodox exorcism in
which an effigy of tiger is made of mud and dough; a man leads
it and the other rides dragging the tiger away in a room. It is
placed on a plank and "road" is made of flour and driven away
by the Lama with the music and scenting and is destroyed
finally.
The Gyepshi rite is an orthodox exorcism. Rich people do it the
opposite of "do dzongup" because they lavish the demons by
valuable, beautiful and tasty offerings to pacify and gratify them
rather than to threaten them.
Demons are insatiably greedy, vicious, and predatory creatures
who roam the world causing troubles - illness, death, corruption
and destruction. They are everywhere in the world. In Buddhist
ideology, however, the demonic behaviour is the behaviour of
the self. They should be driven away. Ascetic person defeat
demons by learning to control "quiet" and ultimately eliminate
these interior impulses. It is concentration and self-control. If
demons are greedy for material wealth, luxury and satisfaction so
are the peoples. They are to be eliminated.

Offering Rituals: Problems of Religion, Anger, and
Social Cooperation

Offering rituals are done all-round-the year. The Gods
are humanised, embodied in material world. Hen offering is
observed. 'Torma" is made, incense, music and sprinkling of
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beer invites the God. All phenomena or mechanisms of rituals
act for maintaining the social order in fragile social relationships
without any formal social institutions.

An exorcism ritual helps the individual to overcome the
anxiety produced by anticipation of physical deterioration and
death. And an offering ritual tends individuals have insight into
their emotions, thereby producing a constructive way of dealing
with their feelings of anger. Thus, the potential social disorder
that might be created by "death" or "anger" are overcome by the
rituals of exorcism and offerings and thereby the order is
maintained in the Sherpa society. Therefore the phrase "Sherpa
religion is the religion of fear" as used by writer seems more
relevant in real life.

Claims and Data

The claims are repeatedly stated and systematically
interwoven.

1. Textual arrangement is good.
2. The writer has included Sherpas' concepts, proverbs, myths,

legends and native terms.
3. The argument of the monograph is nearly present.
4. All arguments of the book are essentially correct,

sequentially presented and excellent theoretical
interpretations.

Evaluation

There are some methodological pitfalls in spite of the
good arrangement of photographs, drawings, verbal dialogue,
dialects, etc. representing various facts. No clear-cut
methodologies are addressed, so that graphical interpretation
could not be found. Ortner's cultural interpretation or analysis of
Sherpa culture from an internal or emic view is not possible by
using traditional scientific methods of systematic observation,
data collection and hypothesis testing used by pioneering
anthropologists like Radcliff-Brown, Malinowski, Geertz, etc.
The account of ritual scenes does not provide evidence for their
alleged functions. Ortner presents no data about changes in
attitudes or actions and about transformations. People are
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supposed to be experienced. The claims are simply stated and
restated, again and again.

She could have shown some examples of where and how
dis?rder was resulted due to less acts of hospitality and again
solidanty was mall1tall1ed through rituals.

Viewing Sherpa society only through their rituals can
neither be understood at microscopic level nor can one analyze
Sherpa social-cultural life in broader sense or macro level. The
Sherpa society was studied with the help of the other
perspectives also. For example Stevens Stanley studied the
Sherpa society with the help of human ecological perspectives.
H,s analysIs focused on the Sherpa subsistence with the change
In the envllonmental conditions. Thus analysis of Sherpa society
only through their ritual is not enough to open the Sherpa society
in the comprehensive or broader sense. The book has totally
faded to analyse the Sherpa material life, Sherpa economy and
environmental conditions. Her approach failed to try to analyse
the material Sherpa culture while Julian Steward focused on the
interplay among the population, economic subsistence,
technology and environment. He argued that the relationship of
the material components of culture is primary and non-material
components of culture are secondary. So rituals only cannot play
the prominent role for maintaining social order.

Thus, Ortner's account of the Sherpa based on a claim
that they exhibit antisocial tendencies that are contained by their
rituals is not grounded empirically. The conclusion could not be
claimed as drawn from the "Sherpas through their rituals" as she
has dealt with certain rituals only. The conclusions would have
been different had that been drawn from "Sherpas through the
weddings or any other institutions". For she herself says that
weddings have contrasting interpretations.

Ortner views "marriage)) as a problem in Sherpa life
because marriage produces children and higher the number of
children, less is the accessibility or availability of economic and
environmental resource, social status etc, but Ortner ignores the
polyandry marriage practices of Sherpa. It is not clear that they
are either practicing polyandry marriage nor has developed other
means. Many studies proved that population growth can generate
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dynamism and economic prosperity rather than problems or
poverty. Growing population will adopt their changing
conditions either by intensifying agriculture, adoption of
probable cash crops, increasing use of marginal lands,
developments of other sources of income or various kinds of
fertility control if possible.

Just as there are no data to support Ortner's
interpretation of the psychological function of Sherpa rituals,
there is little evidence to support her view of problematic
features of Sherpa society. She frequently used qualitative data
rather than quantitative one. I think Ortner's idea is the synthesis
of the idea of Functionalism and Symbolism as she uses the
function of the rituals of the Sherpa society.

Her core analysis of "How Sherpa society is in Order?
Or How Sherpa society is possible? Or Why Sherpas through
their rituals, why not through other institutions?" etc. provide the
clear picture in theoretical level. She claims that Sherpas society
is atoministic; divided into isolated, antisocial nuclear families
themselves composed of individuals whose view of human
nature is fundamentally penurious (poor) avaricious (greedy),
materialistic and emphatically egocentric. But, this view is not
based on empirical facts.

Sacherer J. (1977) in his book "The Sherpa of
Rolwaling: a Hundred years of Economic Change in Himalayas"
has emphasized the adaptation of Sherpa to the harsh
environment of Rolwaling valley. Ortner's arguments do not
review Sacherer's analysis anywhere, even though his concepts,
ideas, perspectives would definitely support her symbolic
interpretation. Hence her idea, concepts and interpretation cannot
be generalized and extended to all other Sherpa communities.

Similarly, Ortner ignored the new cultural adaptation of
Sherpa's alternative cultural strategies. She has just expressed
them by the process of change, but she did not try to explain the
changing patterns of symbols in Sherpa life.

The disparity between the views of the Sherpas
(insiders) and that of the analyzed project (outsiders) is another
problem. For example, while Ortner sees Sherpa parties as full of
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competitions and tension; Sherpas describe them as having
"fun".

Furthermore, she asserts that generosity is highly valued
... but rarely practiced. This discrepancy between ideals and self,
between thought and action raises problem. Should Sherpas be
II1terpreted 111 terms of how they are supposed to behave or in
terms of how they actually behave?
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